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Abstract 
The moral and practical regulation of sexuality and associated risk has been traditionally bound by Catholic religious doctrine in the Republic of Ireland. Over the last century, however, the emergence of professional social work as a state risk management strategy around sexuality is evident. This tallies with the disrepute of the Church following high-profile abuse scandals and publicized tragedies tied to institutional segregation. This paper presents theoretically informed critical commentary, through uptake of the Foucauldian notion of discourse. It concludes that critique of the regulation of sexuality, should be qualified on three counts. Firstly, tensions between Catholicism and social work remain. Secondly, wariness toward the operation of power is requisite. Thirdly, both that which is said, and unsaid, enlightens present debates. 
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Discourse and Religious Doctrine: Professional Social Work and the Moral Regulation of the Body in Roman Catholic Ireland   


Introduction    

Efforts to cloak, regulate and sanitize the morally dangerous sexual and reproductive capacities of the body in traditional Catholic Ireland have garnered much attention in recent years (Garrett, 2013, 2016, 2017). Silenced from the province of public debate, dislocated through institutional segregation and bound by precincts of religious doctrine, were deviant cases of bodies that defied permissible sexuality (Skehill, 1999). Once the curtain fell, well-meaning society was marred by public outrage. This outrage, bound to a lack of transparency, was provoked in several ways. Ireland’s Catholic denominational mother and baby homes where ‘fallen’ and ‘wayward women’ were physically detached from society, graced both national and international news from 2012 onwards (Garrett, 2013, 2017; Skehill, 1999). Broadcasts were provoked by the chance discovery of a concealed tomb, revealing mass burial of infants from Bon Secours Mother and Baby Home in Tuam. Under the remit of a Roman Catholic religious congregation, pregnancy out of wedlock had been concealed from polite society under discreet yet adverse conditions (Garrett, 2013, 2017; Keenan, 2012). Elsewhere, disused and refurbished preventative homes for wayward girls who had not yet ‘fallen from grace’ through pregnancy (Skehill, 1999: 77), now peppered the Irish landscape like relics of Ireland’s past patriarchy. In this context, with insult adding to injury, accounts of clerical child abuse surfaced toward the end of the 20th Century. Specifically, a series of high-profile abuse scandals and respective public awakening to endemic sexual abuse of children by members of the Catholic Church in Ireland, was widely publicized (Keenan, 2012). Here, concealment and deception were evident in the very epicentre and anatomy of the Church in Ireland. It was clear that the moral regulation of the body by the Roman Catholic Church in Ireland was a tarnished pursuit.
	In this context, with specific regard to the moral (and now statutory) regulation of the body and sexuality, this paper considers the emergence of professional social work as a risk management strategy (Burns and McGregor, 2018) from the cinders of Irish Catholicism. In doing so, a central argument is developed. Specifically, the core argument of this paper is that professional social work in Ireland as a key risk management strategy around sexuality, gradually replaced Roman Catholic Church intervention in this domain. Moreover, it is proposed that, to fully understand how this came to pass, the Foucauldian notion of discourse may be constructively taken up. In making this argument, the paper takes a narrowing focalization. Firstly, the rationale for using the work of Michel Foucault to examine the relationship between Catholicism and professional social work, with a focus on discourses, is established. Following this, the emergence of aspects of professional social work as risk management of sexuality (in particular, deviant sexuality) is mapped. Therein, an examination of two socio-historical processes proceeds. Respectively, this entails consideration of clerical abuse scandals and mother and baby homes. Finally, concluding discussion makes the case that understanding of the present relationship between Roman Catholicism and Irish social work with respect to regulation of sexuality, should be qualified on three counts. Firstly, tensions between Catholicism and Irish social work remains. Secondly, wariness toward the operation of power is requisite. Thirdly, both that which is said, and unsaid, enlightens present debates.  

Why use the work of Michel Foucault to examine discourses and the relationship between Catholicism and professional social work?

