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Peer abuse and its contexts in industrial schools in Ireland 

 

Introduction 

The industrial school system in Ireland, which was to last over a century, involved 

the institutionalisation of generations of children in bleak, inhospitable reformatory 

schools, run entirely autocratically by the religious orders, and socially (and more 

often than not, geographically) marginalised from the rest of Irish society (Maguire, 

2012). With the hand-in-glove relationship that existed (and some would argue, still 

exists) between Church and State in Ireland, the publication of survivors’ accounts 

of these institutions (Clemenger, 2009; Finn, 2012; Flynn 1983; Touher, 2001; 

Tyrrell, 2006; Wall, 2013), and official investigations into what took place 

(Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse [hereafter, referred to as CICA], 2009), 

have been a feature of only the last twenty years. However, what has emerged is a 

picture of horrific incidences and frequencies of physical and sexual abuse, which 

was apparently commonplace in these institutions (CICA, 2009). The abuse was 

perpetrated on the child and adolescent pupils by adults; it also - and hence the 

submission of this paper to this special edition of this journal - took place between 

the children and adolescents themselves (CICA, 2009; Clemenger, 2009; Touher, 

2001, 2008; Wall, 2013).  

 

Our overall purpose for this paper is to make the peer abuse that took place in 

industrial schools in Ireland comprehensible. In attempting to do so, the major 

sections of this paper will serve the following aims: 

 

(i) to provide a history of how the industrial schools system in Ireland developed;  

(ii) to provide a description of the patterns of both institutional, and peer abuse, 

which have been accrued from an examination of official reports into, and survivor 

accounts written by the detainees of, the six industrial schools run by the Christian 

Brothers in Ireland; and, 

(iii) to consider such peer abuse within the contextual frames of primary 

adjustment, collaboration and repetition compulsion.   

 

The Development of the Industrial Schools System in Ireland 

Historically, the system of industrial schools in Ireland owes much to the workhouse 

model established during the 1840s as a response to the poverty caused by the Irish 

Famine. It can be traced back to the work of pioneering penal reformer, anti-slavery 

activist and educationalist, Mary Carpenter, who had been moved by the plight of 

destitute children and juvenile offenders she had seen in the Bristol of the 1840s. 

Carpenter rejected the then-common practice of committing children to prison for 

offences, arguing that magistrates and judges should instead send convicted 
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children to reform schools (Carpenter, 1851 / 2013). Carpenter founded her first 

‘ragged school’ in 1846, and her first reformatory in 1852, based firmly on 

principles of rehabilitation rather than retribution. The establishment of these 

schools led ultimately to the passing of the Youthful Offenders Act (1854) and the 

Industrial Schools Act (1857), formally establishing the network of residential 

institutions in England. Ireland’s Industrial Schools Act (1868), which was based 

entirely on the British Act of 1857, established residential institutions in Ireland to 

care for neglected, orphaned and abandoned children from age 6 to 16 years 

(Arnold & Laskey, 1985).  The main objective of the system was to inculcate in 

children the habits of ‘….industry, regularity, self-denial, self-reliance and self-

control’ (O’Sullivan & O’Donnell, 2007). 

 

Institutionalisation had been seen as a legitimate and effective response to the large 

numbers of vagrant children left without parents during and after the Irish Famine. 

These children were drawn to the cities where, in order to survive, they engaged in 

begging and stealing - in 1852, one-twelfth of annual committals were of juveniles 

under the age of 16 (Barnes, 1989). Public concern at juvenile criminality became so 

pronounced that any official concerned party could request a committal order. 

Hence, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC), and 

subsequently (following  Ireland’s independence), the Irish Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Children (ISPCC) sought committal for cases involving lack 

of proper guardianship. This category included neglect of the child, very often as a 

direct result of poverty; this was especially the case in Dublin, where the slums were 

described as being the worst in Europe (Buckley, 2013). School attendance officers, 

too, sought committal for non-attendance. Maguire (2012) notes that judges were 

only too willing to grant committal orders, with little investigation into family 

circumstances and background and few efforts to help needy families in ways that 

did not involve sending children to industrial schools. Hence, the Gardaí (An Garda 

Síochána, the national police force of the Republic of Ireland), the school attendance 

officer and the NSPCC / ISPCC representative (known colloquially as the ‘cruelty 

man’) were feared by many children, and were often used as a threats against them 

by parents, teachers and other figures of authority.  

