Beyond child migration
Inquiries, apologies and the implications for the writing of a
transnational child welfare history
Shurlee Swain
The history of child welfare in Australia has been constructed within the context of
empire, but the writing of British child-welfare history has paid little attention to
Australia, noting only its role as a (complicit) destination for the last generation of
child migrants, and, within studies of settler colonialism, its program of Indigenous
child removal. This article brings these historiographies into a closer relationship,
arguing that developments in the way in which child-welfare history has been
written in the wake of Australian inquiries into historical abuse can inform similar
inquiries now being undertaken in Britain.
This article has been peer reviewed.
Child-welfare history tends to be jurisdictionally bound, focused on the legislation which sets
out the rights of the state to break the bonds between parent and child, and the provisions
made for the children that this legislation allows to be removed. 1 In Australia, this approach
has meant that histories tend to be state specific, with occasional glances over the borders for
points of comparison or attempts at generalisation, and looking back to Britain to identify
shared origins. 2 British child-welfare histories see little need to look beyond the nation,
although they do draw comparisons between legislation and practice in the constituent parts

1

In contemporary discourse these functions come within the scope of child protection but that usage of the term
is relatively recent and narrowly defined. For historical consistency the broader term child welfare is used
throughout this article.
2
The key Australian state-based child-welfare histories are: John Ramsland, Children of the Backlanes:
Destitute and Neglected Children in Colonial New South Wales (Sydney: University of New South Wales
Press, 1986); Donella Jaggs, Neglected and Criminal: Foundations of Child Welfare Legislation in Victoria
(Melbourne: Phillip Institute of Technology, 1986); Penelope Hetherington, Settlers, Servants & Slaves:
Aboriginal and European Children in Nineteenth-Century Western Australia (Perth: University of Western
Australia Press, 2002); Margaret Barbalet, Far from a Low Gutter Girl: The Forgotten World of State Wards:
South Australia 1887–1940 (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1983). While studies such as Dorothy Scott
and Shurlee Swain, Confronting Cruelty: Historical Perspectives on Child Abuse (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne
University Press, 2002), Nell Musgrove, The Scars Remain: A Long History of Forgotten Australians and
Children’s Institutions (Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2013) and Robert Van Krieken, Children
and the State: Social Control and the Formation of Australian Child Welfare (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1992)
attempt national coverage, the data on which they are based comes essentially from one state in each case.

1

of the United Kingdom. 3 Where international material is deployed its function is to illustrate,
and in many cases to celebrate, the influence that innovations in Britain had on the
development of child welfare internationally. This paper aims to complicate such local or
national histories. It argues for a more complex, although always uneven, relationship
between the history of child welfare in Australia and Britain which has implications for
practice in both countries. By examining the differences in the systems that have emerged
from this interaction it seeks to explain the contrasting politics around late twentieth, early
twentieth-first century inquiries into historical institutional abuse in both nations and the
opportunities which historians have had to influence these debates.

Nineteenth-century foundations
While Britain had no specific child-welfare laws at the time of Australia’s colonisation, it had
already developed practices for dealing with children in need of ‘social discipline’. It was
these practices – separation and institutionalisation – which laid the basis for colonial
provision. 4 In convict colonies, authorities initially borrowed from English models and
established charitable orphanages to house and train children deemed to be neglected. During
the 1860s and 1870s each of the colonies introduced industrial and reformatory schools,
modelling their enabling legislation on the English Industrial and Reformatory Schools Act of
1861, which had been inspired by the work of child-welfare campaigner Mary Carpenter. 5
This process of cultural borrowing continued throughout the nineteenth century with
charitable organisations replicating many British philanthropic practices and colonial
legislatures following the shifting British trends in child-welfare law which arose out of the
child-rescue movement. 6 The process of cultural transmission continued well into the
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twentieth century. Members of the religious orders who staffed many Catholic institutions
brought with them the childcare practices of the countries from which they had come, as did
the workers who accompanied some of the child migrants sent to Australia. 7 Travellers
associated with both state and charitable organisations also brought ideas for new forms of
institutions. 8
Yet there were two features of Australian child welfare which created the space in which
innovation could occur. The first, and most important, was the resistance in all the colonies to
the introduction of the Poor Law which catered for most of Britain’s destitute children. 9 In
the face of such resistance, local legislatures had to make some provision for the children
who, in England, would have been accommodated in the workhouses. Initially this involved
establishing institutions which were workhouses in all but name, Sydney’s Benevolent
Asylum, founded in 1821, in Adelaide the Destitute Asylum, founded in 1849, in Perth the
Immigrants’ Home which opened in 1851, and, in Melbourne, a charitable institution with the
same name, founded in 1853. In Queensland, the Brisbane Hospital was used for this
purpose, with the government paying an allowance to the committee for the maintenance of
‘paupers’. As colonial populations grew, rising concerns about children seen as neglected, or
out of control, in conjunction with the ideas emanating from the reformatory and refuge
movement in England, led to a greater emphasis on providing separate institutions
specifically for children. Initially voluntary charities were subsidised to undertake this
responsibility. But this model struggled to meet a rising demand and from the mid-nineteenth
through to the early-twentieth century each of the colonies legislated to establish its own state
children’s department. 10 Although these departments continued to work in collaboration with,
and were in some instances heavily dependent on, charitable and religious orphanages and
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children’s homes, they held the primary responsibility for children removed from the care of
their families.