Notwithstanding its criticisms and limitations in social work scholarship (see Garret, 2019), it is clear that Michel Foucault’s work is authoritative and well established in the social sciences (Garrett, 2018; McNay, 2007). Moreover, a Foucauldian perspective has already been productively applied to understand the nature of social work in Ireland (Skehill, 1999, 2000, 2008) and elsewhere (Chambon et al., 1999). Foucault also developed a body of theoretical work on Christianity that is centrally relevant to Roman Catholicism (Siisiäinen, 2015). Here the real value of Foucauldian theory perhaps lies in the unique way that it allows us to perceive the events of the past through illuminating that which would be otherwise submerged below unquestioned assumptions (Skehill, 2008; Winter and Cree, 2016). As Chambon et al. (1999) establishes, Foucault’s approach is critical of even the most ordinary assumptions and aspects of reality that are often taken for granted, encouraging ‘a critical reflexivity in which taken-for-granted ways of knowing are problematised and through which the contested nature of our social work activities and understandings is highlighted’ (Winter and Cree, 2016: 1175). 
	Here a specific concern with ‘discourse’ is also warranted.  As a result of Foucault’s leaning toward a post-structuralist and post-modernist orientation, he was resistant about providing definitions (Garrett, 2018). What Foucault does explain is that the meanings of ‘discourse’ are variable and changing (McNay, 2007). He identifies that discourses may refer to ‘statements’ that are made, and therefore he has been, 

‘treating it as sometimes the general domain of all statements, sometimes as an individualizable group of statements, and sometimes as a regulated practice that accounts for a number of statements’ (Foucault, 1980: 80). 

