The social construction of childhood

Evidence su;.Jporr.ing the idea that childhood is a social constructio
product of biological immaturity is found in three main areas:
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HISTORICAL CHANGES IN CHILDHOOD

The notion of childhood as a distinctive phase of life between infancy and adulthood is a relatively
modern development, and didn’t develop in Western societies until the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. Philippe Ariés (1973) showed that, in medieval times, childhood did not exist as a
separate status. Children often moved straight from infancy, when they required constant care, to
working roles in the community. Children were seen as miniature versions of adults - ‘little adults’ -
and were expected to take on adult roles and responsibilities as soon as they were physically able
to do so, and to participate in all aspects of social life alongside their parents. Family portraits of
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, like the one shown here, often depicted children as these little

adults — shrunken versions of their parents, wearing adult clothes.
Children did not lead separate lives,

and mixed with adults. None of the
things we associate with childhood
today, such as toys, games, books,
music, special clothes, schooling and
so on existed. Until the mid nineteenth
century (the 1850s), child labour was
commonly practised and accepted.
Most children worked, starting around
the age of 7. In the early part of the
nineteenth century, many factory
workers were children under the age
of 11. Children worked as long and as
hard as adults, and adolescent children
often left home for years to work, with
boys being taken on as apprentices
and girls as servants in richer house-
holds. In poor families, parents some-
times forced their children to engage
in scavenging and street selling, and
occasionally they were used as thieves
and prostitutes. Children frequently
faced the same legal punishments as
adults for criminal activity. The notion
that children deserved special protec-
tion and treatment did not exist at this
time.

In the nineteenth century, the father
and husband was the head of the
family — it was a patriarchal unit - and

fathers often had a great deal of authority over other family members. They would often have little
involvement in the care of their children. Children might see relatively little of their parents and,
generally, children had low status in the family and were expected to be ‘seen and notheard’.

Aries showed that the social construction of childhood was linked to industrialization. With
industrialization, work moved outside the family home. Restrictions on child labour in mines
and factories during the nineteenth century, designed to protect children from exploitation and
hardship, isolated most children from the world of adult work and responsibilities. Children began
to be seen as innocent and in need of protection, though they were also seen as weak and vulner-
able to temptation. Strong discipline was applied to teach children appropriate behaviour, and
they often experienced severe beatings in the name of discipline which we would regard as child
abuse today.

The growing speed of technological change in the nineteenth century meant parents were
frequentlyunable to passonthe knowledge and skills required for workinglife, and the requirements
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THE CAUSES OF CHILD-CENTREDNESS

- -ome more child-
ed over the
gost fifty years © Families have got smaller since the end of the nine-
teenth century, and this means that more individual

care and attention can be devoted to each child.
@ Inthe nineteenth century, the typical working week
was between 70 and 80 hours for many working-class
people. Today it is more like 43 hours (including over-
time), and is tending to get shorter. This means parents
have more time to spend with their children.
@ Increasing affluence, with higher wages and a higher
standard of living, has benefited children, as more
money can be spent on them and their activities.
@ The welfare state provides a wide range of benefits
designed to help parents care for their children, and
has increased demands on parents to look after their
children properly. Social workers, for example, have
an extensive range of powers to intervene in families
on behalf of children, and have the ultimate power to
remove children from families if parents fail to look after them properly. The United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) sets the international standard for protecting and
promoting the rights of children, and the Children Acts of 1989 and 2004 established children’s
legal rights in the UK, and there is now a Minister for Children and a Children’s Commissioner
to champion the views of children and protect and promote their interests.
Paediatrics, or the medical science of childhood, developed rapidly during the twentieth
century, along with a wide range of research and popular books suggesting how parents should
bring up their children to encourage their full development. The nurturing, protection and
education of children are now seen as a vital and central part of family life, with parenting skills
and early years education now recognized as an important aspect of children’s educational
and social development. There have been a number of TV programmes, like Supernanny, sug-
gesting ways parents can avoid having, or learn to cope with, ‘problem children’.
Compulsory education and more time spent in further education and training have meant that
young people are dependent on their parents for longer periods of time. Tuition fees for higher
education and the abolition of student grants have recently extended this period of depend-
ency of young people on their parents. In this respect, ‘childhood’, including the dependency
on adults it involves, has itself become extended.
Compulsory education from age 5 has meant that children are better educated today, and mix
with and learn more from other children. This means they are probably both more knowledge-
able and more assertive in their dealings with parents.
Children’s lives have become more complex, with more educational, medical and leisure
services for them. This frequently involves parents in ferrying children to schools, cinemas,
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friends and so on.
Parental fears (largely unjustified) of ‘stranger danger’ — the perception that their children are

at risk of assault or abduction by unknown adults —and growing traffic dangers have meant
that children now travel more with parents rather than being left to roam about on their own as
much as they used to.