The second feature which differentiated the colonies from the metropole was the compact
scale of their societies which, as Elizabeth Harvey has argued in her comparative study of
philanthropy in Birmingham and Sydney, provided more opportunities for reformers to bring
about political change. 11 The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children
(NSPCC), founded in England in 1889, understood the importance of having allies within
government, and used them very effectively to advance its program of legislative change. 12
However, earlier reformers had struggled to get the attention of government. The situation
was different in the colonies, where reformers and politicians moved in the same familial and
social circles. When groups of middle-class Australian women took up calls originating from
England for the introduction of boarding out for children who would otherwise be confined in
large institutions, the politicians they had to persuade were often their husbands or other close
acquaintances. 13 Their equivalents in England had to work with each local group of Poor Law
guardians and rarely had access to national decision makers. 14 Where England’s Dr Barnardo
struggled for many years to gain legislative sanction for his right to remove children, fighting
accusations of ‘philanthropic kidnapping’ in the courts, Victoria’s premier child rescuer,
Selina Sutherland, was able to have the right to remove included in local legislation through
strategic contact with the Chief Secretary, Alfred Deakin, when new child-welfare legislation
was before the house. 15

Australian child welfare through British eyes
While these developments were not unknown at the time, they have largely disappeared from
contemporary English child-welfare histories. In his most recent book on the subject, Harry
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although of much lesser importance than Canada, 16 and as an early model, within the English
legal tradition, for the introduction of children’s courts. 17 Neither of these claims is without
justification. The Ragged Schools Union was sending child emigrants to the Australian
colonies from the 1840s but the program was abandoned during the gold rushes which both
increased the cost of the passages and were considered as creating an unsatisfactory moral
environment for the emigrants. 18 The Reformatory and Refuge Union again advanced the
idea in the 1860s, and it was given more concrete form by various child-rescue organisations
in the following decade, but cost and transport logistics ensured that Canada remained the
preferred location until the early twentieth century. 19
The connection of children’s courts to Australia is less well known, buried under a
historiography which locates their origin in the United States, beginning in Illinois in 1899
and consolidated by Judge Lindsay in Denver in 1901. 20 However, South Australia had
established separate hearings for children in 1890, a development which was reported in
journals circulating amongst English reformers in the following year. 21 A 1903 report of
proceedings in Adelaide, written by Australian journalist, Alice Henry, 22 was reprinted in the
UK, bringing the news to a wider audience, a development which Catherine Helen Spence
claimed led to the establishment of similar courts in Dublin, Belfast, Cork, suburban
Manchester and Birmingham. 23
In the nineteenth century, however, the Australian colonies were praised, not for these
developments, but for their supposed elimination of large institutions through the adoption of
boarding out, and, to a lesser but related extent, because of their state children’s departments.
Most of these comparisons drew on the work of leading advocates of boarding out, Florence
and Rosamund Davenport Hill, whose publicising of Australian developments provided the
ammunition which English activists used to try to shame local authorities to follow their lead.
