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With the Irish Research Council and St. Patrick’s
College, Drumcondra, the Society for the History of
Children and Youth provided support for a
conference on the history of childhood in Ireland in
June, 2014. The conference drew over fifty papers
covering an impressive diversity of issues, and
offered four thought-provoking plenary lectures.
Listen above to a conversation about it and the
development of the field of childhood history in
Ireland with one of the organizers, Mary Hatfield –
Ph.D. Candidate at Trinity College, Dublin.

Organizers of “Twenty Years A-Growing” from left to right: SarahAnne Buckley, Mary Hatfield, Marnie Hay, Riona Nic Congail, and
Gaye Ashford (another member – Jutta Kruse – not shown).

To prepare for the conference, I surveyed 40 peerreviewed articles and chapters on Irish childhood
history published over the previous decade and
delivered a review of the literature. This reading and
the conference experience left me with a few
comparative observations. It also affirmed for me
the value of reading childhood history comparatively
across national boundaries.
About ten years ago there was a sustained increase
in publications on Irish childhood history. The trend

seems to be increasing every year. These efforts are
interdisciplinary and predominantly focused on
modern Ireland – that is familiar in other national
contexts. Two narratives organize current Irish
literature: (1) studies that tell a story of structural
and institutional deprivation and mistreatment of
Irish children since the mid-19th-century; (2) studies
that explore the relationships between childhood,
youth, and the politics of nationalism in late-19thand 20th-century Ireland.1 I suspect continuing
efforts will extend beyond these dominant concerns
with deprivation and nationalism, yet (given my
limited examination) there is room for more work on
youth consumer culture & sports, educational
institutions (outside of residential schools), the
history of scientific ideas about childhood (outside of
paediatrics).
This said, the current emphases in Irish
historiography prepare fertile ground for considering
important comparative issues. My attention was
drawn to a familiar tension between modern ideals
of childhood and the existence of workhouses (or
poorhouses) in the mid/late 19th-century.
Influenced by ideas about childhood conditioning
and innocence, like other elites, many Irish leaders
feared workhouses would “pauperize” children
through association with the worst kind of adults. At
the same time, Irish authorities held the prejudice
that ordinary Irish homes were unfit to raise children
by middle-class standards. Neither the family as it
was, nor institutions as they had been previously
built, were adequate. This dilemma (common in
other nations) created the framework for a vast
overhaul of childhood policy in the late-19th- and
20th-century.2
While the Irish shared key elements of a larger
childhood-saving concern, their discourse developed
unique features. There was a much stronger fear
that practices such as foster care or “friendly

visiting” (later professional casework) would be used
to proselytize across confessional boundaries. Since,
the Church exercised more influence over
governmental policy and held a unique position
within identity politics, the balance tipped decidedly
toward building large Church-run institutions for
children.3 As it is still said in Ireland, the poor or
troublesome child was “sent to the laundries” –
residential schools typically run by nuns. The rise of
juvenile courts, legal adoption, foster care, the
rationalization of “outdoor” relief, the
professionalization of social work, and a multitude of
structures that advanced middle-class childhood
discourse over the past 150 years in North America
and Great Britain did not have the same presence or
timing in Irish childhood history.
You might say that the relationship between the
child and the modern state captured by the AngloAmerican doctrine of “the best interests of the
child,” has been particularly contentious, and
perhaps incongruous with primary features of Irish
culture.4 This seems consistent with Caroline
Skehill’s 2004 historical study of social work in
Ireland, but the sources and consequences of this
divergence are not obvious to me.5 If Ireland was
different, was it due to an ability to maintain
elements of master-servant childhood? What is the
Pauline exhortation? Husband-wife, parent-child,
master-servant are “one-flesh.”6 It is more than
tantalizing to contrast this ancient doctrine with
Ellen Key’s 1909 claim that “the century of the child”
could only begin when humanity “abandoned the
Christian point of view” and embraced the “holiness
of generation.”7
Before going too far down this road, we might recall
one of Ian Miller’s excellent points in his 2013 study
of 19th-century Irish industrial schools and
reformatories. Miller urged us to resist
condemnation of the past or the propensity to see
Irish childhood history only for what it lacked.8 If the
Irish industrial schools and reformatories (founded
upon confessional division and a jaundice view of
family life) inflicted harm, it would not follow that
other national histories offer rational policy
alternatives, harmless “best-practices.” Taking this a
step further, one might reconsider the narrative of
trauma and survival fashioned to such popularity by
the hyperbolic Frank McCourt. If taken as an axiom,
the idea that nothing is so miserably heroic as Irish
Catholic childhood forecloses other ways of reading
the history of Irish childhood.9

