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In July 1890, t he Cork poor law guardian and philant hropist  William
D'Est erre Parker wrot e t o t he Irish chief  secret ary, Art hur Balfour,
lament ing t he government 's refusal t o ext end t he syst em by which
dest it ut e children were support ed out side t he workhouse in t he homes
of fost er parent s. He expressed his deep regret  "t hat  t he innocent
children in our workhouses are t o cont inue by t he act  of  t he Irish Local
Government  Board t o be 'cribbed,' 'cont ained,' and 'confined' in Irish
workhouses."  Despit e t he concert ed e ort s of  philant hropist s such as
Parker, t he majorit y of  children maint ained under t he Poor Law cont inued
t o be cared for wit hin workhouses unt il t he abolit ion of  t he workhouse
syst em in independent  Ireland in t he early 1920s. The proport ion of
children wit hin t he t ot al workhouse populat ion declined from over 45
percent  of  inmat es not  in hospit al in January 1852 t o 14 percent  in 1900
(see f igure 1).  Even in t he second decade of  t he t went iet h cent ury,
however, when o icial policy was t o keep children out  of  t he workhouse,
many [End Page 37] union workhouses cont ained subst ant ial numbers of
children.  This art icle examines t he e ort s of  campaigners t o remove
children from workhouses and considers why t hese e ort s were not
more successful. In so doing, it  explores at t it udes t o children and child
care and t o povert y and welfare more generally.

Figure  1.
Childre n in Iris h Workhous e s .
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The Poor Law was int ended t o reform as well as relieve, and t he desire
t o mold workhouse children int o useful cit izens remained a cent ral
preoccupat ion of  bot h poor law o icials and philant hropist s t hroughout
t he post -Famine period. Thus, while lit t le explicit  provision was made for
children under t he Poor Law Act  of  1838 beyond providing for separat e
accommodat ion for di erent  age groups, workhouse rules specif ied t hat
boys and girls who were inmat es of  t he workhouse "shall, for t hree of  t he
working hours at  least  every day, be inst ruct ed in reading,writ ing and
arit hmet ic, and t he principles of  t he [End Page 38] Christ ian religion, and
ot her such inst ruct ion shall be impart ed t o t hem as shall f it  t hem for
service and t rain t hem t o habit s of  usefulness, indust ry and virt ue."
Wit hin t he ranks of  t he needy, children were regarded as a special
cat egory, and over t he course of  t he ninet eent h cent ury t here was a
growing sense t hat , unlike poor adult s, poor children should be regarded
as vict ims, not  agent s of  t heir circumst ances. However, as Harry Hendrick
has argued, while children were frequent ly present ed as vict ims, t hey
were also seen as t hreat s, wit h t he pot ent ial t o undermine public healt h,
family cohesion, social st abilit y, and economic progress.  Poor children
needed t o be rescued, but  societ y also needed t o be prot ect ed from
t he dangers t hey posed. Responses t o child povert y in Ireland reflect ed
t he combinat ion of  fear and concern implicit  in t his dual percept ion.

Development s in Ireland need t o be underst ood wit hin t he cont ext  of
wider debat es over t he care of  pauper children. Throughout  t he Unit ed
Kingdom, philant hropist s and social act ivist s sought  t o remove children
from workhouses and t o provide specialist  services for t hem. By t he end
of t he cent ury, moreover, t here was growing pressure t o act ively
int ervene by removing children from criminal or abusive parent s.
However, whilst  very similar argument s were put  forward in favor of
specialist  services for children t hroughout  t he Unit ed Kingdom, very
di erent  policies were pursued in di erent  regions. Despit e o icial
acknowledgment  of  t he benefit s of  boarding out , t he majorit y of  poor
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law children in England and Ireland remained in some form of inst it ut ional
care. In Scot land, t he majorit y of  children were boarded out .  The
ent husiasm of Scot t ish poor law aut horit ies for boarding out  was in
keeping wit h t he generally low level of  inst it ut ional provision wit hin t he
Scot t ish poor law syst em, especially compared t o Ireland, where up unt il
1847, relief  [End Page 39] could only be obt ained wit hin t he workhouse;
and even a er t his dat e indoor relief  account ed for a subst ant ial majorit y
of recipient s. Prior t o t he int roduct ion of  t he Poor Law in 1838, t here was
no st at ut ory syst em of poor relief  in Ireland...
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