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Abstract 

This is the introduction to a Special Issue on the past failures of child welfare in the Nordic countries. 

Since the 1990s, an increasing number of inquiries into the history of children’s out-of-home care 

have shown that child welfare sometimes failed to protect children. In this Special Issue, we explore 

how the Nordic countries have responded to allegations and scandals of historical child abuse within 

child welfare, and also how history matters in these political processes. We ask how Nordic societies 

have acknowledged past historical child abuse and how they aim to deal with its legacy. Attempts to 

redress, and provide compensation for, past failures are discussed in the context of transitional justice. 
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Introduction 

Since the 1990s, an increasing number of inquiries into the history of children’s out-of-home care 

have shown that child welfare has sometimes failed to protect children. Calls for symbolic and 

material compensation have intensified in all the countries in which inquiries into the past failures of 

child welfare have been pursued, which today encompass more than twenty nations, mainly Western 

democracies.1 A common feature amongst all these inquiries internationally is that they are 

testimonial-based, providing victims/survivors/care leavers with a state-sanctioned space in which to 

bear witness to their experiences of child welfare.2 While the emergence of the welfare state during 

the 20th century saw numerous policy-setting inquiries addressing child welfare, and child abuse was 

by no means an unknown issue, the voices of those subjected to child welfare interventions constitute 

a new characteristic that ensures lived histories of abuse are present in the current political debate.3 

All the Nordic countries have issued such testimony-driven inquiries, which is the ultimate proof that 

the history of child welfare has become a public as well as a political concern. To date, 20 national 

or regional inquiry reports, published between 2003 and 2016, have addressed the failings of child 

welfare and subsequent child abuse during various parts of the 20th century in the Nordic countries.4 

In total, approximately 2,400 care leavers have testified before a Nordic inquiry.5  



But how should society deal with the legacy of historical child abuse and propose justice for the 

victims/survivors? Various forms of redress mechanisms have been applied in different national 

contexts. Public apologies and financial redress schemes are relatively widespread but are not 

uncomplicated forms of justice. Other forms consist of peer support, memory work, memorials and 

promises of improvements in current child welfare. In this Special Issue, historians explore how the 

Nordic countries have responded to allegations and scandals concerning historical child abuse within 

child welfare, and also how history matters in these political processes. We ask how Nordic societies 

have acknowledged past historical child abuse and how they aim to deal with its legacy. 

 

Transforming transitional justice 

Interestingly, no Nordic inquiries, and hardly any other child abuse inquiries, have resulted in 

prosecutions or legal action against the perpetrators.6 Perpetrators might be deceased, crimes sealed 

by a statute of limitations, or what is considered a crime today may not have constituted a criminal 

offence at the time. Instead, the issue at stake is what responsibility current governments can take 

for past abusive practices. This is a question that is not only limited to child welfare. Rather, the 

child welfare inquiries, and their subsequent restitution mechanisms, are part of a wider framework 

for dealing with past atrocities that need to be addressed politically. It is needed to transform society 

so that victims, alleged perpetrators, bystanders and an oblivious public can co-exist whilst 

acknowledging the wrongs that have been perpetrated. This framework, entitled transitional justice, 

consists of not only political practice but also a rapidly growing field of academic research. As a 

political practice, transitional justice has mainly been concerned with the aftermath of wars and 

other conflicts, large-scale human rights violations and authorized wrongdoings. In the field of 

academic studies, scholars of transitional justice have launched several publications, journals and 

conferences to analyse and discuss these phenomena.7 Originally, transitional justice consisted of 

mechanisms both judicial (for example, trials) and non-judicial (for example, truth commissions) 

that were set up to facilitate the transition from dictatorship to democracy. The Nuremberg trials or 

the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission constitute prominent models that have 

been a source of inspiration for subsequent transitional justice practices. However, the label of 

transitional justice has also been applied to historical reparations within established democracies, 

where the issue of the current state’s responsibility for the past has been put to the test.8 