 

For many Irish children, the threat was not an idle one. In the century from 1868 to 

1969, over 105,000 children were detained in Irish industrial schools, having been 

committed by the courts. Section 58(1) of the Children Act, 1908 (as amended by the 

Children Acts, 1929 and 1941), allowed for the detention of a child or young person 

under three broad categories: ‘lack of proper guardianship’, ‘non-attendance at 

school’, and ‘indictable offences’ (Raftery & O’Sullivan, 1999, p.20). By 1966, a fourth 

category of ‘uncontrollable’ had been added (Tuairim, 1966). Children who had 
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committed indictable offences were brought before the courts by the Gardaí just like 

adults - prior to the Children Act (2001), where the age of criminal responsibility in 

Ireland was effectively raised to 12 years, it was 7 years. Offences could be at the 

mild end of the scale; and, whilst a parent was required by law to be present at the 

hearing, the children were almost always [legally] unrepresented, and were usually 

not questioned or consulted in any way before the order for detention was made 

(CICA, 2009).  A further 16,000 children (the vast majority of whom were boys) 

were committed to reformatories during the same period of time (Raftery & 

O’Sullivan, 1999). With the inclusion of children detained in other residential 

institutions such as county homes, the overall total of children so committed 

amounted to around 170,000, and hence involved about 1.2% of the age cohort 

(CICA, 2009).  

 

The institutions themselves were operated, in the main, by Roman Catholic religious 

orders, the largest providers being the Congregation of Christian Brothers and the 

Sisters of Mercy. The development of the industrial school system was, therefore, 

inextricably tied in with the vision of the predominant church, whose efforts were 

aimed at ‘….increasing its influence and control over the hearts and minds of its 

“flock” and the [religious] orders were its foot soldiers’ (Chapman & O’Donoghue, 

2007, p. 563). Lynch & Burns (2012) concluded that the Irish state simply handed 

these children over to the Catholic Church, without any effective system of 

accountability or safeguards. With such a proportion of the nation’s children being 

detained, the archipelago of industrial schools became extensive, with 71 schools 

being scattered throughout the country and holding approximately 8,000 children at 

its peak operating capacity in 1898 (Kennedy Report, 1970). The creation and rapid 

proliferation of the schools can be seen as either ‘….a desire to help the needy, or a 

need to control those whom the authorities viewed as a threat to the existing order’ 

(CICA, 2009, Vol.1, p.36).  

 

Barnes (1989, p.88) states that children were committed to the schools to ensure 

that they became decent, law-abiding citizens,  and that legislators were concerned 

with protecting society from crime, and rescuing children from a life of sin and 

moral degradation. If not reformed, such children would grow up to become 

members of the dangerous classes, ready to prey on polite society. Miller (in 

MacLellan & Mauger, 2013, p.107) argued that by the mid-nineteenth century, the 

industrial schools and reformatories in Ireland served as the key sites of bodily, 

psychological and moral reform for potential adult criminals. He referred to them as 

‘moral hospitals’, noting that at the time child criminality was believed to have 

organic causes, and that industrial schools and reformatories constituted the 

systematic effort to reform children physically, mentally and morally. All of this 
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reforming took place in an atmosphere controlled by strict codes of military-style 

order reinforced by severe punishments (Coldrey, 2001). Detainees were meant to 

internalise the values of the Christian Brothers, accept their status as morally 

corrupt, agree with the methods used to rehabilitate them and generally be quiet, 

compliant, respectful and well-behaved, in accordance with middle-class 

management expectations (Coldrey, 2001). Barnes (1989, p. 88) concluded that the 

whole process amounted to an exercise in social genetics. Fergusen (2007) believed 

that children in residential institutional detention were so stigmatised that they 

were seen as the moral dirt of Irish society, and that preying on the fears of the 

general public was how the residential institution concept was sold to them. 

