Aspects of childhood
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Report on a Cumberland Lodge Conference originally titled ‘Childhoods Today: fear and freedom in growing up’ 

This conference explored the notion of childhoods today. Everyone has their own intuitions about the nature childhood; this report describes a wide range of opinions and research findings, as expressed by conference participants. Footnotes are included if the ideas can be traced to a publication known to the author of this essay; regrettably, some of the research work was described at the conference, but not referenced. A full list of conference speakers and participants is given at the end. The scope of the discussion was wide, in terms of the time-frame and range of topics explored, but this breadth of perspective cast a new light on the specific positions and concerns of speakers, revealing contrasts, inconsistencies and huge variety.  

Introduction 

‘Down, down, down, would the fall never come to an end?’ this famous quote from Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll echoes, of course, the Biblical fall from innocence in the Garden of Eden. Are children innocent and do they fall from innocence? When should they take on the responsibilities and freedoms of adult life? Or has ‘the fall’ already taken place, historically, as the experiences of children, and the ideology of childhood, have undergone striking changes over the last few centuries, particularly the 20th Century? These questions were at the core of much of the debate at the conference. 

There has gargantuan historical shift in our understanding of what it means to be a child. Where once we thought children were innocent, vulnerable, in need of nurturing and protection from adult life, now we often see them as needing no different treatment to adults, with a right to a degree of autonomy from adult control. Campaigners say that children need to be liberated from the overbearing authority of parents, that in legal cases they have a right to have their views considered, if not accepted. On the one hand, the idea of children having rights enshrined in law is currently being developed, on the other hand, their misbehaviour can now become a civil offence, if they are given an Anti-social Behaviour Order.  As these legal parameters are debated it is also important to consider the nature of moral development; children have emotions and intelligence, but do they have a full understanding of the effect of their actions on others? When does a sense of moral perspective become fully developed?  

In considering how children might be oppressed by parents, or a punitive social system, we may fail to recognise that children being very much to the fore in the media is a different kind of oppression. There is a distinction between lived, actual childhood and the virtual constructions of childhood in the public domain, which are often driven by purely commercial considerations. In our media-saturated age there would seem to be a complex relationship between images and reality, where one produces the other in significant ways that are not necessarily positive. A recent study of children, aged five and six, revealed that they felt dissatisfied with their body shape after being shown dolls with different figures, including extremely thin Barbie Dolls.
 Pictures of supermodels in popular magazines may also contribute to girls’ insecurity about their weight and looks. It is said that the profession of choice for teenagers is most often the glamour model. The emphasis we place on thinness may well contribute to the development of anorexia nervosa in adolescence. Are children more vulnerable than adults to the influence of the media? How do we need to respond, if it is true that they are more vulnerable? 

With current interest in the role of new technology in children’s lives, do we fail to value what is old, ordinary and unsophisticated? Computer and television literacy may be important but, arguably, so is the opportunity for children to play outdoors, do physical activity, feed their imaginations through books and art, and learn about managing risks.  Books may seem to have less power than television to influence, or manipulate, behaviour, but they are invaluable for opening up imaginative possibilities and conveying the complexity of human nature. How much do the stories of books and television empower children to take control of their lives and make their own reality? How do adults help children to maximise the possibilities of their lives? 

Contrasting definitions of childhood in history, media and art 

In the 21st Century children’s rights have been expressed in ways that contrast, sharply, with times past. Where children were previously seen as being fundamentally different from adults, now they are thought, by some, to deserve all the same rights as adults. Children’s rights were first articulated in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries, when ‘childhood’ was understood as the opposite of ‘adulthood’; children could be vulnerable, curious, ignorant, playful and immature, while adults were strong, knowledgeable and responsible. It was thought that children needed schooling, separate social services, their own courts of justice and playgrounds. Such a view developed, it seems, out of the appalling effect of the industrial revolution on children in the late 18th and early 19th Centuries, when statistics on infant mortality, ill health, stunted height and low weight, lack of achievement in school, sweated labour and early entry into crime could only indicate exploitation, neglect and deprivation. 
The Factory Act (1833), Education Act (1870), Children’s Charter (1889) and Children’s Act (1948) were all responses to the harsh experiences many children suffered. The League of Nations ‘Declaration of Geneva’ (1924), outlined the obligations of adults to children, and gave the rights of the child formal recognition. This was reinforced by the UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1959 which stated:  ‘ the child, by reason of his physical and mental immaturity, needs special safeguards and care….before as well as after birth’. Adults were given the responsibility of ensuring that childhood was a happy time.