In 2013, Johanna Sköld raised the question of whether this political practice and academic field 

would include historical child abuse inquiries and their subsequent restorative frameworks. They 



too deal with issues related to transitional justice, such as ‘a willingness to come to terms with 

history and “making whole what has been smashed” – an expression borrowed from the sociologist 

John Torpey’.9 In her article, Sköld recognized the common traits between many transitional justice 

mechanisms and the historical responses to child abuse. She also identified differences that may 

explain why even now, seven years after her original question, historical child abuse is still not a 

fully integrated part of the academic field of transitional justice.10 One such difference concerns the 

fact that historical child abuse inquiries do not address specific historical events that can be 

delimited to a certain era of rule, war or practice. Instead, they are addressing wrongdoings that 

occurred across wide timeframes, often covering several decades and sometimes whole centuries. 

Moreover, historical child abuse inquiries and the subsequent responses ‘usually do not indicate a 

dissociation from or settlement with a former regime’.11 This means that the transitional aspect is 

somewhat unclear – which relations are expected to be transformed?12  

However, political science scholar Stephen Winter argues that, rather than facilitating a regime 

change from authoritarianism to democracy, transitional justice in established democracies reflects 

efforts to change a state’s legitimacy: ‘…grievous wrongdoing by a state burdens its legitimacy 

and… transitional justice works to resolve that burden’.13 The legitimizing aspect is also addressed 

by sociologist and historian Jeffrey K. Olick, who argues that political legitimation depends on 

collective memory but, instead of a nation’s heroic past, ‘…this collective memory is now often one 

disgusted with itself, a matter of “learning the lessons of history…”’.14 Olick calls this the politics 

of regret and refers to the early 21st century as the age of compensation. In a similar vein, others 

have conceptualized our current times as ‘the age of apology’15 or ‘the age of inquiry’16. As the 

historian Berber Bevernage has suggested, time is politicized within such processes. The ultimate 

goal of transitional justice is to reform the relationship between past and present, now and then. 

However, this almost never happens without causing disputes. Bevernage describes this as politics 

of time where democratic societies, or states, ‘actively positing what belongs to their historical 

present and what does not.’17 Consequently, redressing and providing compensation for the past is 

not only an urgent moral issue but also a relevant scholarly topic dealing with epistemological 

issues, as well as the uses and politics of history. 

Alongside the more established research on transitional justice, a new and vibrant scholarly field 

has emerged on the redress, restitution and apologies directed towards victims of historical child 

abuse in child welfare.18 A few scholars have argued that transitional justice has much to offer as it 

is a framework promoting a victim-centred approach to this history.19 But one could also ask: how 

can research on political responses to historical child abuse and the history of child welfare 



contribute to the transitional justice framework? Firstly, responses to historical child abuse have the 

potential to address past as well as prospective future victims, i.e. children in care today and 

tomorrow. Many child abuse inquiries reveal an obvious link between past, present and future at 

both a personal and a societal level. For example, both the Finnish and Swedish inquiries report that 

victims experienced continuing personal shame and severe social consequences of out-of-home care 

decades ago. Several care-leavers testified before the inquiries not only to help them cope with their 

own trauma but also because they wanted to help contemporary children.20 Secondly, child welfare, 

and ultimately the welfare state, constitutes the context for such authorized wrongdoing. This will 

have a bearing on our understanding of how transitional justice mechanisms work in established 

democracies. Thirdly, the fact that the subjects are positioned as children, even if they are well into 

adulthood when testifying, has the potential to further transform our understandings of victim-

centred approaches. This Special Issue seeks to contribute to this emerging scholarly field by 

contextualizing child welfare history in this new age of apology/inquiry and by analysing the 

different uses of history and time in public inquiries, redress processes and restitution policies 

addressing historical child abuse in the Nordic countries.  