 

Institutional Abuse and Industrial Schools 

How people cope with, and adapt to, a period of incarceration has been studied for 

over seventy years (Clemmer, 1940; Garabedian, 1964; Sykes, 1958; Sykes & 

Messinger, 1960).  Physical violence is part of the prison experience because 

prisoners are detained against their wills, they are forced to do things they would 

not normally do, they are confined with people they may not like, and some of them 

are inclined to be violent (Stohr & Walsh, 2015), and an institutional sub-culture 

also promotes violence as a means of resolving conflicts; hence, threats, verbal 

abuse and physical assault have been found to be pervasive elements of prison life 

in UK prisons (Edgar & Newell, 2003). Furthermore, violent incidents in prisons 

tend to be under-reported for a number of reasons including the threat of 

retaliation, being labelled an informer, the belief that nothing will be done about the 

complaint, and the embarrassment at being perceived as a victim (Ricciardelli, 

2014). According to the National Inmate Survey for 2011/2012, four per cent of 

American prison inmates reported experiencing sexual assault, perpetrated by 

either other inmates or staff; younger inmates (under age 34), those with a college 

degree, those who were LGBTI, and those suffering from a mental illness were more 

likely to be sexually assaulted (Beck et al, 2013). In the United Kingdom, the Howard 

League for Penal Reform (2014) noted that whilst there has been minimal research 

on sexual assault in prisons, prison sexual crime is under-reported. Banbury (2004), 

for example, found that one per cent of a sample of ex-prisoners who had been 

incarcerated in British prisons reported that they had been raped, and that 5.3 per 

cent reported that they had been the victims of coerced sex. Gay and transgender 

prisoners were found to be at a greater risk of sexual assault than heterosexual 

prisoners.  

 

The common factors of industrial schools in Ireland have been described by Arnold 

(2009, pp. 3-7) as being (i) penal, in that ‘….all who went through the system recall, 

above all else, the punitive nature of their treatment and universal lack of kindness 
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and affection in the way they were treated’; children were put through a sequence of 

experiences that ‘….categorised them as prisoners’: they were arrested or taken into 

charge, appeared before a judge in a court setting and were sentenced to a period of 

detention; (ii)  (2) secret, in that the institutions ‘….masqueraded as something else 

(schools) and the subterfuge of Church and State….was widely accepted by the Irish 

people’; and, (iii) punitive, in that the system had punishment regimes in place, and 

that these were ‘….chronically excessive, cruel and perverse’. In these very real 

senses, industrial schools in Ireland were prisons for children and adolescents. 

 

In the Irish school system as a whole, the corporal punishment of children was legal 

up to 1982, and its use did not constitute a criminal offence until 1996.  Rules were 

alarmingly lacking in detail when it came to the limits of corporal punishment in 

industrial schools (Arnold & Laskey, 1985). The Rules and Regulations for the 

Certified Industrial Schools issued by the Irish government’s Department of 

Education instructed that punishments were to consist of: (i) ‘forfeiture of rewards 

and privileges, or degradation from rank, previously attained by good conduct’; (ii) 

‘moderate childish punishment with the hand’; and, (iii) ‘chastisement with the 

cane, strap or birch’ (Cussen 1936, Appendix C, p.63). Officially, punishment in an 

industrial school was to be carried out only by the Resident Manager or someone 

nominated by him. No punishments, other than those mentioned above, were to be 

administered. The Congregation of Christian Brothers was the largest provider of 

places in Irish industrial schools for boys, operating six such schools, scattered 

throughout the country, and certified to take a total of 1,750 boys. The CICA 

investigated all six schools, and in every one, there were allegations of abuse and 

neglect that the Commission found to be credible; what appears in the Commission’s 

report reads as a catalogue of abuse and neglect perpetrated on vulnerable children. 

All industrial schools were to keep a punishment book in which the offences and the 

relevant punishments were to be entered, and these books were to be made 

available to Department of Education inspectors. Although there were 52 industrial 

schools operating in the 20th century, only two of these books were ever made 

available to the CICA. In a study of 247 adult survivors of the various residential 

institutions for children and adolescents, almost all reported having experienced 

physical neglect (97.6 per cent), physical abuse (97.2 per cent), and emotional 

neglect (95.1 per cent) as children in these schools; furthermore, almost half (47 per 

cent) reported having been sexually abused (CICA, 2009). 