What Foucault alludes to here in referring to ‘statements’ is a common understanding and way of speaking about an event, issue or process. In this way, according to Foucault, discourses are created socially. More specifically, this happens through a social process of ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault, 1977: 49). Discourses also form power relations, because discourses only represent part of the object or processes that they pertain to. In this way, discourses are only one way of viewing an event, issue or process. Furthermore, by virtue of such a partial nature, this excludes and marginalizes other perspectives or ‘truths’ (Chambon et al., 1999; McNay, 2007; Winter and Cree, 2016). In this context, discourses can create a common knowledge about things that come to be seen as conclusively being the truth.  Relevant here is the political, social and cultural environment which allows one or several discourses to flourish whilst others are disregarded (Winter and Cree, 2016). Overall, according to Winter and Cree (2016), discourse refers ‘to shared ways of thinking about, understanding, talking, writing and practising around a particular issue located in everyday practices and decision-making processes’ (p.1176). For Foucault such practices interact in complex ways with power. This is because ‘discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it’ (Foucualt, 1977: 101). Taking account of this capacity to both afford and diminish power, more broadly, the meaning of discourse is arguably varied. Ultimately however, it remains a practice rooted in how people form common understandings, and ways of speaking about issues and events (Chambon et al., 1999; Winter and Cree, 2016).  Overall, in seeking to understand the historical construction of sexuality in Catholic Ireland, discourse sheds light on the realm of common understanding, that otherwise, remains opaque. Yet whilst Foucault’s notion of discourse is constructive in this regard, limitations also persist. Given the exploration of clerical child sexual abuse scandals later in this paper, for instance, is important to note that Michel Foucault has made ethically questionable remarks on sexualized interactions involving adults and children and as such, his insight as a theorist must be questioned. His work may also lead to promoting politically passive social work theory and practice and in this context, often denies the hierarchal and coercive nature of power (Garrett, 2019). 
	It is nonetheless of interest to question the relevance of discourse to Roman Catholicism and social work.  Firstly, explanations about what the relationship between Roman Catholicism and the social work profession in Ireland has been, or ought to be, are sustained and influenced by various discourses that featured in Irish history (Skehill, 1999). To achieve a realistic version of events, it is therefore necessary to capture and portray these discourses. Secondly, by understanding discourse, one may achieve an informed and contextualized understanding of what the apparent veracities of the relationship between Roman Catholicism and professional social work are. Foucault explains that ‘each society has its regime of truth’. This includes ‘the types of discourse [it] harbours and causes to function as true’ and ‘the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true’, among other considerations (Foucault, 1976: 112). Accordingly, through-out relevant history, clergymen and professional social workers have been charged with such authority to say ‘what counts as true’ (Foucault, 1976: 112). Albeit, this has been limited within their respective realms of expertise.  Moreover, discourses that developed in social work about the body and sexuality reflect broader societal norms and values about what is deemed acceptable. Discourses, for instance, relating to childbirth outside marriage or appropriate sexual conduct would be relevant here. Pertaining to various possible discourses and regimes of truth, Foucault also alludes to the relevance of ‘the way in which each is sanctioned’ (Foucault, 1976: 112). In this sense, there were also discourses related to notions such as sexuality, the body, marriage and child rearing, pertinent to the nature of both Roman Catholicism and social work, that simply would not have been acceptable. Therefore, these discourses did not proliferate at that time, as instead, they were silenced and discouraged (Keenan, 2012). 