Large businesses have encouraged a specific childhood consumer market. Businesses like
Mothercare, Toysflus, Nike, publishers and the music industry focus on the childhood con-
sumer market, encouraging children to consume and parents to spend to satisfy their chil-
dren’s demands. Margo suggests children are taking greater control over family spending
decisions, and 7- to 11-year-olds have become an increasingly lucrative target audience for
advertisers eager to harness their ‘pester power’ - where advertisers target children to pester

their parents into buying them CDs, clothes, toys, sweets and so on.
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HAS
THE POSITION OF CHILDREN IMPROVED OR WORSENED?
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Laws like these mean children have fewer legal rights than those of other ages. While they might
be designed to protect children, they are at the same time a form of control over them, undermining
their independence and enforcing dependence on adults.

Unhappy children Womack (2011) reports that Britain’s children are said to be the unhappi-
est in the West. Family breakdown is a cause of considerable childhood angst, with one-third of
British 16-year-olds now living apart from their biological fathers. According to an international
league table compiled by UNICEF, the United Nations Children’s Fund, children growing up in the
United Kingdom are more prone to bad physical and mental health, failure at school, and have the
poorest relationships with their parents and friends, suffer greater deprivation, and are exposed to
more risks from alcohol, drugs and unsafe sex than those inany other wealthy country in the world.
Teenage pregnancy is among the highest in Europe. At some point, 10 per cent of British children
develop a mental health problem and research suggests about half of adults with lifetime mental
health problems first experienced difficulties in childhood.

Child poverty remains aproblem in the UK, with 3.7 million children officially classified as living
in poverty in 2012-13.

Margo indicates that British children spend more time in the company of peers, and less time
with adults and parents, than young people in culturally similar countries, and she cites research
showing many children are concerned that their parents are not there when they need them, and
do not make them feel loved and cared for.

Research by Rees (2011) for the Children’s Society found, in England, an estimated 9 per cent of
young people aged 14-16 run away from home overnight on at least one occasion each year, and
84,000 children under the age of 16.

Such evidence suggests that the experience of family life for many children in contemporary
Britain may not be a happy one, and their dependency on adults and their inability to obtain legal
paid employment means they have few opportunities to escapeé unhappy family lives.

Neither should we assume that children themselves are the innocents they are sometimes made
out to be. Figures collected from police forces in England and Wales suggest that around 3,000
crimes, including criminal damage, arson and sex offences, in which the suspects are under the
age of 10 — below the age of criminal responsibility, and therefore too young to be prosecuted —are
reported every year. Every year around 75,000 school-age children enter the youth justice system
for various offences. Under-age drinking, drug abuse, anti-social behaviour and criminal activity
are common complaints by older people about children and young people today, with parents
often blamed for not socializing and supervising their children properly. Some may interpret this
behaviour of children as a way for them to assert some independence from the suffocation of child-
centredness which maintains their dependency on and regulation by adults, but it does nonethe-
less suggest that family life is not necessarily as child-centred or happy as some may believe it to be.

Internationally, the position of many children is a cause of grave concern, with reports of the
sale and trafficking of children, child prostitution, child pornography, children involved in armed
conflicts as soldiers and the illegal trafficking of children’s organs and tissues.

Child abuse As suggested above, child-centredness doesn’t mean that all children are happy, or
well looked after, and they remain unequal to adults in many respects. Further evidence of this, and
a consequence of their dependence on adults and lack of control over their lives, comes in the form
of child abuse, which is an all-too-common experience for some children.

There are several different types of abuse of children, as figure 5.1 5 shows. Sexual abuserefers to
adults using their powerto performsexacts with children below the age of consent (age 16). Physical
abuse refers to non-sexual violence. Emotional abuse refers to persistent or severe emotional ill-
treatment or rejection of children, which has severe effects on their emotional development and
behaviour. Neglect refers to the failure to protect children from exposure to danger, including cold
and starvation, and failing to care for them properly so that their health or development is affected.

