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SARAH-ANNE BUCKLEY, MARNIE HAY, AND RÍONA NIC CONGÁIL, GUEST 

EDITORS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This year marks the centenary of the Easter Rising in Dublin, a significant step towards 

Irish independence from Britain. The proclamation of Irish independence, read outside the 

General Post Office by P.H. Pearse—then the most prominent and pioneering schoolmaster 

in the country—refers to “children” in four of its six short paragraphs.1 The proclamation 

initially portrays Ireland as a long-oppressed mother who “summons her children to her 

flag” in the struggle for freedom. In British propaganda of the time, Ireland was often 

represented as the unruly and ungrateful child of mother Britannia; in the 1916 

proclamation, by contrast, Ireland is the maternal figure.2 The “children” born to her are 

credited with agency in their readiness “to sacrifice themselves for the common good” and 

it is acknowledged that Ireland’s struggle is “supported by her exiled children in America.” 

The term “children” is thus used in a figurative and broad sense throughout the document. 

In one of its most cited and debated lines, the proclamation refers to the Irish Republic’s 

aim of “cherishing all of the children of the nation equally.” As Liam de Paor has argued, 

this phrase “has been frequently misread to refer specifically to children,” when, in fact, 

“children” was meant as a synonym for “all the people of Ireland.”3 Nevertheless, the 

choice of language is not insignificant, and serves as an indicator of the growing centrality 

of child-related rhetoric within Irish nationalist public life at the time.  

 

The 1916 proclamation might also inspire us to reflect on fundamental questions, 

ambiguities, and contradictions regarding “children” —figurative or real—that dominate 



the study of the history of childhood: questions of age, agency, dependence, and 

independence. Following the precedent set by the proclamation, the idea of the symbolic 

Irish child was imbibed and regularly repeated by future generations of Irish public 

representatives. However, as recent reports on child welfare have revealed, while the 

symbolic Irish child was publicly revered throughout the twentieth century, thousands of 

real Irish children who were placed in care of the Irish Free State (later the Republic of 

Ireland) were not cherished equally; many of them were not cherished at all. 

Recent reports and revelations—from the Ferns Report (2005) to the Tuam Babies 

scandal that made international headlines (2014)—present a damning account of the 

childhood of thousands of Irish people.4 However, they represent an episode within a much 

longer history of Irish childhood. This history, which spans many centuries, includes 

children negotiating the borders of paganism and Christianity (later Catholicism and 

Protestantism), embracing superstition and science, living in abject poverty or in 

abundance of wealth, in a family environment or workhouse or orphanage. Many rural-

based Irish children were monoglot Irish speakers, immersed in Gaelic culture; likewise 

many urban children knew English only and lived in an Anglicized culture; while others 

still moved easily between both languages and cultures. By the early twentieth century, the 

border between childhood and adulthood had become increasingly defined due to 

compulsory school attendance and a growth in children’s and juvenile culture. As the 

century progressed, the new physical border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of 

Ireland was to impact in several ways upon the lives of children on both sides of the divide.5 

Irish children in any given era could have very different life experiences; however, 

in the nineteenth century in particular, two occurrences impacted on the lives of the 

majority of Irish children. First, the introduction of mass education through the new 

National School System (est. 1831) led to a cumulative increase in literacy among the 



young, the effects of which were visible among the newly educated Catholic middle class 

by the turn of the twentieth century.6 Second, the Great Famine (1845-1852) affected 

children as it did adults: many children died, others emigrated with or without family, while 

surviving children stayed and grew up in Ireland and carved a future for themselves and 

their own children.7 It may seem surprising that no in-depth study exists of Irish children 

in the context of the Great Famine. This reflects the history of Irish childhood more 

generally, however: as of yet, no scholar has published a comprehensive history of Irish 

childhood.8  

The study of the history of childhood is a new field of research in the Irish context 

and it is developing rapidly.9 The essays in this special issue reflect the interdisciplinary 

approaches that scholars are now taking to the study of Irish childhood in the past. Caoimhe 

Nic Lochlainn’s object lesson focuses on the Schools’ Folklore Scheme (1937-1938), 

which assigned over 50,000 schoolchildren in the Irish Free State with the task of recording 

aspects of the Irish-language and English-language oral culture that was quickly 

disappearing from newly literate Ireland. The essays that follow are arranged in 

chronological order, beginning with Emer Dennehy’s study of infant burial in medieval 

Ireland, and ending with Karen Smith’s examination of laws and policies in relation to 

child protection in twentieth-century Ireland. The authors discuss and analyze aspects of 

Irish social, political, educational, cultural, and literary history. Indeed, all of these aspects 

of Irish society are touched upon in Anne Markey’s essay, which focuses on the 

representation of childhood in eighteenth-century literary history.  

Although several well-known memoirs recount the stories of Irish children who 

became part of the diaspora at a young age, little research has been carried out on childhood 

and the Irish diaspora to date. Thus James Kelly’s essay on the kidnapping of Irish children 

for transportation to the Crown’s American colonies in the eighteenth century, and Jennifer 



Redmond’s study of the evacuation of Irish-born and second-generation Irish children from 

Britain during World War II, provide insights into the variety of circumstances in which 

Irish children have undergone migration. The relationship between and legacy of Irish and 

British conflict also feature in this special issue. Caoimhe Nic Dháibhéid’s essay deals with 

the death of the Easter Rising’s leaders, and the proprietorial interest that republican Ireland 

proceeded to take in the education of the children of these men. Georgina Laragy’s essay, 

meanwhile, focuses on the problem of juvenile unemployment faced by the new state in 

Northern Ireland, from 1921 to 1939. 

The essays in this special issue show that in spite of its location on the periphery of 

Europe, Ireland was not cut off from the educational, social, religious, political, and 

economic discourses and ideologies surrounding the upbringing of children in the past. Yet 

because of its location, and British colonial influence vying with Gaelic culture from the 

1500s onwards, the study of Irish childhood provides a particularly rich narrative of 

dualities, cultural hybridity, and the ability of children to adapt to new circumstances. 
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