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Abstract

Recent research has revealed that several factors informed the discourse and construction of infancy

as a separate and distinct section of the lifecycle in Ireland during its formative period, 1900-1930. 

This research resulted in my PhD thesis entitled 'Social construction of infancy in Ireland, 1900-

1930. The role of medicine.' As the title suggests, the focus was on the medical impact on the 

discourse of infancy. However, several other agents became apparent during this research, for 

example the nascent dairy industry, political agitators, religious dogmatists and social reformers. It 

is the agency of the latter which forms the subject of this paper. 

       Many of the most influential reformers originated in the upper- or comfortable middle-classes. 

Their concepts of infant rearing were profoundly informed by class-specific values. By way of 

social reform and philanthropic movements they extended these ideas on the physical, spiritual and 

educational aspects of infant- and child care to other social classes in Ireland. This paper explores 

the agency of several such activists: 

       Lady Aberdeen, wife of the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, campaigned to raise public awareness 

of the advantages of hygienic practices and her efforts to stop the transmission of tuberculosis were 

instrumental in the dissemination of middle-class medical concepts. Nathan Strauss, an American 

philanthropist, promulgated his ideas on the improvement of the public milk supply - especially 

important for infants - by donation of pasteurisation equipment to the Dublin Pasteurised Milk 

Depôt, thereby directing the development of a safe milk supply for infants from deprived socio-

economic backgrounds. Kathleen Lynn and her life partner Madeleine ffrench-Mullen initiated the 

first hospital for infants in Ireland, St Ultan's Hospital for Infants. Hannah Sheehy-Skeffington, a 

dynamic middle-class political and social activist, was involved in the Irish anti-vaccination 

movement whose campaign directly opposed government policy on smallpox vaccination for 

infants.

       The conclusion highlights the diverse forms of inter-class dissemination of concepts and 

suggests the scale of their impact on the construction of infancy in Ireland.