For more than a century policy makers were united on the need, indeed, the right, of children to enjoy being children. In the 1980s, however, the Convention on the Rights of the Child stated, for the first time, that children have the same human rights as adults; the right to life, survival and personal development. Adults must be devoted to the best interests of the child, but must also respect the views of the child. John Holt’s book Escape from Childhood (1974) suggested that old definitions of childhood locked them into subservience and dependence. He espoused an enhanced role for young people through equal rights, including eliminating the voting age and allowing young people to sign contracts and obtain employment. Children should no longer be seen as dependent on adults, but as actors in life, creating their own destinies. Why did this radical break with the past occur? The development of mass literacy, mass democracy and the rise of the citizen as consumer changed the way children were perceived and treated. In the latter decades of the twentieth century more women went out to work, men began to share in household chores, and children were to be heard as well as seen; family life itself became democratised. In The Disappearance of Childhood (1982) Neil Postman argued that television contributed to the break down of boundaries between adulthood and childhood; television is not simply a medium of communication, embedded in it is a commercialism which turns the child into a consumer. David Bowie, the English rock musician put it this way: ‘We have created a child who will be so exposed to the media that he will be lost to his parents by the time he is 12.’ Apart from the influence of the media, events such as the oil crisis of 1973 signalled the end of economic optimism, while also revealing the dominance of the global market. Educating children, empowering them to be the future drivers of economic development, became a priority, and the development of children’s rights can be understood as part of this imperative. 

While there has been a sharp change in how children’s rights have been defined, there has also been a significant shift in the way children have been portrayed in art works produced since the seventeenth century. Once upon a time a child could be a picture of purity. Children were portrayed as different from adults, endowed with the attribute of sexual innocence. They were defined as not vicious, not ugly, not damaged, and most importantly, not sexual beings; they were completely unlike adults. However, the history of child photography shows an initially gradual, and then direct, challenge to the ideal of childhood sexual innocence. In the 19th Century artists, particularly photographers, both used and unsettled the notions of childhood innocence. The photographs taken by the famous author of Alice in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll, somehow belie the concept of childhood innocence, even while this is also assumed. The viewer is forced to see the sexual suggestiveness of the girls in spite, or because of, their innocence. Since the 1970s, however, there has been the tendency to portray children in more erotically suggestive ways, indicating the idea of the ‘knowing child’, with psychological and physical individuality. The Romantic ideal of innocence is now sometimes used and abused for profit and publicity. A knowing child may not understand what he or she knows, but advertising companies do, and exploit the appeal of images of children as sexual beings. As the media has harnessed the power of the child for commercial purposes, the distinctions between childhood and adulthood have dissolved.
 

The concept of childhood innocence, the idea that there is, indeed, such a thing worth protecting, is still implicit in the arguments of those who say that adults need to find ways of protecting children from commercialism and graphic violence or sex on television. Others, however, would say that television is only portraying and presenting what is natural and real to human nature. In his book The Hurried Child (1981) David Elkind identified the phenomenon of speeding up childhood so children could be assimilated as quickly as possible into the commercial and sexual habits of adults. It may be that television speeds up the inevitable loss of innocence that is part of growing up, without having any long-term negative influence on young consumers, who could be more resilient than we sometimes admit. Is it only some false, old fashioned concept of childhood innocence, the invention of artists and writers, that is being exploded?  

While many would say the mass media has destroyed notions of childhood innocence, there is, curiously, still the sense that childhood is a time radically different from adult life, coming through the books and television programmes designed specifically for children. What is it that makes these children’s books distinctive: how do they define childhood as different from adulthood? The aphorism ‘Childhood is the kingdom where nobody dies. Nobody that matters, that is.’
 is suggestive, evoking the idea of an imaginatively rich time when there is not the same understanding, as adults have, of good and bad, truth and falsehood, or the certainty of death. We see in some books the idea that children can be strong, selfish, destructive and uncaring, yet curiously innocent of real blame. Innocence may be real, not in sexual terms but in the sense of a moral innocence. A child may lie, cheat and be uncivil, and while adults have the responsibility to punish, they don’t have the right to treat children with injustice or impropriety. Children are becoming sexual beings, but adults don’t have a right to exploit them. Children may sometimes do violent acts, but must not be the victims of adult violence. Adults have the responsibility to treat young children as morally innocent, even if they do not always act so.  Many people might agree that these dictums are self-evident; how far can we see children’s moral innocence, defined in these terms, as their right? 