 

The historical and legal context of child welfare in the Nordic countries 

Defining the current state’s responsibility for past failings within child welfare ultimately concerns 

the legal context in which the abuse took place. The history of child welfare has developed in two 

major contexts: poor relief stipulated by Poor Laws, and juvenile delinquency regulated by criminal 

laws. In late 19th-century Europe, concern for child welfare was explicitly related to reforms in the 

criminal law. The idea of controlling children was promoted as both child welfare and the 

protection of society from immoral youth. In this spirit, the first Child Welfare Acts in Norway, 

Sweden and Denmark date back to the turn of the 20th century, whereas in Iceland and Finland child 

welfare was not subject to legislation until the 1930s.21 Until then, attempts to fight juvenile 

delinquency generally took place in the context of the legal system, and other child welfare 

measures were regulated by Poor Laws and specific legislation on illegitimate children. In Finland, 

the administration of reform schools was reorganized and subjected to the school authorities but, 

compared to the other Nordic countries, the heritage of poor relief continued longer in Icelandic and 

Finnish child welfare. 

From the 1930s onwards, all the Nordic countries promised social protection for all children in need 

of care. It was made the clear responsibility of public authorities to intervene if children were not 



provided with the necessary care and upbringing by their parents, and hence public interventions 

into families and children’s lives received stronger legal support.22 However, child welfare 

legislation, intended to improve the position and status of vulnerable children from all social 

classes, still proved to have shortcomings. Some of the problems were structural, such as the 

violence-bound routines of reform schools, and some other problems closely related to institutional 

failures when children were taken into care and placed in out-of-home care. Throughout the Nordic 

countries, occasional cases of public misconduct were noted by professional social workers, 

teachers, women’s societies and the labour movement, among others. Some changes in child 

welfare legislation and administrative practices were made, but national legislation did not follow a 

similar timeline everywhere. The Swedish Child Welfare Act, for example, was renewed in 1924 

and 1960, and the new Norwegian legislation dates to the 1950s, whereas in Finland no major 

reforms were undertaken before the second Child Welfare Act in 1983.23 Nevertheless, recent 

Nordic inquiries into the failures of child welfare suggest that some forms of abusive patterns 

continued regardless of reforms or the lack of them. Legislation as such does not guarantee ideal 

conditions if individuals and institutions fail to comply with the norms and regulations. 

There have also been some discrepancies between the normative level of national recommendations 

and the practical level of local social welfare boards and offices. All too often, good intentions did 

not translate into good practices. The Finnish inquiry, among others, shows that the Ministry of 

Social Affairs and Health issued several recommendations and instructions to improve the level of 

child welfare in both municipalities and child welfare institutions, but local resources were so 

sparse or the views of local authorities so firmly established that these recommendations fell on 

deaf ears.24 This could be one of the explanations for the continuation of violence and abusive 

practices. Moreover, more structural or systemic failures were possible, as some articles in this 

Special Issue suggest. 

 

What distinguishes the Nordic context of redress processes? 

The Nordic countries have taken somewhat differing approaches to dealing with the historical 

legacy of child abuse, which will be evident through the articles presented in this Special Issue, but 

there are also features that distinguish the responses of the Nordic countries from redress processes 

in other parts of the world. 

First of all, the prevalence of abuse and neglect within child welfare in the Nordic countries has 

been associated with the discourse of ‘the dark side of the welfare state’,25 whilst in many other 



countries the absence of a strong welfare state appears to be part of the problem. In nations where 

the Roman Catholic Church and other faith-based organizations have played prominent roles 

administering many children’s institutions and carried out a significant part of the day-to-day 

running of institutions, the state’s trust in the Church has been considered one root of the problem.26 

The discourse of the dark side of the Nordic welfare state emerged during the 1990s as a response to 

interventionist social policies.27 In Sweden, it first tackled the forced involuntary sterilizations 

motivated by the eugenics laws that were in effect between 1935 and 1975. This eventually led to 

the establishment of an inquiry and a state-financed redress scheme which proved to be pivotal to 

the subsequent redress process aimed at the victims of historical child abuse. Historians focused on 

forced sterilizations in all the Nordic countries, and in 2001 this was one of the main topics at the 