16
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The Hills came from a family with a long tradition of social reform and became interested in
working for children through an early association with Mary Carpenter and Frances Cobbe in
Bristol. 24 In 1868 Florence published the first edition of Children of the State, a book which
was to become the bible of the boarding-out movement. 25 Included in the book was praise for
the recent introduction of a limited boarding-out scheme in South Australia, although without
noting that its co-founder, Caroline Emily Clarke, was the Hills’ cousin. 26 It was Clarke who
facilitated Florence and Rosamund’s 1873 visit to Australia where they were able to
investigate the boarding-out schemes that were in operation in several colonies by that stage,
and talk with officials in the state children’s departments that oversaw them. Their
observations, reported in the book What We Saw in Australia, substantially reshaped the
second edition of Children of the State in which Australia served as the example of what
could be achieved by adopting boarding out as the primary method of care. 27
Frustrated with the slowness of reform in England, advocates used the Hills’ work to argue
for the success of the boarding-out system in Australia in affording ‘a means, not only of
counteracting the pauper tendencies of certain sections of the colonial population, especially
in the large towns, but also of rearing a large and useful class of male and female workers for
whom there is a wide sphere of remunerative employment’. 28 Central to the success, it was
argued, were the state children’s departments which had overseen the introduction of the
scheme across each colony. 29 Only the NSPCC was critical, suggesting that the willingness
of colonial governments to find alternative homes for children could have a tendency to
reward bad parents rather than reform them. 30 Certainly, one of the aspects of the Australian
schemes most admired by the Hills, was the absolute break they imposed between parents
and the children who came into care, without apparent fear of the parents’ rights discourse
which led many English advocates to argue for boarding out only when the parents were dead
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or long estranged from their children. Australia’s more aggressive approach, Hill later
argued, had a deterrent effect, reducing the number of children ‘thrown’ upon the State.31
As a result of the publicity generated by the second edition of Children of the State,
Australian reformers claimed to be world leaders in the child-welfare field. Catherine Helen
Spence, co-founder of the South Australian boarding-out scheme and a long-term member of
its State Children’s Council, boasted to a meeting of the Congress of Charity and Correction
at the Chicago World Fair that Australia had ‘seized on the root idea that for every child of
the State ... the state should endeavour to find a mother and a home ... the barracks had been
emptied and the children dispersed in natural homes’. 32 In her 1907 book, State Children in
Australia, she set out the key feature of this innovative system: ‘a Government department
which is responsible for everything connected with children thrown on public charity’ which
rendered the work, ‘national not philanthropic’, funded from general revenue and not ‘local
rating’. 33

Child migration in the context of British child-welfare reforms
Spence’s claim attracted little interest in the UK where, as the Poor Law was reformed and
eventually abandoned, child welfare became the responsibility of local authorities. With the
progressive introduction of social insurance in England from the early years of the twentieth
century, the provision of out-of-home care became a residual function, provided through a
mix of foster care and institutions, often in collaboration with the large organisations that had
originated from the nineteenth-century child rescue movement. It was these organisations that
were central to the highpoint of child-welfare collaboration between England and Australia in
the twentieth century: child migration. Problems of definition make it hard to ascertain
exactly how many children were transported to Australia in this way. There is general
agreement that prior to the First World War numbers were comparatively small, and that after
the war the Australian government fell far short of its target of 50,000 child emigrants, with
the British inquiry concluding that between 7000 and 10,000 actually arrived. 34
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Sherington’s depiction of child migration as a ‘shared enterprise’ disguises several power
imbalances inherent in the scheme. 35 While national anxieties over population made Australia
a willing recipient, the collaborating organisations in Britain determined both the selection of
emigrants and the terms under which they would come. In the immediate post-war period,
when child migration was at its height, the priorities of sending and receiving countries
increasingly diverged. Influenced by developments in child psychology which emphasised
the importance of parent-child attachment and the negative influence of large institutions,
Britain’s enthusiasm for exporting its children declined, leaving the field largely to the
voluntary organisations. Their continuing involvement was approved on the understanding
that the care that children received in Australia was of an equivalent standard to that to which