The role of adults and the growth of the child

If we agree that children are morally innocent, by implication they need adults to be role models and teach them how to behave. While there is rising drug use, binge drinking, underage sex and emotional and behavioural disorders among troubled teenagers, there are also increasing reports of children, seven years old or younger, being diagnosed with depression. Arguably, the problems increasingly displayed by youths are indicative of emotional needs not being met in their earlier life. It is necessary to ask: is there an increasing minority of parents unable or unwilling to provide the emotional nurturing which will ensure a resilient child? Are the privations and pressures that children deal with today less material than they were in previous eras, and more psychological, emotional and cultural? Children need loving, trusting relationships first and foremost, if they are to develop a positive self-image. Children have a need, if not a right, to adult involvement in their lives. The well-known journalist and author, Gitta Sereny wrote: ‘The primary responsibility for the behaviour and actions of young children lies with their parents, their carers and, to a degree, their teachers.’
 Polarised debate on whether children are innocent or not confuses our understanding that childhood is a time of different stages of growth and development, and responses from adults to young people need to differ over time. 

Television, movies, and art may have undermined the notion of childhood innocence, but how far does television also have a harmful influence on the actual behaviour of children? Researchers say there is not clear evidence that violence on television makes children more violent. In discussing this question, however, it is said that there is not a simple one-to-one relationship between the child and the television set. It may be just as important to recognise that the family can have a mediating effect on the influence of television. Through discussion adults can teach children media literacy, how to maintain a critical distance from advertising and violence. The UK had a well controlled, public service dominated television environment. Increasingly, however, there is a lack of willingness to control what is made available, and the internet is not going to be regulated. Ofcom, the new communications regulator, says it is the role of parents, not policy makers, to control what children consume.  Arguably, it is not possible to counter entirely the negative influence advertising or violence has on children, which may be felt at a subliminal level. The media, and television in particular, is thought to have various harmful influences on children, not just making them more violent, but also desensitising them, raising their aggression levels, reducing their empathy for victims and making them believe that violence, rather than discussion, is the only way to deal with problems. Even more important than parents taking a regulatory role in relation to television viewing may be the need for adults to give love and encouragement so children develop self esteem and can resist the negative influences of the media. 

Unfortunately, many parents who are anxious or uncertain about how to deal with young people use technology to avoid the issue. For parents who are concerned about their children being out on the streets, fear them getting caught up in crime, abused by an adult, or hurt in a traffic accident, there is the feeling that it is safer for them to be at home watching television. The children’s bedroom has become a space that is media rich. Adults who are frightened of children’s energy and aggression may seek to control them through technology, not by giving them the opportunity for adventure. We position the media in children’s lives, even while we know they are vulnerable to its influences. Fear of risks seems to create the risk of too much media consumption. 

Do adults have too much concern about allowing children to engage in risky activity? Obviously, organisations providing services for children should perform proper risk assessments which issue in clear safety precautions and plans for what to do in an emergency. The aim of risk assessments is to eliminate unnecessary dangers, and minimise necessary risk as far as possible. How far can we design life so as to get rid of all risk? Sometimes there seems to be excessive regulation, as when a local council banned hanging baskets in case they fell on people’s heads. Curiously the main risk to children is of road traffic accidents and yet there are not risk assessments for children living on busy streets. Is this because those who want to promote greater safety awareness and precautions pick on the easy targets, such as safe play areas, rather than taking on those in the motor industry? The problem may be the perception of the level of danger; a situation that has some risk is not necessarily very risky. It is possible that insurance companies talk up the dangers to make more money. Public liability insurance is now so expensive; perhaps the government should provide insurance if organisations are to continue offering adventurous holidays. Is there excessive hysteria about possible risks?  Or should we tolerate risk on some occasions where there are rewards? If one child has been killed by a tragic disaster on a kayaking holiday, should all adventure holidays be discontinued? In some situations the elimination of serious injury or even death is not possible, and we need to accept this fact. The Health and Safety Executive document ‘Managing Risk in Play Provision’ (2002) states that some risk has to be accepted if children are to be given challenging and stimulating experiences which will develop their abilities and confidence. 