Nordic conference of historians in which welfare policies were discussed.28 

The relation between the redress process for the involuntarily sterilized ‘victims of the welfare 

state’ and historical abuse victims has been investigated by Malin Arvidsson, who concludes:  

Victims of abuse in Swedish institutions for children thus raised their voices for redress 

at a time when the politics of regret had emerged as new international norm, a re-

evaluation of the welfare state had taken place and the public critique of the civil rights 

infringements involved in interventionalist social policies were well accepted.29  

 

However, this changed context did not result in similar opportunities for historical child abuse 

victims everywhere. In this Special Issue, Arvidsson explores the issue further by comparing the 

different approaches to the discourse of ‘the dark side of the welfare state’ taken by the Swedish 

and Danish governments. 

Another aspect that distinguishes the Nordic responses internationally is the wide spectrum of neglect, 

abuse and violence against children that has been acknowledged through the inquiries. Several 

inquiries and redress packages internationally (the Australian Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse; the Independent Inquiry into Sexual Abuse in England and Wales; 

de commissie-Deetman van Onderzoekscommissie Seksueel Misbruik and the Commissie Samson 

on Sexual Abuse of Children in Out-of-home Care 1945–2010 in the Netherlands), have focused 

solely on child sexual abuse, which has had detrimental effects for care leavers seeking justice for the 

violence they encountered in care.30 No Nordic inquiries have targeted sexual abuse exclusively, but 

it has been a category of abuse in all Nordic inquiries. 

Nevertheless, the Nordic countries have chosen differing approaches in their inquiry processes. In 

Norway, Iceland, Denmark and Åland, the focus has been on child welfare institutions, whereas in 

Sweden and Finland inquiries covered all forms of out-of-home care for children, including foster 



care. Internationally, only the Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry and the Dutch Samson Inquiry have had 

an explicit remit to tackle foster care, whilst many other inquiries focus mainly on institutional abuse. 

The Swedish and Finnish inquiries, however, suggest that foster homes may have been even more 

abusive than institutions.31 Through international comparisons, the Nordic example may motivate and 

encourage other national inquiries into neglect, abuse and violence against children to take a closer 

look at foster care as well. 

In conclusion, the Nordic countries – while responding differently to victims of historical child abuse 

– have all had a strong focus on the history of the welfare state and its out-of-home care arrangements 

when investigating the legacies of a broad spectrum of historical child abuse.  

 

The contributions of this Special Issue 

In conjunction with the inquiry process, most of the Nordic parliaments or governments have been 

relatively willing to apologize to victims, but in Denmark an official apology and other forms of 

state redress were denied for a long time with reference to the present society’s inability to take 

responsibility for past treatment or notions of children that were different from current ideas. After 

15 years of political and activist struggle, on August 13, 2019, the then newly appointed Prime 

Minister, Mette Frediksen, offered a public apology to the victims/survivors. In this Special Issue, 

Malin Arvidsson explores how these two neighbouring countries of Denmark and Sweden came to 

take such different approaches to state redress. She analyses the arguments whereby Danish and 

Swedish politicians opposed or promoted state redress and argues that a ‘retroactivity dilemma’ is 

an issue that any redress process will face. Uses of history and the ways in which history matters in 

current politics have been given very different interpretations by Nordic decision-makers, as 

Arvidsson shows in her article. 

In the cases of Norway, Iceland and Sweden, financial redress schemes have also been established. 