they would have been entitled at home. However, despite setting this standard, British
officials were aware of the limits on their ability to influence practice in an Australia which
was increasingly exerting its own sovereignty. 36 While both nations, initially, were
committed to the goals of Empire settlement, as the process was reconceptualised over time
the ‘exported assets’ came to be seen as victims, deprived of an imagined future in Britain
while, too frequently, being subject to abuse in the receiving country. 37
It was this narrative of loss and deprivation that set in train the second of the series of
Australian inquiries into historical abuse that provide the focus for the remainder of this
paper. In both countries there is a history of inquiries into child-welfare policy and practice,
most of which had little impact beyond their own jurisdiction. The major exception was the
1946 Curtis committee which provided a reference point for Australians seeking to reform
their own systems. The Curtis committee identified the lack of a single centralised authority
as one of the key barriers to reform in England but much of its importance for Australia lay in
the recommendation that emigration should only continue where the receiving government
could guarantee the standards of care that Curtis was recommending. 38 Although the inquiry
had been established in part as a response to letters from care-leavers condemning the
conditions then prevailing in out-of-home care, the Curtis committee was presentist in its
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analysis, seeking to set a blueprint for the future and ignoring instances of historical abuse
when they were raised. 39

Inquiries compared
It was only in the 1990s that institutional abuse came to dominate the British inquiry agenda,
although these inquiries tend to be local rather than national in their focus and increasingly
scandal-driven. 40 Australia also has a history of inquiries into abuse at individual institutions,
dating back to the early years of the twentieth century, but in the 1990s a different pattern
emerged with broader based inquiries into historical abuse at the state or national level
culminating in a series of national apologies. 41 This distinguishes Australia from the UK
where, apart from the apology to child migrants which followed a similar Australian apology,
historic abuse has not achieved such a significant national profile. 42 Examining the current
English inquiries in the light of the Australian experience may help to explain these
substantially different responses.
In her study of the politics of apologies, Melissa Nobles identifies mobilised minority
groups, state officials and public intellectuals as essential to the success of calls for action. 43
While these three groups may well be present in both Australia and the UK, the smaller size
and the greater centralisation of child welfare in the former has facilitated collaboration. The
inquiry into the removal of Indigenous children from their families, which ran from 1995 to
1997, was the first in the series. Indigenous activist organisations had established alliances
with public intellectuals concerned about racial discrimination in Australia and with the
Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission, the official body delegated to monitor
Australia’s compliance with the International Convention on the Elimination of all forms of
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Racial Discrimination, which undertook the investigation. Its report was the first to expose
the endemic nature of institutional abuse and to call for apology and reparations. 44
In the wake of this inquiry other care-leavers saw a way of drawing their experiences into
the national consciousness. Former child migrants had already organised through the Child
Migrants Trust, founded by British social worker, Margaret Humphreys, in 1987. 45 They
found an ally in minority party Senator and former child migrant, Andrew Murray, who, in
2001, was successful in having the issue referred to the Senate Community Affairs
Committee. The latter, in addition to victim testimony, was able to draw upon historical
studies of child migration both in Britain and Australia. The Government responded to the
Committee’s 2002 report by providing some practical assistance to victims and their
advocacy organisations but made no offer of an apology. 46
The Care Leavers of Australia Network (CLAN) was founded in June 2000, as a direct
response to the publicity surrounding members of the Stolen Generations, the title given to
Indigenous Australian children who were removed from their parents’ care during the
twentieth century, and former child migrants, and staked its claim to represent the more than
500,000 Australians who had been in ‘care’ as children during the twentieth century. 47 It
encouraged its members to make submissions to the child migration inquiry, a contribution
which was recognised in the inclusion in the final report of a recommendation that the
Federal Government urge all state governments to hold similar inquiries into the treatment of
all children in institutional ‘care’. 48 CLAN founders, Joanna Penglase and Leonie Sheedy,
positioning their members as ‘another lost generation’, made contact with Andrew Murray
and were able, eventually, to persuade him to take up their cause. While the Federal
Government was complicit in Indigenous child removal through its administration of the