 

Peer Abuse, Primary Adjustment and the Issue of ‘Collaboration’ 

Goffman (1961) argued that most of the time detainees in total institutions are 

induced to co-operate, by threats of punishment and penalty if they do not, and that 

this type of authoritarian, physically violent regime is designed to break the 
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individual’s spirit, and usually results in submission.  Goffman referred to this 

method of adaption as ‘primary adjustment’. He noted that it is normal in total 

institutions for detainees to obey the rules through fear, or some other mechanisms. 

O’Sullivan (1976, 1978) found this mode of adaptation to be in evidence in one 

industrial school (St. Joseph’s, Letterfrack, Co. Galway), when he administered an 

Adaptation Checklist to 40 detainees. He found a strong level of detainee support for 

conformity to school demands, as evidenced by their majority endorsement of the 

following statements: ‘pupils here should be friendly with the Brothers’ (33/40); 

‘boys here should do their best to keep the school rules’ (28/40); ‘boys here should 

do what they’re told by the Brothers’ (30/40); ‘you should make the best of things 

while you’re here and keep out of trouble’ (33/40). In addition, he found that the 

longer a boy was detained in the industrial school the more likely he was to endorse 

items indicating conformity (O’ Sullivan, 1976, 1978). As Goffman (1961) might 

have expected, because of this seemingly internalised support for compliance with 

the wishes of the Christian Brothers and conformity to the norms in the institution, 

the issue of co-operation, or ‘collaboration’ with the authorities, was inevitably 

raised in the minds of the detainees, and in the behaviour of some.  

 

The collaboration with the authorities that was an on-going issue in the six Christian 

Brothers-operated industrial schools In Ireland (these were located in Letterfrack, 

Co. Galway; Salthill, Co. Galway; Glin, Co. Limerick; Artane, Dublin; Carriglea, Dún 

Laoghaire, Co. Dublin; and Tralee, Co. Kerry) may have partly resulted from the 

introduction of a special category of older supervising boy (known as a ‘monitor’) in 

those schools. It seems the idea behind having these monitors was for them to 

provide supervisory assistance to the teaching Brothers. This would make it easier 

to deal with large numbers of detainees and would encourage detainee co-

operation. Monitors also distributed food in the dining hall and supervised the boys 

in the yard at playtime and in the dormitories in the evenings, among other duties. 

They received privileges for their co-operation. In most industrial schools the other 

detainees despised them, viewing them as spies and collaborators. It appears that 

monitors were authorised to punish those detainees in their charge and there is 

some evidence that, emboldened by this power, some physically and sexually 

abused the boys they were in charge of (CICA, 2009).  

 

Wall (2013) revealed that monitors in the Gin industrial school in received extra 

bread at mealtime. The CICA Report (2009) notes that monitors in the industrial 

school in Tralee wrote down the offences committed by fellow detainees and 

reported directly to a Brother, who then punished those boys (CICA Report, 2009). 

Monitors in the Carriglea industrial school were chosen from among the senior 

detainees, and helped with supervision in the dining hall, playground and 
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dormitories (CICA Report, 2009). Monitors in the Artane industrial school were each 

put in charge of a cohort of over fifty detainees, and were also called ‘squealers’. 

They distributed letters and parcels from home (Touher, 2001). Tyrrell (2006, p.33) 

describes a particularly abusive monitor in the Letterfrack industrial school: 

 

‘We had a monitor when I first came to the school, but he was a big bully and he kept 

most of the food for himself…Scally was his name and he would wait in the lavatory 

and flog the boys who did not give him what he wanted. Scally had a strap just like 

the one [Brother] Walsh had’.  

 

Tyrrell (2006) referred to another monitor who was most selfish and cruel to the 

younger children. Tyrrell (2006, p. 89) was of the opinion that the monitor ‘….often 

copied the Brother who was in charge of him…[and] beat the younger children under 

him in the same manner as he had been beaten himself’ (italics ours). He also referred 

to another monitor called Ackle, who used a heavy cane walking stick to beat boys, 

just as Brother Dooley did, and a monitor called Cavanagh who used a leather strap 

like Brother Walsh. An un-named monitor who was under Brother Walsh ‘….beat us 

in the same manner as Walsh [and] he pulled out our hair the same’ (Tyrrell, 2006, p. 