Those who argue that we are too obsessed by the idea that children are vulnerable and in need of protection, say that we need to see some risky activity as an important element of growing up. While there is clearly a need to minimise or eliminate risk, perhaps there is also a need to strike a balance between risk and rewards. Balancing requires risk management, not just risk assessment. Balance is not achieved if those making the judgements are only assessing whether there might be negative outcomes. Insurers have no interest in positive outcomes, whether a child might learn a new skill or develop greater confidence,  only in understanding the range of possible adverse outcomes to make money. Whoever makes the final judgement about a risk should assess the benefits as well as the risks. Are parents doing enough to foster the imaginative, intellectual and physical growth of their children? Arguably, some children are too domesticated, and are not able to enjoy the challenges posed by outdoor activity and expeditions. Perhaps it is not just risk that is instructive, but something more fully demanding: the chance for children to learn how to survive in natural environments. Interestingly, Norwegians seem to be able to tolerate a higher level of risk than we can in Britain, and in that country being close to nature is an imperative. Scandinavian schools don’t have fencing around them, and children are allowed to go home from school on their own at the age of eight or nine. In trusting young people, children learn to trust themselves and develop greater self-confidence. If children are naturally more physically fearless than adults, and more able to recover from broken bones, it would seem that childhood is the best time to learn sports such as skiing and kayaking. There is a need for more research and statistics if the government is to be lobbied for change; there needs to be a much more comprehensive and thorough understanding of the need for children to be trusted, to develop through play, to be challenged and to learn to deal with risk in a responsible way. 

Public Policy

When parents fail to teach their children socially accepted norms, or when children rebel against parents to commit crimes, how should we respond in terms of public policy? In England, unlike other countries, there is criminal responsibility for children as young as ten (in Scotland as of eight), children who commit serious crimes are tried in adult courts and juveniles as young as 16 are sent to prison. There was, in Norway, a similar case to that of James Bulger, when a child was murdered by other children in Stockholm. The response, however, was entirely different, as both children, victim and perpetrator, were treated as victims. There was absolute forgiveness by the community and an emphasis on rehabilitation, retraining and loving parenting. In the UK Venables and Thompson were tried in an adult court and taken into custody for a long period. The system seems to be predicated on the assumption that children are as morally culpable as adults, that there is little childhood innocence in moral terms, and that children are deserving of the same treatment by the criminal justice system. In 2003 a coalition of charities warned that the UK was failing some of its most vulnerable children, particularly those 3, 000 children in custody.
 Here the secure training centres, the new child prisons, are run privately for profit, and in such places children may be subjected to the same treatment of ‘pain compliant restraint’, twisting an arm behind the back, and bending the subject over as is used in adult prisons. We have a criminal justice system and anti-social behaviour policy based largely on an historic tradition of judgement and punishment. 

How children are currently conceptualised and stereotyped by our society is revealing; they are holders of an innocence that is exploited by the commercial and media worlds, until this ‘cute’ factor disappears and they are seen as ‘yobs’, potential offenders, threats to civilised society. Neither stereotype is helpful in addressing policy concerns about outcomes for children and young people. The media portrays children as out of control, impossible to discipline, a menace and a threat. With its talk of bad behaviour, drunken hooligans, and the threat posed by hoodies, is the media creating a negative image of children which the government is responding to, through its Respect agenda? ASBOs, Curfew orders, Truancy sweeps, Dispersals and so on  are all attempts to address the perception of social breakdown. Is there a risk of children being criminalized by their status, not by their actions? 

While the Respect agenda might be a knee jerk media-driven and media-seeking response to a whipped up fear of children, it might also be an attempt to address a real need. It may be that in calling the policies of the Home Affairs Committee too strongly disciplinarian, authoritarian and negative there is a failure, by those on the other side, to engage with the moral dimension of children’s behaviour. How should we respond to the wide-spread sense that with the breakdown in family life, the impact of the mass media and commercialism children are indeed the victims, that they are not being taught to respect and be respected, that they are not being integrated into society? It may be argued that ASBOs are a response to the behaviour of those children and young people who cannot or will not be influenced positively by social interventions. For such children a rapid and consistent response to their unacceptable behaviour is important, and, arguably, they need this from the state or community just as much as from their parents. ASBOs are a way of filling the gap between the failures of parents and others to stop behaviour that is problematic, and are an attempt to respond to the problem of antisocial behaviour without the delays and expense of due process. Those who are promoting the Respect agenda say they want to challenge bad behaviour and nurture good behaviour, out of a desire to change not just the law, but the culture of the country, by renewing the social contract and promoting common standards of decency. Parenting and control orders are intended to get parents to face up to their responsibilities. Yet there are still weaknesses with a punitive social response to disorder. If our media portrays young people as potential offenders, are we at risk of producing the outcome we fear? Arguably, for bad behaviour to be turned around it needs to be either ignored or sanctioned, while children need to be given attention and reward for their good behaviour. Are there enough positive incentives in our criminal justice system? How can children be encouraged and rewarded in good behaviour, not just punished for bad behaviour? 