	An understanding of the discourse that developed within Irish social work in relation to the body and sexuality, more specifically, is of particular importance in several ways. The moral regulation of the body and of sexuality was a central feature of the influence of Roman Catholicism on the Irish populace (Keenan, 2012). This regulation was sustained and influenced by discourses in wider society (Keenan, 2012; Skehill, 1999). Critical issues underpinning discourses of the body and sexuality included those pertaining to contraception, capacity, consent, fidelity, abortion, pregnancy, reproduction, homosexuality, marriage and gender (Dunk, 2007; Keenan, 2012). The Church’s control of education and health was also important here. Teaching, for example, against the use of contraception may have led to many large families. Where parents then couldn’t cope, fostering was used in Gaelic tradition (Horgan, 2002). Later as society became more liberal, and professional social work formed and expanded, discourses then developed within Irish social work. These discourses related to the body, sexuality and associated issues already identified. Moreover, such discourses demonstrated continuities but also disjuncture from those espoused by the Church (Skehill, 1999, 2000). To understand the relationship between Roman Catholicism and professional social work it is therefore of importance to understand the central influence of discourses of the body and sexuality. In doing so, it must be acknowledged that discourses emergent in professional social work have often been impelled by a mandate for risk management (Dunk, 2007). As Dunk (2007: 135) articulates, knowledge about sexuality ‘is vital to social workers’ and traditionally ‘has also been couched in risk narratives, including those that stem from moral or religious dogma as well as those perpetuated by harm reduction messages.’  Overall, considering their varied nature, the pertinence of discourses that developed within Irish social work in relation to the body and sexuality is arguably conclusive.

Emergence of professional social work as risk management of deviant sexuality 

Professional social work in the modern state operates as a risk management strategy around sexuality and relationships. The devotion of statutory powers to professional social workers to intervene in the family and social domain, such as those conferred by the Child Care Act 1991 which is the centrepiece legislation for child protection and welfare social work in the Republic of Ireland, are exemplary here (Hamilton, 2012). Moreover, such legislation and policy developments were largely reactionary against Irish societal discovery of child abuse, partly facilitated by clerical abuse scandals (Buckley and Burns, 2015). Such developments followed acknowledgment of the inaptitude of moral and religious teaching alone to prevent harmful deviance in the domains of sexuality and the body (Ryan, 2009). For Foucault, a shift in power such as that identified between the Church and the state, is likely to be accompanied by discourse that sustains and accommodates that power. Within this, according to Foucault, the relationship between power and discourse is a familiar and intimate one, 

‘Discourse is not simply that which translates struggles or systems of domination, but it is the thing for which and by which there is struggle, discourse is the power to be seized’ (Foucualt, 1981: 52-53).

In this context, discourses that developed in social work about the body and sexuality were inevitably bound to relations of power. This is because ordinarily power and discourse operate together (Foucualt, 1981). Furthermore, discourses in social work are linked to the wider societal milieu in which social work operates. In this sense, Foucault goes on to say, 

‘There is scarcely a society without its major narratives, which are recounted, repeated and varied; formulae; texts, and ritualized sets of discourses which are recited in well-defined circumstances’ (Foucualt, 1981: 56).