89; italics ours) It is not surprising that detainees took revenge upon the monitors 

when and if the opportunity arose:  

 

‘Just then a packed hard snowball crashed against the monitor’s head…The Banner 

put the first kick in, followed by Stewie and Quickfart. The Sly [the monitor’s 

nickname] was pelted with snowballs before help arrived (Touher, 2008, p. 36). 

 

Finn (2012) reports that in the Letterfrack industrial school that physical fights 

between detainees were a daily occurrence and younger and smaller boys were 

usually attacked by bigger and older boys. As well as being physically abusive to 

fellow detainees, there is some evidence that monitors also perpetrated predatory 

sexual assaults. The Letterfrack Visitation Report of 1941 revealed that one such 

monitor had been ‘….carrying on immoral conduct with some of the juniors in the 

dormitory” (CICA, 2009, p. 331). In a second example, in 1945, it was learned that a 

monitor in charge of a large group of boys working on the farm had been beating 

them with a leather strap. In addition there was a suspicion of sexual abuse: Brother 

Maslin (a pseudonym in the CICA Report) stated that there was ‘….more than 

punishment wrong between this boy and the others” (CICA, 2009, Vol. 1, p. 298). 

Wall (2013, p.74) describes sexually abusive monitors in Glin who also ganged up 

on detainees:  
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‘Other predators were the monitors who beat and sexually assaulted boys; if you 

reported them to a Christian Brother you would then be badly beaten by the 

monitors’. 

 

The CICA Report concluded that in Tralee, bullying occurred among the detainees 

and included physical and sexual assaults (CICA, 2009). As a result of one inspection 

in 1943 ,monitors were tasked with observing and guarding the toilet areas in order 

to prevent sexual behaviour taking place there (CICA, 2009). Again, in 1945, the 

Visitation Report noted widespread sexualised behaviour amongst the detainees. 

There is some evidence of peer sexual assault at Carriglea, as some boys who were 

engaged in sexual behaviour were as young as eleven years old, and the CICA Report 

concludes that in all probability, that they were victims of predatory behaviour 

(CICA, 2009). Indeed, a former detainee at Carriglea gave evidence to the CICA that 

as a ten year-old he had been sexually assaulted by a fellow detainee of fifteen years 

of age. In relation to the Artane industrial school, Brother Lionel (again, a 

pseudonym in the CICA Report) gave evidence to the CICA that he had punished a 

boy for sexually interfering with three younger boys. He said the boys had disclosed 

to him that ‘badness’ had been done to them by the other detainee (CICA, 2009, p. 

138). Brother Burcet (again, a pseudonym), in his evidence to the CICA, stated that 

boys in Artane would be beaten on the bottom with a leather strap for interfering 

with other boys (CICA, 2009). A case in the Artane industrial school in the early 

1960s concerned a detainee who, it seems, had sexually abused three peers, and 

Brother Romain (again, a pseudonym) testified that later in the decade up to a dozen 

boys had complained of being sexually assaulted by older boys (CICA, 2009). Flynn 

(1983), in writing about his own time as a detainee / pupil at the Letterfrack 

industrial school, recounts several examples of consensual peer sexual contact. 

Tyrrell (2006) reports that during his time of detention in Letterfrack, a Brother 

Keegan punished several boys for what were known as ‘improper actions’, which 

were said to have taken place in the dormitories and toilets, although it is unclear 

from Tyrell’s account as to whether these ‘improper actions’ were consensual or 

not. 

 

Clemenger (2009) recalled of his own time as a detainee / pupil at the Tralee 

industrial school, some senior boys had tried to sexually assault the smaller boys in 

the showers and toilets. Clemenger himself was the victim of peer sexual assault, 

including attempted rape. Wall (2013) reports having been the victim of regular 

sexual abuse by a particular Brother in the Glin industrial school. He says that he 

coped in the best way he could: 
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‘I did whatever he wanted me to do just to get it over and done with. While it was 

happening, I learned to completely disappear somewhere inside my mind’ (p. 73).  

 

Unfortunately for Wall, this Brother was not the only predator active in the 

industrial school. He states that as far as certain older detainees were concerned, he 

was now a target, and they also attempted to sexually assault him. He notes, 

although he doesn’t say that he was a victim himself, that monitors also beat and 

sexually assaulted other detainees in Glin. He wanted to run away, but concluded 

that boys were always recaptured. He became suicidal, and contemplated jumping 

out the third floor of the dormitory building, because then the agony of every day 

would be over for him.  