Areport in 2011 from the NSPCC (the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children),
Child Abuse and Neglect in the UK Today, found that around one in five children had been severely
maltreated during childhood, with most of the ill-treatment committed by a parent or guardian.
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Sibling abuse

can have serious
short-term and
possibly long-term
psychological
effects on children

between siblings is frequent and a source of great concern to parents. While most of us will probably

have experienced such things as part of normal sibling rivalry, if it gets out of hand it can have very
damaging consequences for the development of young people, and may even establish a pattern of
abuse which resurfaces in their own adult relationships. Research by Bowes et al. (2014) revealed
children who said they had been bullied by a sibling several times a week were found by the age
of 18 to be twice as likely as other children to have depression, to self-harm and to suffer anxiety.

1 Why do you think child abuse statistics are likely to understate the extent of these social

problems?
2 How would you define
over time? Give reasons for your answer.
3 What difficulties do you think sociologists mig
4 What explanations might there be for child abuse?

child abuse? Do you think ideas about what child abuse is have changed

ht face in trying to research the area of child abuse?

Is childhood disappearing?

Postman (1994), first writing in 1982, was concerned with the disappearance of childhood. He
argues that the distinction between adults and children is disappearing, and that there is a merging
of the taste and style of children and adults, with behaviour, language and attitudes becoming indis-
tinguishable. Children in contemporary society are rapidly becoming exposed to a range of experi-
ences that they share with adults, such as the globalized media, especially the internet and TV. This
may be eroding the cultural divisions between childhood and adult status. In the contemporary
world, children are increasingly exposed to the same issues, themes and experiences as adults,
and are no longer sheltered from adult experiences and knowledge, including sex, pornography,
crime, alcohol and drug abuse, and violence. Evidence for this was found in a 2007 report from the
Cambridge University-based ‘Primary Review’ inquiry. This found children of primary school age
expressing concern about adult-related themes like climate change, global warming and pollution,
the gulf between rich and poor, terrorism, crime and street violence. A BBC News School Report
survey of 11- to 16-year-olds in 2011 found they were most concerned about terrorism and climate
change as threats to the world.

Cunningham (2005) argues that parental authority has been undermined by children having

money from either parents (pocket money) or, for those who are older, from part-time work. The
2014 Annual Halifax Pocket Money Survey found the average child between 8 and 15 years old
received pocket money of around £6.35 a week (£330 ayear), and of course some will get much more
than this. Average spending by children themselves (aged 7-15) in the UK in 2007-8 was £12.50 per
week — a total of over £4 billion each year. Children are in most cases able to make their own deci-
sions as to how to spend this money, reducing their dependency on parents. Margo also emphasizes
that children’s access to advertising is unprecedented, and transforms them into cONSUMErs, who
demand access to the adult world earlier. .

Adults and children, particularly older children, lead increasingly separate lives. Silva (1996)
suggests that perhaps the roles of parents may be diminishing in face of the growing importance
of peers, teachers, and other influences that children are exposed to through media such as film,
television, DVDs, computer games, mobiles and the internet, including chat rooms and porn sites.

Many children now have their own rooms with their own televisions, computers with internet
access, and mobile phones. This means parents are no longer able to control or manage the range of
information, images and values that their children are exposed to, and this reduces the opportunities
for parents to socialize their children, and regulate their behaviour. The Primary Review report men-
tioned above confirmed this, with parents saying they had little control over such things as mobile
phones and the internet, through which children had access t0 unsuitable or harmful material, and
both teaching assistants and parents were concerned about a ‘loss of childhood’. Palmer (2007)
has suggested that parents increasingly use modern technology like television, computer games,
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the internet and mobile phones, together with junk food, to keep children occupied. She argues
that, combined with the increasingly busy and stressed life of parents, this is depriving children of a
‘proper’ childhood, with quality family time, like family meals with conversation and * proper’ food.
She sees the contemporary world creating what she calls ‘toxic childhood syndrome’, developing
a toxic new generation which potentially faces a whole range of social and behavioural problems.

The rapid pace of technological and social change often means that children are more up to
date than their parents. Computer technology and use of the internet are good examples of this, as
children are often far more adept at using these than their parents. The BBC News School Report
online survey in 2011 (www.bbc.co.uk/schoolreport) found nearly 90 per cent of 11- to 16-year-olds
had helped an adult in their family go online, and over half had helped with finding websites and
emailing. The internet particularly gives young people access to a range of knowledge and imagery
of which their parents in many cases have little awareness. This creates the possibility that young
people will increasingly develop a culture that parents find goes beyond their comprehension or
experience, and is far more in tune with the future than the culture of their parents. This may make
parental involvement with their children’s activities more difficult, and create a barrier between
parents and children.