What Foucault is implying here is that major narratives are a repeated feature of particular societies. Arguably for this reason it is helpful to contextualize discourses in social work by considering them in the context of wider society, including the influence of the Roman Catholic Church. To facilitate this, several significant change processes come to the fore. In particular, two change processes are worth noting. These are explored in the following and refer respectively to: clerical abuse scandals and mother and baby homes. 

Clerical abuse scandals 

Firstly, interspersed across decades, and particularly clustered between 2005 and 2010, were a series of clerical child abuse scandals. The proposition is that clerical scandals contributed to new strategies of risk management based on individual reformism in social work. Specifically, in this section the timeline for events spans between 1998 and 2016. 
Initially, in 1998 the key judgement of Justice Barr in M.Q. v. Robert Gleeson and Ors [1998] 4 IR 8 in the Republic of Ireland (hereafter referred to as the ‘Barr judgement’) significantly affected policy and practice in social work pertaining to ‘retrospective disclosures.’ Retrospective disclosures refer to disclosures by adults about abuse that happened to them in childhood (Mooney, 2018). Following the Barr judgement, it was evident that child protection and welfare social workers had a duty to investigate and address historic allegations. At this time, conservative discourses about the place of the body and sexuality in Irish society included those related to abstinence until marriage and remaining chaste (Tighe-Mooney, 2017). These conservative discourses were upheld by religious teaching. Moreover, these discourses framed sexual restraint as a moral imperative (Keenan, 2012). Therefore, as scandals paradoxically emerged from abuse within the Church and became condensed from 2005 onwards, public naivety was greatly diminished. As this occurred, the shock of abuse began to unsettle the foundations of Irish Catholicism (Garrett, 2013). Practically illustrative of this, for instance, are European Social Survey (ESS) findings that demonstrate a marked decrease in mass attendance in Ireland between 2002 and 2010 (ESS, 2010). After scandals and associated secularization, retrospective disclosures made against clergymen were being handled inconsistently by social workers with policy also beginning to evolve (Mooney, 2018). Concurrently, subsequent to clerical abuse scandals, from Keenan’s work (2012) and to a lesser extent, O'Sullivan and O'Donnell (2007), Ferguson (1995, 2007) and Tyrrell (2006), attempts to make sense of clerical abuse have followed. These attempts seek to critically deconstruct and decipher elements of perversion within the mind-set of clerical offenders. Under critique in this literature are also mechanisms of control in Church institution, culture, ideology and particularly relevant here, discourses. Within this, the relationship between discourses of abuse and social workers culpability in these discourses is of interest to question. Social work scholars allude to an emphasis on individualistic reformism linked to statutory social work where behaviour of individual clients that defies societal expectations about what is normal and just is addressed on a case by case basis (for example, Anonymised; Anonymised; Skehill, 1999, 2000). Within this, criticism is levelled toward the failure of individual reformism to address wider systemic and societal components of wrongdoings that manifest in individual human behaviour. This is not to dismiss the liability of individual perpetrators of abuse, but rather, systemic factors must be interrogated to dismantle all conditions of possibility for abuse in society. One such factor is discourse, for instance, proliferation of the contention that clerics had a moral authority that was unquestionable (Keenan, 2012). To better address this, social workers could have augmented the proportionate weight assigned to macro-societal scale strategies such as public awareness campaigns and support for survivor advocacy as a necessary counterbalance to individual statutory reformism following 2005. This would remain congruent with the conventions of the social work discipline, as the global definition of social work implies that both individualistic and societal scale endeavours are requisite where they are socially just (IFSW, 2014). 
Yet, despite the impetus for macrosocial action, the evolution of the specific draft policy used to manage cases of retrospective disclosure by social workers in the Republic of Ireland has been almost exclusively individualistic and aligns with supporting law and policy such as the Child and Family Agency Act 2013 and Children First National Guidance (2017) in this respect (Department of Children and Youth Affairs [DCYA], 2017; Tusla, 2014). This policy has been central to statutory practice and entails highly prescriptive templates, interview schedule parameters, prescriptive phraseology and timelines for correspondence and actions, with little scope for professional discretion and virtually no macrosocial strategies (Tusla, 2014). To therefore attend to harmful and persevering societal discourses that prevent survivors from being heard, such as the contention that abuse is a sordid and distasteful matter that should be hidden from polite society (Keenan, 2012), social workers need also to prioritize collectivist strategies such as awareness-raising and public outreach campaigns. This is not to imply existing negligence for all social workers in this regard, but rather, practice legislation and policy in this area remains predominately individualistic and relatively uncontested in this respect. 
Moreover, an institutional scale of abuse had been evident where allegations against clergymen were historically dealt with by Church authorities with gross negligence and permissibility (Keenan, 2012; Tyrrell, 2006). In this context, individual reformism in statutory social work as evident in policy and legislation such as the Child Care Act 1991 is grounded in an assertive socio-legal nature to practice in statutory settings, that risks aligning social work too exclusively with the individual judicial nature of the criminal justice system. Specifically, by mirroring rather than complementing criminal justice, social work severs ties to its structural tradition vital to uncovering complex and embedded systemic threats such as institutional abuse and harmful societal discourses. In this context, the final occurrence in the timeline of events worth noting here was publication of an unfavourable HIQA inspection report in 2016 that identified continued flaws in social work management of retrospective disclosures and signified scope for further reform. 
Given the space now open for change, overall, the argument is that socio-legal discourses of risk management and associated practices, such as where a child protection and welfare social worker conducts a single statutory assessment of abuse allegations leading to a final determination of ‘founded’ or ‘unfounded’ (Tusla, 2014), arguably need to be better complemented by structural social work that deals with wider issues such as harmful societal discourses.  Fortunately, the space for this has been opened as clerical abuse scandals not only increased the perceived importance of professional safeguarding work (and therefore social workers) in Ireland. Scandals also, conversely, undermined the role of the Church in this regard. 