However, such schemes enact the ‘retroactivity dilemma’ in new ways, within which the uses of 

history can be critically scrutinized. Johanna Sköld, Bengt Sandin and Johanna Schiratzki 

demonstrate in their article how the design and practical implementation of the Swedish redress 

scheme came to displace the interpretative prerogative of understandings of past abuse from 

victims/survivors to legal expertise. The definition of which abusive practices were considered 

severe enough in the past to be eligible for compensation in the present built on the assumptions of 

this legal expertise about history. The article shows that the idea of money as a symbol for justice to 

the victims is different from the legal practice and outcome of financial redress schemes. In 



Sweden, only 46 % of claimants were compensated. This figure is in stark contrast with the 

outcome of the Icelandic redress scheme, commented upon by Ólöf Garðarsdóttir in her article, 

under which 97 % of claimants received compensation.  

The formal context in which inquiries have been implemented differs between the various Nordic 

countries. While inquiries in Sweden, Iceland and Norway have been conducted by state officials 

working in either regional or national government commissions, the Danish inquiry was awarded to 

a museum and the Finnish inquiry to a university research team. As representatives of this research 

team, Antti Malinen, Pirjo Markkola and Kirsi-Maria Hytönen discuss the benefits and pitfalls of 

conducting commissioned research in their article. A commissioned academic project can be strong 

in its political neutrality and knowledge production, but its impact on political decision-making 

processes can remain marginal. Nevertheless, the tendering process between the Ministry of Social 

Affairs and Health and the academic research team made it very clear that the inquiry was to rely on 

historical knowledge production and that the explicit aim was to use narratives of past experiences 

to improve future practices of child welfare. The authors argue that the link between past, present 

and future practices was strikingly direct. 

While the inquiries in all the Nordic countries have collected evidence largely by interviewing care 

leavers, their remit and focus have differed somewhat. The Icelandic, Danish and Norwegian 

inquiries have concentrated on mapping abuse within specific institutions, while the Finnish and 

Swedish inquiries have focused on individuals’ experiences of abuse and hence have not conducted 

thorough investigations of abusive practices within named institutions. For historians, turning to the 

inquiry reports in order to explore what their content can tell us about the practices of past 

childhoods and child welfare, such different approaches provide alternative potentials to historical 

research. In her article, Kjersti Ericson examines two inquiry reports from one Norwegian 

institution – the Stavne Reformatory – in order to investigate which conditions stimulated and 

counteracted violence, and how the context for the setting up of an inquiry impacted upon its 

outcome for victims and survivors. Ericsson demonstrates that an inquiry addressing violence and 

maltreatment at Stavne Reformatory in 1984–85 led to the institution’s closure, but the victims were 

not recognized until a new inquiry was appointed in 2007, when their testimonies were finally taken 

into account. A case study like this, in which a thick description of one institutional context is 

prioritized, provides insights into the ways in which historical institutional child abuse has become 

a pressing political issue today, while similar earlier accusations were mainly considered isolated 

failures. 



Another aspect that might shed some light on the various approaches taken to investigating and 

addressing historical abuse relates to the organization of child welfare, which has differed slightly 

between the Nordic countries. In Iceland, no child welfare institutions, apart from one school for 

deaf children, existed before the Child Protection Bill was enacted in 1932. Boarding out to private 

families was the main solution for children who could not live with their parents. However, the 

Icelandic inquiries into child abuse and the subsequent associated redress scheme, focused 

exclusively on abuse within institutions. In her article, Ólöf Garðarsdóttir contextualizes the legal 

and political background to the institutional care of wayward youth. Iceland was occupied by 

British troops during World War II and subsequently American forces were installed as well. Their 

presence shaped the views on institutional care in the country. For example, there was a fear that 

female adolescents’ morality would be affected by the presence of foreign male soldiers. 

Garðarsdóttir’s article demonstrates how the international politics of war continued to affect child 

welfare long after the war had ended. 

