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Children in the Care of Monasteries:
Social Care for Children in Medieval Western Europe

Yukie BABA

(Comparative Literature and Cultures)

Many religious orders in medieval Western Europe accepted a number of children into their houses, be
they from wealthy families or from poor families. Those children who were brought into a monastery for
a variety of reasons by their parents were called oblati, meaning “offerings to God”. In a monastery, the
oblati were deprived of any private possessions and their family inheritance to be secluded from the
secular world. In return, however, they were provided everything they needed to live within this locus
conclusus both materially and intellectually: food and shelter; education in Latin and where possible even
the Liberal Arts; and eventually an opportunity for lifelong employment as a monk or nun.

This custom of oblatio or child oblation, which flourished until the twelfth century in Western Europe
and then gradually declined, has been studied in literature. John Boswell described this oblatio as a mild
form of child abandonment by their parents. Mayke de Jong, on the contrary, regarded it as a respectable
holy institution, drawing its biblical model from Hannah'’s dedication of her son Samuel at the temple. This
paper, however, aims to review the system from a rather different aspect, focusing on the nature of

oblatio as a form of social care for children in the medieval Western Christian society.

Keywords: children in care, social care, monasteries, child oblation, oblates
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