Northern Territory, and had some responsibility for child migration because of its control of
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migration policy, its culpability in relation to CLAN’s constituency was far more difficult to
establish because child welfare has always been a state responsibility. Nevertheless, crossparty lobbying by both Murray and CLAN members resulted in the Senate agreeing to initiate
a third inquiry which again could draw on a body of established child-welfare history to
inform its findings. The inquiry, which commenced in 2003, focused on the experiences of
adults who grew up in out of home care - foster homes, orphanages and other institutions –
throughout Australia, from the 1920s until the 1990s, a group that came to be known as
Forgotten Australians. It issued reports in 2004 and 2005, although it was only with the
release of a progress report on the implementation of earlier recommendations in 2009 that
the Commonwealth Government responded with a combined apology and support package
for Forgotten Australians and former child migrants. 49
The fourth enquiry into former forced-adoption practices built on this precedent. Survivor
groups, originating in the 1980s’ campaign to open adoption records, encouraged members
who had been in state care at the time of their pregnancy to make submissions to the
Forgotten Australians inquiry calling for an inquiry of their own. They were able to draw on
existing historical work to support their claims, and worked with sympathetic politicians to
have another Senate inquiry established. Again the Commonwealth’s culpability in this area
was limited, but following the release of the Committee’s report in 2012 an apology and
reparations package was provided at the federal level. 50 The more recent inquiries at both
state and, ultimately, the Commonwealth level, which focus on institutional responses to
child sexual abuse, fit a similar pattern, although increasingly with a multiplicity of mobilised
minority groups, in uneasy relationship with each other, and a heightened role for journalists
in creating the pressure for investigation.
It is at this point that the clearest parallels with the United Kingdom can be seen. Writing
in 2001, Corby, Doig and Roberts documented ‘a steady stream’ of inquiries since the 1980s,
but argued that the focus on allegations related to single institutions allowed the incidents to
be ‘seen as isolated examples and not as indicative of the likelihood of more widespread
abuse’. 51 As social workers, the authors were concerned about the impact repeated inquiries
49
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were having on practice and argued that only a national inquiry could ‘draw a line under the
abuses of the past’. 52 A survey of survivors who had given evidence before these inquiries
found a high level of dissatisfaction, with participants perceiving the investigations as driven
by ‘the requirements of the criminal justice system, with the needs of victims/survivors and
their families accorded second priority’. While there were prosecutions there was no apology
and ‘little effort has been made to tackle the abuse of young people in care homes on a
national basis ... or to analyse the fundamental causes of the scandals’. 53
The Care Leavers’ Association has been calling for a national inquiry into historic abuse
since 2009, citing, amongst others, the Australian example. 54 A preliminary inquiry was held
in Scotland in 2007, with others to follow 55 and another commenced in Northern Ireland in
2015. 56 Care leavers have not been able to gain the support of either politicians or public
intellectuals to advance their cause in England. 57 Instead attention has focused primarily on
allegations of celebrity and elite involvement in child sexual abuse. In the lead up to the
announcement of the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse in 2015, the nation
struggled to find both a consensus position and the personnel to conduct the inquiry. 58
Although children’s homes, charities and local authorities appear in the long list of
institutions to be investigated, ‘allegations of child sexual abuse involving well-known
people, including people in the media, politics, and other aspects of public life’ have been
singled out for special attention and constitute the first of the five work streams identified in
the inquiry’s initial publicity. 59
The academic debate in the United Kingdom has been conducted largely by sociologists
who conceptualise the issue in terms of ‘scandal’ and ‘moral panic’, and focus on the role of
the media in what Greer and McLaughlin describe as ‘activating’ a scandal, moving privately
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circulating rumours into the public arena. 60 The target, they argue, is not the individual
abuser but the institutions within which they operated, reducing the public’s trust in their
ability to protect children from harm. 61 The Goddard inquiry seems likely to follow a similar
path with its research strand overseen by an academic advisory panel whose members are
child protection experts whose focus is on the failure of institutions to keep children safe
from harm. 62
There are parallels in Australia where the Royal Commission is focused on institutional
responses to child sexual abuse, but here the activating factor has not been celebrities but
victims who have been worked with the media to propel the issue onto a national stage.