What should we do for those young people who do not have the positive influence of parents? It is a problem that blanket policies don’t necessarily address the specific issues and complex needs of individuals. Sometimes, too, procedures are in place but are simply not followed. Perhaps social workers and others do not have the resources to implement the policies. For those children in trouble with the law, there needs to be more understanding amongst youth justice workers as to how behaviour can be changed. Psychologists say children will only change their behaviour if they are able to deal with three questions: how important is it that my behaviour changes? How confident am I that I can do it? And is it a priority? Change must become important to the young people themselves. The solution-focused approach is about identifying young people as experts in their own behaviour. Youth justice teams have said that working in this way with young people has been highly effective. It would be immensely valuable if there was more wide-spread understanding of child psychology and the pathology of parent-child relationships, for social workers as much as for children and teachers in infants and junior schools. Instead of presuming that the child or young person who behaves conspicuously wants to be bad, we need first to ask the question ‘why?’ and work with the children according to the answer to that question. 

Children’s rights

Are children significantly different from adults, or not? The question lies at the heart of current discussion about how children’s rights are defined. The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) has been made part of our domestic law by the Human Rights Act (HRA) of 2000. While the Human Rights Act allows everyone, including children, or adults on behalf of children, to go to the courts if they feel their rights are infringed, it is important to note that none of the rights are specifically for children. There is no mention of children’s rights different from an adult’s right to life, freedom from torture, slavery, or freedom of thought, conscience and religion. By contrast, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child lists 41 children’s rights, specifically covering their needs and expectations. It promotes the idea that human rights law for children should be distinguished from that for adults to take into account the child’s vulnerability and needs as they develop. However, the UN Convention remains ‘unincorporated’ so it is not currently legally enforceable in the UK. For some campaigners in this country the HRA is still able to deliver rights to children, even though they are not mentioned specifically. Such campaigners say that everyone is entitled to the rights listed in the ECHR, and children should not be overlooked or excluded. They have criticised recent judicial decisions made with no mention to the child’s rights. Thus, in considering the medical and religious concerns raised by Muslim fathers wanting to have their sons circumcised against the mothers’ wishes, no reference was made to the boys’ own right to bodily integrity under Article 8 of the ECHR. Campaigners argue that the courts must do their best to ensure that a child’s own position is assessed and his or her rights protected. Children’s views should be included in the decision making process. Among advocates there is, to a greater or lesser degree, the idea that children need to be treated like adults, and given more responsibility for important decisions regarding their health and future generally.  This is to some degree happening already as the House of Lords found, in Gillick vs West Norfolk and Wisbech Area Health Authority, that a teenage girl who is of sufficient understanding to comprehend that she wants contraceptive advice and help has the legal capacity to approach her doctor without her parent’s knowledge or consent.  

How far should a court feel obliged to implement a child’s preferences? This is a point of some debate, which the ECHR does not help to clarify. However Article 12 of the UNCRC says: ‘in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child should be given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.’ The Convention encourages adults to listen to the opinions of children and involved them in decision-making, but does not give children authority over adults. Campaigners in the UK currently argue about how much autonomy a child should be given, and whether parents have a need or right to protect their children. Some want to give decisive weight to children’s views, while others say having a child’s views represented and considered is enough. Some campaigners say children are oppressed and need to be liberated from adult domination. If adults value the right to autonomy, why should this be denied to children? There should be no false distinction between children and adults in terms of their capabilities; children should have the right to vote, to determine their own education, to decide where they are to live, whether to take paid employment etc.  Other campaigners warn against the assumption that children’s rights are only about the right of children to make their own decisions. They say that a child’s decision-making right should not be granted at the expense of their other rights. It is also necessary to strike a balance between conflicting rights and, in some cases, between a child’s rights and those of broader society.  