 

The CICA later heard evidence from those survivors of childhood institutional abuse 

who wished to report their experiences in a confidential setting. The legislation 

provided for the hearings of the CICA to be conducted in an atmosphere that was as 

informal and as sympathetic to, and understanding of, the witnesses as was possible 

in the circumstances. The CICA heard from 1,090 witnesses. What follows in the 

paragraphs bellow are examples of physical and sexual abuse that relate only to 

male witnesses. Thirty-eight witnesses to the Confidential Committee reported that 

pervasive bullying was associated with physical abuse by older boys in the schools. 

Witnesses reported that in some schools older boys were appointed by religious 

staff as monitors, and it was said that they used the opportunity to exert their 

authority in various ways, including beating younger boys.  

 

‘We were constantly beaten with ash wood sticks by the senior boys left in charge of 

the playground. This amounted to extreme cruelty as little boys, only 6 or 7 years 

old.... They were allowed to carry sticks and they could do what they liked’ (CICA, 

2009, Vol. 3, p.77).  

 

Evidence was also heard of boys being directed by religious staff to physically 

assault other boys. Witnesses reported it was their belief that certain older boys 

were favoured by the Brothers and therefore had the freedom to behave as they 

wished.  

 

‘Anyway Brother [X], he urged these lads on, they started punching and kicking me, I 

was in ... a corner trying to hide my face from the kicks. Well I was left with blood 

coming from my eye, from my lip and from my eyebrow. (CICA, 2009, Vol. 3, pp. 77-

78). 
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Physical assaults by older boys were sometimes reported to have occurred in the 

context of sexual abuse and witnesses reported being physically intimidated by 

older boys in this way as a warning against reporting the sexual abuse. There were 

39 reports from witnesses of being sexually abused by other boys.  Reports of sexual 

abuse by other boys were most often associated with physical abuse and reports of 

bullying.  

 

‘There was an older boy there he was the teacher’s pet….He sexually abused me and 

most of the boys in the School. He was a right bully….[On admission] I was taken 

into the washroom [by] the Brother and a young fella, he was about sixteen years 

old. First they got me the clothes, the school clothes. They were taking me to be 

washed. I had to strip off in front of the young fella, the Brother went off. The young 

fella washed me, and then when he was drying me, he started to interfere with me, I 

knew what he was doing. I started to scream. The Brother came back in and said 

“What’s happening?” [The] young fella said, “He won’t let me wash him”. [The 

Brother] gave me a slap on the face….I was only in the School for an hour’ (CICA, 

2009, Vol. 3, p.88). 

 

The CICA heard nineteen witness reports of sexual abuse by older boys in a number 

of schools. In most instances the reports of sexual abuse were of aggressive assaults 

by more than one boy, and included masturbation and anal rape. Witnesses 

reported being accosted by older boys in the toilets, yards and corridors where 

there was less supervision. Seven witnesses admitted that they had sexually abused 

younger boys, or engaged in consensual sexual activity with another boy. 

 

‘There was things [sexual abuse] going on, between the lads, and I was absorbed 

into it. The way we behaved with one another, it was all based on fear. The physical 

violence - it was the way the whole thing was held together. You had the strongest 

to the weakest boys, the strongest can pick on anybody, the strongest do it to the 

weakest boys, and the darkness is handed out back along’ (CICA, 2009, Vol. 3, p.89). 

 

The CICA heard six reports of sexual abuse perpetrated by other boys whilst being 

observed by religious staff, and another nineteen reports from witnesses who 

believed that such behaviour was either condoned or actively encouraged by the 

religious staff.  

 

‘Some of the senior boys were rapists themselves….I was [sexually] abused by a lot 

of these older boys. Within the first three months I was there, the older boy who was 

on my table, he was in charge. He seemed to get on very well with the Brothers. He 

was always well treated by the Brothers. He abused me in a garden shed with 
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another boy and a Brother. They subjected me to being raped, and I was threatened 

that I would be thrown in the slurry pit. The Brother [anonymised in the original 

report] raped me in front of the boy. That was the only time where there was a boy 

and a Brother together. (CICA, 2009, Vol.3, p. 89). 