While there have been allegations and prosecutions of highly-regarded public figures they
have not been able to crystalise the issue as Jimmy Savile did in England. 63 None of the case
studies announced by the Royal Commission to date have focused on allegations against
prominent individuals, nor do they feature in any of the research projects undertaken so far. 64

Writing abuse into the national history
In arguing for the distinctiveness of Australian inquiries, legal scholar Kathleen Daly
distinguishes between inquiries where the focus has been solely on the failure of trusted
institutions to protect and care for children, and those in which this failure was embedded in a
more general discrimination against particular groups of children, suggesting that inquiries in
England and Wales fall into the first category and those in Australia fall into the second. 65
While inquiries in the first category exposed scandals and produced prosecutions, those in the
60
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second went further developing a ‘cultural platform of books, television series, films, and oral
history projects, which advanced political campaigns and social-movement activism and
educated the general public about the history of policy wrongs against children and political
minority groups’. 66 In inquiries of this type, Johanna Skӧld argues, ‘the victims ... have been
given the opportunity to tell their stories ... the stories have gained the attention of the media
... [and] there have been expectations that these testimonies should influence the national
historical narrative and national identity’. 67
English sociologist Frank Furedi has cast doubts on the validity of this approach, arguing
that it is based on ‘bad history’, judging the past by the standards of the present. 68 He is
particularly critical of the move to embrace the victim voice, arguing that survivors assume
the victim identity in hope of a monetary reward. 69 Social-work academic Mark Smith shares
these views, warning of the damage to care and care workers if a more critical approach is not
taken to survivor testimony. 70 The succession of victim-focused inquiries in Australia has
largely silenced such critiques. While there were attempts to discredit the testimony given by
members of the Stolen Generation, the weight of evidence of institutional abuse raised in the
later reports has seen such arguments side-lined. 71 Central to the inquiries and the subsequent
apologies is the assertion that victims, once ignored, are now being believed. 72 People giving
testimony to the Royal Commission are promised that neither they, nor their story, will be
judged. 73
Such assurances have positioned care leavers as co-authors of their own histories, and key
players in the project to have their experiences included in the national story. 74 While each of
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the reparation packages included funding for national history projects, the process by which
these were to be developed was collaborative: historians, archivists and museum curators
working alongside care leavers and sharing their expertise. Historians who have engaged in
these project have found their work to be ‘profoundly’ changed. 75 What is emerging is a
‘contrapuntal history’ which allows for a range of differing and sometimes contradictory
views to be represented in a narrative which is not trapped within either the older, more
positive, or the newer, overwhelmingly negative, collective memory of out-of-home care. 76
In the absence of a national inquiry and apology in England, there have been fewer
opportunities for historians to become involved in such projects. The lack of a central state
children’s department reduced the opportunities for the kind of scholarship which provided
the research base on which Australian child-welfare historians have been able to claim the
expertise that underwrote their involvement in inquiry processes. By contrast, histories of
twentieth-century English child welfare have been written by social workers and sociologists
with an interest in social policy. 77 Their primary focus is on the lessons that can be drawn for
future practice rather than the experiences of the children in care. Historians have not been
part of inquiry teams as they have in many of the European inquiries, and, like reformers in
the nineteenth century, they are distant from the places where policy decisions are made. 78
The Goddard inquiry, to date, has no historians on its research team and, in inviting survivors
to share their stories, promises only that their views will be ‘considered’ in the writing of the
final report. After they have contributed they will also be given the opportunity to ‘leave a
short message’ about their experiences with the promise that these messages will be
assembled and published together alongside the official report as ‘a message to the nation’. 79
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Conclusion
Despite their common origins, the Australian and British child-welfare systems developed in
distinct ways. At times, Australia meekly followed British practice, but it was also a site of
innovations that reformers could use to argue for change at home. With the wave of child
migration in the twentieth century, the two systems became directly connected, although the
experience has been differently understood. In recent years, both countries have been holding
inquiries into historical child abuse, although, again, with a divergent focus and approach.
Australia’s approach has laid the way for national inquiries, for apologies to victims of such
abuse, and for collaboration with historians and, more importantly, care leavers in
reconstructing the national story. Now that England has finally established its first national
inquiry, perhaps we have reached a point where Australia could again influence British
practice, modelling a process through which historians stand alongside care leavers in the
production of their testimony and demonstrating ways in which these experiences can be
inserted into the national history.
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