There are also critics who think that a formulation of children’s rights in terms of their right to autonomy is in danger of damaging family relationships by undermining parental authority. Some argue that a system which allows children to enforce their rights against their parents may create division. In reply, those who defend the concept of children’s rights say that if rights need asserting, conflict has already occurred and the process of enforcing those rights merely gives such conflict expression and a method of resolution. There is the implication, in such lines of defence, that children are automatically right, and a failure to acknowledge that sometimes parents know best. In seeing children as having the same rights as adults, there is little recognition that they may also be childishly cruel, manipulative, selfish and wilful. If children are not necessarily able to assess the personal and social implications of their actions parents would seem to have the obligation, or right, to address this by lovingly asserting their parental authority. Arguably what is in the best interest of the child is more important than giving carte blanche for children’s views to override those of their parents. 

Perhaps we need to see both children’s rights and their responsibilities as growing over time, as they themselves develop the capacity to act responsibly and deal with risk. It seems that the rites of passage are now confused and complicated, in a number of respects. While the concept of parents having a protective role over children seems to be overruled in terms of medical treatment, in relation to risk and play there is still a strong sense that children should not be given autonomy. Increasingly children have to spend their time in their homes and schools, as public spaces are regarded as dangerous. Research shows that many children feel they lack appropriate play grounds and that there is too much fear of traffic, or crime from drunks, gangs and racist neighbours. Similarly while media exposure ‘hurries’ children to grow up, they may not yet be able to deal responsibly with sexual freedom. In some countries of the developing world HIV/AIDS is having such a devastating impact children must raise their siblings, simply because there are no adults to do so. 

How can we develop in children a concept of autonomy that is broader than merely the assertion of their rights against their parents’? Children need the opportunity to do things outside on their own, and the lack of the opportunity to play outside is likely to have adverse effects upon their quality of life and social and emotional development. Reading is important, as books encourage independence of thought and imagination.  Children gain greater capacity to think and act for themselves, imagine new possibilities, and be more self-reliant. In addition children can gain much from the opportunity to produce their own art. Creativity is thought to raise children’s self-efficacy, learning skills, expand their capacity for empathy and develop cognitive growth.  In the developing world, where children have less technological opportunities, the development of creativity and resourcefulness is perhaps more possible. Provocatively, perhaps the digital divide is only a disadvantage if there are no books to read, or pens and paper to give children the chance to create for themselves. 

Conclusion

In considering how the ideology of childhood has changed dramatically over time, it becomes clear that there are now a range of assumptions which are consciously or unconsciously accepted, to varying degrees. Suppositions, stated in their skeletal form, include: children are no different from adults; they are no longer to be seen as being sexually innocent; their social and moral development is not seriously influenced by the media or advertising; children who commit anti-social or criminal acts deserve punishment, not better understanding; punitive policies, not better parenting, corrects children’s behaviour; any activity which involves risk is too risky; playing outdoors is not necessary as entertainment comes from technology in children’s bedrooms; children have the right to autonomy from adult control; children are consumers. 

Do we have enough evidence that such assumptions are accurate and serve the best interests of the child? Have we gone too far in acquiescing to the social pressures which influence the development of children and our thinking about this process? Asking these questions may be part of the answer; although we may not want to turn the clock back entirely, perhaps we should still interrogate our current assumptions more vigorously. It would seem that while there is an understanding of the changes that have happened, there is a lack of widespread understanding on how these actually affect child development. Is it true that risky activities help children to develop a sense of responsibility and greater confidence? How and when do children develop a mature sense of right and wrong? Why are there more and more incidences of eating disorders and other behavioural problems among young people? Are our policies in relation to anti-social behaviour helping or harming the development of children? The questions are numerous. Empirical research needs to be heeded by policy makers, professionals working with children, and the public in general. 

Some would say that the questions are vital and urgent; that the tragic, wasted lives of some young people are the result of our society’s paradoxical, confused, impoverished or unjust concept of childhood. Suffering on an individual level may come from the narratives we, as a society, tell ourselves about childhood. Others might say that our society now has a much better understanding of childhood, and that problems lie in the failed relations between particular individuals.  

An interest in defining childhood should not distract us from the need to love, encourage and challenge children as they develop their emotional, intellectual and moral identity.  ‘All that a child really needs to grow up into a normal, healthy person, is to have the crazy, irrational love of an adult’ it is said.  
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