 

The future of the Age of Inquiry in the Nordic countries 

What can be said about the future for redress processes addressing historical child abuse in the 

Nordic countries? In Canada and Australia – two nations in which numerous inquiries, memorials 

and redress schemes have been established – the upsurge in such processes came as a response to 

human rights violations imposed upon indigenous populations. The abuse of children was not 

originally the primary focus for such inquiries and justice claims. The Australian report Bringing 

them Home was based on the testimonies of 535 aboriginal people removed from their families as 

children, while in its investigation the Canadian Commission interviewed more than 6,000 

witnesses, most of whom had been pupils at residential schools. The forced removals of indigenous 

children to white settler families and institutions in Australia, or Indian residential schools in 

Canada, came to be considered the ultimate oppression by racist settler colonization. The forced 

removals of children from their families and cultures have been claimed as genocide in Australia 

and cultural genocide in Canada, and consequently articulated as a distinct human rights violation.32 

By contrast, the Nordic countries have not yet seen a similar influential political response to the 

abuses of children of indigenous or minority origin. However, back in the 1990s, the Norwegian 

government initiated research about how minority children had been treated and removed from their 

homes, and in 2004 it apologized to the Sami, Kven and Traveller minorities for the 

Norwegianization policy and promised redress for depriving them of their education.33 But the main 



focus of Nordic inquiries has been directed towards abuses within the child welfare sector, which 

means that violations concerning ethnic minorities or indigenous populations have been 

downplayed or at best reported as discrimination practices within child welfare. In Finland, for 

example, the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health explicitly stated that, as a minority group in 

child welfare, Roma children should receive special attention in the inquiry, whereas Sami children 

were not mentioned at all.34 However, recent years have seen an increasing political will to deal 

with the colonial history of the Nordic countries and its consequences for indigenous children and 

their families. 

Civil society organizations, in particular, have reflected upon the impact of their past practices on 

indigenous populations. The Church of Sweden has conducted a white paper project on the 

Church’s relations to the Sami population, and the Lutheran Church of Finland apologized to the 

Sami people in 2012. Danish Save the Children apologized in 2015 for its involvement in the forced 

migration of 22 Greenlandic children to Denmark in 1951.35 Moreover, the state’s responsibility for 

cultural and/or linguistic assimilation policies is also addressed in several ongoing or newly 

appointed truth and reconciliation commissions in the Nordic countries. A Danish-Greenlandic 

inquiry was established in 2019 to investigate the abovementioned forced child migration of 

Greenlandic children, which will report in 2020;36 in Norway, a truth and reconciliation commission 

with the mandate to map the Norwegianization policy of the Sámi people and the Kven minority 

with special focus on the residential school system, established in 2017, will operate until 2022;37 

and the Swedish government has recently agreed to appoint two truth and reconciliation 

commissions – one to investigate the country’s relations with the Tornedalen minority and the other 

its relations with the Sámi population.38 Moreover, on the initiative of the Sámi Parliament, the 

Finnish government decided in November 2019 that it will appoint a truth and reconciliation 

commission concerning the Sami people. This commission will identify various forms of 

discrimination, such as assimilation policy and the violation of rights.39 

Aside from responses relating to Nordic relations with the state and indigenous populations and 

ethnic minorities, inquiries are underway to address injustices and violations of the rights of deaf 

people in Finland. The scope of this inquiry is wide, including deaf children’s upbringing and 

schooling, their encounters with health and social welfare authorities, forced sterilizations and the 

marriage ban. Another ongoing inquiry concerns the treatment of citizens in disability and mental 

care institutions during the period 1933–1980 in Denmark, which will include the care of children 

in such residential facilities.40 



These forthcoming truth and reconciliation commissions and inquiries address people who, as 

children, were often removed from their families, and sent either to boarding schools or children’s 

homes. This happened to children of ethnic minorities, deaf children and disabled children. It 

remains to be seen how the situations of these children will be analysed and conceptualized in the 

ongoing inquiries and reconciliation processes. Will they be contextualized as a violation of 

children’s rights, as some of the previous child abuse inquiries have done (see for example the 

Swedish inquiry), or as a violation of human rights? What difference does it make in relation to the 

state’s responsibility for the past? One future question is whether children’s rights will be 

interpreted as human rights, and whether the rights of children will thus gain stronger political 

weight. 
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