Mother and baby homes 

Secondly, there was increasing public outrage at the treatment of traditionally designated ‘unmarried,’ ‘fallen’, and ‘wayward’ women in Ireland. Particularly, considered in the following is the relationship between mother and baby homes and emergent risk management strategies in professional social work. The specific timeline for events in this section spans from 1922 to 2018. First and foremost was establishment of the Irish free state in 1922 after which publicly funded and state inspected Catholic denominational mother and baby homes developed (Garrett, 2017).  Here, gendered historical discourses about the body and sexuality, such as those decrying pregnancy out of wedlock were instrumental (Miller et al., 2012). In some instances, even the notion of a sexually devious women at risk of ‘falling’ from virtue in this respect, could warrant detainment in an institution (Skehill, 1999). 
Between 1922 and 1970, social work in Ireland was not established as a distinct professional entity and was very much still bound to religious Catholic philanthropic work. Then, from 1970 onwards, professionalization of social work in Ireland began. Thereafter, statutory child protection and welfare social work rapidly expanded in the 1990s moving away from religious principles and toward a secular profession as a reaction to atrocities such as clerical abuse scandals (Skehill, 2000). Contemporary public outrage was greatly compounded by publicity in 2014 surrounding the death and disposal of an estimated 800 child and infant bodies in a mass burial site in Tuam, County Galway (Garrett, 2016; Skehill, 1999). The grave was, for practical intent and purposes, an underground sewage waste water chambers (Garrett, 2016, 2017). Prior to this, the infants, and for a time, their mothers, had been under the care of a religious order within the Bon Secours Mother and Baby Home in Tuam. This was, denominationally, a Roman Catholic religious’ congregation (Garrett, 2017). With the exception of the tragic discovery and excavation of human remains, the facility had of course not been the only one of its kind in Ireland (Garrett, 2017; Maher and O’Brien, 2017). Discovery of the remains and public awakening toward the associated historic maltreatment of women and children, impacted professional social work and society, compounding broad secularization underway. The overall relevance of this to contemporary discourses of sexuality in professional social work, was ultimately the promotion of a liberal, non-sectarian and rights-based approach to motherhood in Ireland. Within the evolving timeline of events, the pinnacle of deep secular change in the Republic of Ireland toward women was arguably marked in 2018. Here, referendum led to the landmark legalization of abortion. 
In this context, gendered and historical discourses regarding mother and baby homes certainly became more prominent in society after the Tuam scandal in 2014 (Garrett, 2017). The argument is, that Irish social work did not become more secular until this point in relation to matters of maternity. Skehill (1999, 2000) demonstrates in her seminal archival research, for instance, that social work is not simply an exclusive entity distinct from the society that surrounds it, but rather, it deeply and reflexively evolves in response to that society. Social workers therefore need to critically question discourses related to social work and yet, the detail of what discourses need to be interrogated so far remains obscure. Specifically, it is argued that it is historically unqualified discourses of risk management that must be approached critically. Illustrative here is the specific case of abortion in Ireland already alluded to. Abortion services commenced following the Health (Regulation of Termination of Pregnancy) Act 2018 becoming law after constitutional referendum. Debates preceding the referendum were complex and emotive within which exceptional cases such as pregnancy as a result of rape and cases of fatal foetal abnormality were referenced by pro-abortion campaigners (Browne and Calkin, 2020; Loveboth, 2018). Some women who had pregnancies in these exceptionally adverse circumstances and proceeded to have their children, for instance in the case of rape, contributed to abortion debates by stating that in fact, post birth, there had been vital healing for them in having their child and as such they were grateful to have not had abortions (Loveboth, 2018). 
The intention here is not to argue for or against abortion, which is clearly a profoundly complex matter, nor is it to concede that social workers must adopt a particular stance. Rather, social workers in practice contending with emotive and morally complex cases such as high-risk pregnancies should maintain what Powell (et al., 2013) refers as a ‘historical pulse’. Here, Garrett (2017: 361) considers the specific case of mother and baby homes in Ireland with respect to professional social work and suggests that a historical pulse remains indispensable because how ‘oppressed “client groups” were treated in the past should inform present-day practice . . . in terms of women’s reproductive rights today.’ Arguably what should be added to this is specific information about relevant past cases of personal crisis, growth and associated learning. As social workers are often at the coalface of practice with Irish women in exceptional circumstances such as high-risk pregnancies, a morally compelled response bound to discourses about what is just, must be qualified by existing evidence and past exemplars. Here, the proposition has been that it is historically unqualified discourses of risk management that must be warily regarded. 
Finally, in exercising this regard, from a Foucauldian lens, it is vital that social workers unearth embedded assumptions. The operation of discourses of motherhood in statutory child protection social work offers one illustration of this.  In particular, the notion that sexual promiscuity is contrary or contradictive of good mothering has been morally engrained in Irish society (Skehill, 1999). In this context, through Foucauldian theory ‘discourse’ can refer to ‘a regulated practice that accounts for a number of statements’ (Foucault, 1980: 80). Arguably, the historical consignment of ‘wayward’ women to institutions in Ireland was a ‘regulated practice’ rationalized on these women’s sexual promiscuity and associated discourses of moral risk (Skehill, 1999). Whilst history now tells us that this wrong, more nuanced ‘regulated practices’ may still transpire today. Mothers subject to child protection investigation who demonstrate sexual promiscuity may be undermined in conveying insight and parental moral fibre. Although parallels between promiscuity and poor parenting might seem reckless and unlikely to be drawn by social workers, promiscuity could reasonably be linked to risks such as reduced stability for children in adult relationships in the family home or exposure of children to unknown adults (DCYA, 2017). These threats are not, however, conclusively bound to promiscuity. Through recourse to Ireland’s execrable past and the moral mis-regulation of women’s sexuality within this (Skehill, 1999), social workers may become more conscious of risks posed to women by external authority. Here, social work as a state endorsed risk management strategy must continue to critically interrogate embedded assumptions and historically unqualified discourses. 