When considering the lessons of childhood practices
in Ireland, historians would do well to reflect on the
prefiguring potential of the narrative of childhood
trauma and survival. It has certainly framed the
histories of childhood policy in other, purportedly
more “modernized,” countries: Bernardo’s global
farming out of “Home Children” from England to
Australia and Canada; Charles Loring Brace’s orphan
trains from U.S. eastern cities to the western
states.10 Canada constructed a large residential
school project to assimilate First Nation children in
institutions run by the Roman Catholic and Anglican
Churches, paid for by the Federal Government. The
Canadian assault upon indigenous culture, its
humiliation and violence has been called “cultural
genocide” recently. These projects, apologized for
today, were once proudly advanced as means to
human progress.11
A comparative perspective might call into question
the idea that if only Irish childhood practices had
caught-up sooner, all would have been better (or at
least less miserable). So many practices advanced
earlier and more thoroughly outside of Ireland have
come under critical review and debate. These
include the professional investigation of the poor,
compulsory standardized education, the removal of
children and youth from paid work, not to mention
the massive pharmacological network framing the
treatment of North American children and youth
today.12
It seems to me that the medicalization of childhood
policy, what André Turmel called “developmental
thinking as a cognitive form,” was later and less
comprehensively instituted in Ireland.13 Taking a
comparative view, it is difficult to read this as simply
a blessing or a curse, but it is clearly a significant
point for analysis. The difference might have been
related to what Robbie Gilligan reasonably names
Ireland’s history as a “reluctant state.”14 Yet – here
again – a comparative view complicates the matter.
If we call Ireland a “reluctant state” (defining it by
what it lacked), are we saying that modern
childhood policy gains its unifying features by the
triumph of a medical model? Do modern child-state
relations have this sort of global essence? Or, might
there be multiple reluctances among us? Might it be
that states are apt to do many different things? If
they have purposes at all, might these be temporary,
contingent, protean, and divergent?

These questions are asked without denying that
historians possess reasonably compelling ways to
position the child-state relationship in particular
places and times. It compresses too much, but we
might say that in America, a reluctant state
developed from late-18th-century Republican
motherhood and the idea that insecurity and
competition are necessary for developing manhood.
These threads became aligned against church-state
monopolies, but in the 20th-century they formed
around certain bio-political techniques.15 The
“reluctant” state in Ireland seems to have emerged
from the growing monopoly of Church institutions in
the 19th-century with a complex connection with
Irish nationalist identity and developed different
(perhaps less subtle and less effective) disciplinary
regimes. Juxtaposing two quite divergent “reluctant”
states should disrupt the notion that the child-state
relation moves toward the realization of an essential
form; the idea of progress (or decline) may serve
reformers better than historians.

2 For a concise overview of part of this period with a
useful bibliography see, Lindsey Earner-Byrne,
“Reinforcing the family: The role of gender, morality and
sexuality in Irish welfare policy, 1922-1944,” The History of
the Family v. 13 (2008): 360-369.

Taken to its logical conclusion, this genealogical
reading of the past may move categories, cast
doubts upon assumptions, and put us in a position of
perpetual critique.16 Maybe it leaves us with nothing
better than history and comparison, and calls us to
read about childhood outside of our most familiar
frameworks of time and place. To do so remains a
laborious and risky thing. We are usually historians
of a time, a place, a culture, before we are historians
of childhood. Boundaries are not easily discarded,
even if we sense that childhood is a discourse
passing and shifting between eras – traversing state
structures, and that it might be illuminated best
upon a wide historical landscape.

5 Caroline Skehill, History of the Present Child Protection
and Welfare Social Work in Ireland (Lampeter: Edwin
Mellen Press, 2004).
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