
CONCLUSION

The proper care of children deprived of a normal home life can now
be seen to be not merely an act of common humanity, but to be essential
for the mental and social welfare of a community. For, when their care
is neglected, as happens in every country of the Western world today, they
grow up to reproduce themselves. Deprived children, whether in their own
homes or out of them, are a source of social infection as real and serious
as are carriers of diphtheria and typhoid. And just as preventive measures
have reduced these diseases to negligible proportions, so can determined
action greatly reduce the number of deprived children in our midst and
the growth of adults liable to produce more of them.

Yet, so far, no country has tackled this problem seriously. Even in
so-called advanced countries there is a tolerance for conditions of bad
mental hygiene in nurseries, institutions, and hospitals to a degree which,
if paralleled in the field of physical hygiene, would long since have led to
public outcry. The break-up of families and the shunting of illegitimates
is accepted without demur. The twin problems of neglectful parents and
deprived children are viewed fatalistically and left to perpetuate themselves.
It seems probable that the main reasons for this fatalism have been three
in number: the assumption that a large proportion of these children
were orphans and had no relatives ; an economic system which from time
to time created unrelieved poverty on a scale so great that social workers
were powerless to help ; and a lack of understanding of psychiatric factors
and a consequent impotence in managing cases where they predominate.
In many Western countries, however, these three conditions no longer
hold, but two others remain which hinder progress. In the first place,
there is still a woeful scarcity of social workers skilled in the ability to
diagnose the presence of psychiatric factors and to deal with them effec-
tively. From what has been said hitherto, it is evident that unless a social
worker has a good understanding of unconscious motivation she will be
powerless to deal with many an unmarried mother, many a home which
is in danger of breaking up, and many a case of conflict between parent
and child. A particularly impressive feature of the past decade has been
the extent to which the psycho-analytic approach to case-work has
developed in the American schools of social work and the extent to which
social agencies are employing child psychiatrists to aid their case-workers.
Nevertheless, despite these hopeful signs, there is a tremendous task before
all countries to train social workers in appropriate methods and child
psychiatrists to aid them.
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The second factor which still operates is a lack of conviction on the
part of governments, social agencies, and the public that mother-love in
infancy and childhood is as important for mental health as are vitamins
and proteins for physical health. This lack of conviction has two roots
-emotional and intellectual. A strong prejudice against believing it is not
infrequently found in people who are heatedly preoccupied by the alleged
inadequacy of children's own parents and who have a conspicuous need,
of which they are not always aware, to prove themselves better able to look
after the children than can their own parents. Members of committees,
too, in contemplating the fruits of their labours, are apt to find more
personal satisfaction in visiting an institution and reviewing a docile group
of physically well cared for children than in trying to imagine the same
children, rather more grubby perhaps, happily playing in their own or
foster-homes. One must beware of a vested interest in the institutional
care of children !

The intellectual doubts are more easily dealt with and may perhaps
have been influenced by the scientific data reviewed in Part I of this report.

To those charged with preventive action the present position may be
likened to that facing their predecessors responsible for public health a
century ago. Theirs was a great opportunity for ridding their countries
of dirt-borne diseases; some took it, others remained hypercritical of the
evidence and inert. True, the evidence presented in this report is at many
points faulty, many gaps remain unfilled, and critical information is often
missing; but it must be remembered that evidence is never complete,
that knowledge of truth is always partial, and that to await certainty is to
await eternity. Let it be hoped, then, that all over the world men and women
in public life will recognize the relation of mental health to maternal care,
and will seize their opportunities for promoting courageous and far-
reaching reforms.
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