Conclusion 

Thus far, the Foucauldian notion of discourse has been introduced and considered with respect to risk management by social workers. More specifically, the emergence of social work in Ireland as a state risk management strategy (Burns and McGregor, 2018), where once Roman Catholic religious doctrine held a monopoly, has been the focus. Here, in seeking to map the nature and genesis of this change, two important socio-historical change processes were considered, related to clerical abuse scandals and mother and baby homes.  Overall, the core argument of this paper has been that professional social work in Ireland as a key risk management strategy around sexuality, gradually replaced Roman Catholic Church intervention in this domain. Moreover, it is proposed that, to fully understand how this came to pass, the Foucauldian notion of discourse is instrumental, albeit limited in respects that will require further consideration in the following. Moving forward, what remains to be seen, is lessons learned for contemporary practice. In the following this will be the focus, with specific emphasis on insight into the interrelationship of Catholicism and Irish social work. Three assertions follow. Firstly, tensions between Catholicism and Irish social work remains. Secondly, wariness toward the operation of power is requisite. Thirdly, both that which is said, and left unsaid, should enlighten present debates.  
	As a starting point, it is evident that there are on-going tensions and ambiguities in the relationship between social work and Catholicism. This relationship in Ireland is more fractured than previously (Skehill, 1999, 2000). Yet, it is also the case that dominant discourses of the body and sexuality still prevail in various forms and modes.  The appropriateness of child birth outside of marriage is still, for instance, questioned in modern Ireland (Miller et al., 2012). Similarly, Keenan (2012: 150) states that ‘since the 1990s sex and sexuality has begun to be perceived, understood and embodied in radically different ways in Ireland, although there is still considerable disagreement about the parameters of sexual choice, freedom and liberation.’ It would therefore be an inaccurate generalization to suggest that the relationship between Catholicism and social work is an entirely fractured and distanced one. Likewise, it would be erroneous to suggest that traditional discourses of the body and sexuality have been entirely displaced by new ones in professional social work. More accurately, the relationship between social work and Catholicism is one that continues to be defined by on-going tensions and ambiguities. It is these more complex and non-linear understandings, rather than polarized black and white renditions, that are characteristic of Foucauldian rationality ((McNay, 2007). 
On the 25th and 26th August 2018, for instance, Pope Francis visited Ireland. This was the first visit of its kind since 1979. Head of Government in Ireland, Taoiseach Leo Varadkar, delivered a speech for the occasion which reflected on both the failings of the Church and the state to safeguard those at risk. Therein, Varadker referred to the ‘shared mistakes’ and ‘the failures of both Church and state’, regarding those ‘people kept in dark corners behind closed doors, cries for help that went unheard’ (Sherwood, 2018: no page). Looking to the future, Varadker acknowledged important accomplishments in the area of women’s liberation, contraception, abortion and same-sex marriage.  Nonetheless, a defining assertion remained, namely, that there was certainly more that needed to be done (Sherwood, 2018). Whilst Foucault’s treatment of power through embedded and non-linear discourses has permitted a sophisticated understanding of events in this paper (McNay, 2007), the more simplistic notion of clear top-down power subordinating those un-complicit and lower in society is undermined by Foucault. Yet, this notion has had great currency in driving socio-political activism toward social justice.  It offers a reading of oppression that is tangible, simple to understand and therefore possible to mobilize around. By also viewing power and discourses as non-linear and non-hierarchal, space is opened up to assign some responsibility to survivors of abuse for conditions of that abuse and this is clearly unjust. Overall, Foucault’s work has evident limitations as well as merits. In this context, with professional social work in the area of safeguarding children and adults now firmly rooted within state agencies, there continues to be tensions and ambiguities in the relationship between social work and Catholicism. 
In this context, a second imperative is wariness toward power. Specifically, a critical approach to the operation of power should also inform understanding of the relationship between Roman Catholicism and social work in Ireland moving forward, with respect to managing risk associated with sexuality. For Foucault it would be apparent that contemporary discourses surrounding the body and sexuality in social work should be critically regarded. This is partly the case because relations of power are always accompanied by discourses, 

‘relations of power which permeate, characterize and constitute the social body, and these relations of power cannot themselves be established, consolidated nor implemented without the production, accumulation, circulation and functioning of a discourse’ (Foucault, 1980: 93). 