 

Peer Abuse and Repetition Compulsion 

As well as those incidences where peer abuse was either condoned or encouraged 

by the adults in the industrial schools, having reviewed the evidence, it seems 

reasonable to suggest that at least some of the peer physical abuse, peer bullying 

and peer sexual abuse observed in industrial schools in Ireland may have reflected 

the operation of a defence mechanism - what might be readily referred to these days 

as a pattern of re-enactment, or ‘acting out’. That is to say, we believe the evidence 

that exists supports the hypothesis that many of these peer abuse patterns were the 

direct consequences of detainees’ own experiences of being abused by adults in the 

industrial school. The Freudian defence mechanism of repetition compulsion was 

originally formulated in his 1920 essay ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’. In applying 

this concept to the industrial school situation, we might say that the detained boys 

identified with their adult abusers, and then compulsively repeated or acted out the 

physical and sexual abuse that they had experienced. It is noteworthy that the 

invitations to identify with adult abusers were certainly made towards those boys 

who were empowered as ‘monitors’. It is noteworthy that survivor accounts from 

Auschwitz (see Frankl, 1959; Levi, 1979) document that Kapos, those prisoners who 

were given leadership roles amongst their fellows by the concentration camp 

authorities, enjoyed certain special privileges in the camp, and were often far more 

cruel in their punishments than were the SS soldiers. Both Frankl (1959) and Levi 

(1979) were quick to point out the trivial nature of some of these Kapos' positions 

of authority; (Levi (1979) referred to a supervisor of the latrines, who revelled in 

the power that his role as Scheissminister (a term that perhaps needs no translation) 

provided. Nevertheless, Kapos had very significant power (including, by both direct 

and indirect means, the power of life and death) over their fellow prisoners.  

 

In clinical settings, such patterns of re-enactment or repetition compulsion were 

later observed and described by therapists working with victims of abuse as a 

spontaneous attempt to integrate the traumatic event. It was, therefore, seen as an 

understandable (whilst of course, problematic) coping mechanism (e.g., Herman, 

1992a, 1992b). Children seem to be particularly vulnerable to compulsive 

behavioural repetition, and in so doing may play the role of either victim, or 

victimiser (van der Kolk, 1989). This repetitive acting out of the traumatic event is 

what we sometimes observe in the sexualised behaviour of victims of abuse. A 

number of studies have reported that the presence of sexual behaviour problems in 
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child victims, for example, appears to be one of the most common after effects of 

sexual abuse. In a review across thirteen studies regarding children’s sexual 

behaviour, of 1, 353 sexually abused children, 28 per cent exhibited highly 

sexualised behaviour (Kendall-Tackett, Williams, & Finkelhor, 1993).  

 

Conclusions 

In the early part of this paper, we considered the systemic factors that were 

operational in the development of the industrial schools system in Ireland. We saw 

how the very systems (social, religious and legal) that had rendered the young 

people detained in industrial schools so absolutely powerless and voiceless (indeed, 

that had positioned them as the ‘moral dirt of society’, and justified and facilitated 

their treatment as such under the guise of reform) also supported (i) their being 

subject to physical and sexual abuse from adults and child / teenaged peers alike; 

and, (ii) the concealing of these facts for years.  For over a century, many vulnerable 

people, especially children, lived a parallel and precarious existence in an Irish 

society that ‘….claimed to cherish and hold them sacred, but in fact marginalised and 

ignored them’ (Maguire, 2012).  

 

We feel that as a society, we owe it to ourselves, and to those can no longer testify to 

their experiences, to engage with these contradictions and these horrific truths of 

the past. Part of this engagement is to make every effort to position the peer abuse 

that took place in industrial schools in its correct contexts; with such behaviours 

having been of such a serious and criminal nature, and apparently so prevalent, that 

a failure to contextualise these behaviours can only seem to support the idea that 

the detainees really were the ‘moral dirt’ that they had been positioned as. We owe 

the survivors of the industrial schools far, far more than another act of what has 

been, for many, a life-long series of disparagements, and we would hope that this 

paper can be a small gesture in this direction.  
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