Margo suggests another indicator of a loss of childhood: that, over the past 50 years, the average
age of first sexual intercourse fell from 20 for men and 21 for women in the 1950s to 16 for both by
the mid-1990s. There is concern over the sexualization of childhood, with advertising and retailers
encouraging children to dress and act in a sexually precocious way, and Margo points to the prolif-
eration of sex tips for teenagers in youth magazines and health and beauty spas for young girls as
evidence that children are exposed to, and expected to navigate, adult concerns at ever younger ages,

Practice questions

1 Define the term ‘social construction’, (2 marks)
2 Using one example, briefly explain how there may be a ‘loss of childhood’ in contemporary

Britain. (2 marks)
3 Outline three reasons why children have less power in society than adults. (6 marks)

Outline three reasons why the experience of childhood may differ between children in
contemporary British society. (6 marks)

5 Outline and explain two changes in society which may be reducing the distinction between
‘childhood’ and ‘adulthood’, (10 marks)

6 Read Item B below and answer the question that follows.

Item B

Some sociologists suggest that contemporary families have become more
child-centred than in the past. Parents today spend much more time with their
children, and spend a great deal of money to ensure they give their children the
most fulfilling upbringing possible. Many parents want their children to have
opportunities that they never had themselves as children. Critics of this point to
children’s lack of control over their lives, child abuse and other problems that
children today may face. ‘

Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the view that contemporary
families have become more child-centred. (20 marks)
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Topic 5

SPECIFICATION AREA s
Demographic trends in the UK since 1900; birth rates, death n:tres, family size, life
expectancy, ageing population, and migration and globalisation

Demographic change

plan its policies with regard to social policy, the allocation of scarce

D et o el it is necessary to have accurate information and

. land, housing, education and finance, isnece (0] e
rei'ou:é:z of ﬁlt,u.re tren%is in population size and distribution. It is important to know
estim

- i i whether
ulation is increasing or decreasing, what typical family size might be in mimtluz\?{,)rking foe
R le are living alone, and what proportion of the population will be atschoo o
more? }ieop BI?II loyed) and retired in fifteen or twenty years’ time. Such mfo'rmatlon wi o wﬂi
g 111;9 t]f number of schools and hospitals, and the number .and sizes of house:_ s
Lk e ‘1tethe number of teachers, doctors and nurses to be trained, the number o }l;) s -
nme‘zﬁimrsgt?i;l;d, and the number of welfare benefits to be paid out. These changes cannot be ma
e t]

is i ion to plan for the future.
overnight, and so governments need this informatio p

g p y Opu.la. on. IIliOIIIlatlo on po UjﬂLIOIl S Obtaln
DElIIO ra Ily 18 the term USBd iDI tlle Stud Ofp {1 1 p p ¢ ed

id ietv of sources, such as the compulsory registration of births, marriages ;nd gssg[l:i
ffoma“:‘ o like the Office for National Statistics Labour Force Survey and e -
al'ld o SUI:LBYS 111 source is the census, which has been carried out every ten years since 1!3; ;
Ll'ff;?:e tse;l;;{ionnt;?llgtll when the Second World War made it impractical to hold one. The las
wi e g

census was in March 2011 _ : .
There are four main factors that influence the size of a country’s popul
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births

imn "g’ atIO! 1§ ﬂle IluI]lbeI Oi I)eople eflte] ulg [lle UK IOI a pEIIOd 0{ at leaS[ a yeaI, SO that the
th

i i f usual residence
UK effectively becomes their country o :
emigration: the number leaving the UK for a period of at least a year,

destination effectively becomes their country of usual residence

e @

so that their country of

SOME KEY TERMS IN DEMOGRAPHY

You should learn these definitions. )
Birth rate - the number of live births per 1,000 of the po.puia.t:on each year. o
The fertility rate — a general term which is used to describe either the general fe

total fertility rate. R .
General fertility rate — the number of live births per 1,000 women of chil

lity rate or the
d-bearing age (15-44)

?::eizat;! fertility rate (TFR) is the average number of children women wil|fh:‘.r|<'e d::;;:s :’l'fxelr
child-bearing years. The number of births in any society depends on both t_hebe |_|'t1y s
women (how many children they have) and the numbers of women of child-bearing age.
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