Power itself, however, is neither essentially good nor bad in Foucauldian theorization (McNay, 2007). Yet, here there is scope for Foucault’s work to dilute the social justice imperative of social work as it proffers neutrality toward power that does little to politicize practice. In Foucauldian rationality, power afforded to social work by discourses that have developed within it, may therefore just as validly be applauded as feared. What is conclusively supported by Foucault’s work, is the critical questioning of that power. This includes a decisive attempt to unearth embedded assumptions and taken-for granted foundations of the discourses that sustain and perpetuate power (McNay, 2007). Overall, a critical questioning of power is both sensible and requisite. 
	Finally, there is the imperative of considering both the role of that which is said, and left unsaid, in order to illuminate and enlighten present debates. In Foucault’s original work (1981), he speaks about a narrower, but nonetheless related conceptualization of sexuality. Here Foucault reflects on the reductive inclination of discourses to deny contingencies other than those supported by its own conventions, 

‘Procedures of exclusion are well known.  .  . we know quite well that we cannot speak of just anything in any circumstances whatever . . .In the taboo on the object of speech . . .(there are) types of prohibition which intersect, reinforce or compensate for each other, forming a complex grid which changes constantly. I will merely note that at the present time the regions where the grid is tightest, where the black squares are most numerous, are those of politics and sexuality’ (Foucault, 1981: 52).

What Foucault therefore concludes is that discourses of sexuality are perhaps among those most tightly bound by societal culture and norms (Foucault, 1976, 1981). One obvious criticism of this, is the dated nature of Foucault’s work and the need to account for socio-political changes that have since prompted liberalization of society. Nonetheless, having traced the moral regulation of sexuality and the body in Roman Catholic Ireland and dwelled on relevant discourses of risk management emergent in professional social work, it is perhaps conclusive that a sense of taboo existed and still exists in relation to these matters. Figuratively speaking, it would seem that a cloak of silence smothered contingent discourses of the body and sexuality (Keenan, 2012). Moreover, this was perhaps only evaded by those discourses that placed the moral and practical regulation of the body and sexuality firmly within the precincts of religious doctrine. In looking to the future, as social work balances contemporary liberal discourses with those of risk management, it is arguably necessary to critically question not just the veracity and effect of those discourses in social work, but also what is left unsaid, omitted and prohibited by their very presence.
Overall, whilst Foucauldian reasoning permits a critical reflexivity toward the contested nature of social work (Winter and Cree, 2016: 1175), it is arguably ironic to apply this reasoning without also enacting critical reflexivity toward the merit of Foucault’s own theory in the first instance. In this paper, some headway has been made toward criticality in both directions, doing so in the context of Irish Catholicism and the moral regulation of the body and sexuality. Whilst today, according to the state census, Roman Catholicism remains the most common religious persuasion in the Republic of Ireland at 78.3 per cent of the population (Central Statistics Office, 2016), the historic role of the Catholic Church in the moral regulation of the population including matters of the body and sexuality (Maher and O’Brien, 2017) has been largely uncriticized in social work. What is evident is that the authority of the Church, to intervene in this realm has been undermined and weakened, in tandem with general ‘declining influence’ (Fuller, 2017: 38). Coinciding with this, the emergence of professional social work as a state risk management strategy around sexuality has also been evident, for example, in the conferral of statutory powers (Hamilton, 2012). In looking to the future, it would seem that a critical approach to the operation of power, and awareness of the role of that which is both said and unsaid, will continue to be both constructive and necessary. 
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