AS Sociology

Childhood


CHILDHOOD
Sociologists are interested in how the status of different family types and individuals within the family has changed over time. Childhood has also changed over time as well as the position of children within the family and society. Sociologists want to look for the reasons for these changes.

We know that childhood and being a child differs from person to person but what about culture to culture? We also know that children are fundamentally different from adults in terms of their physicality and psychology; because of this, children need a lengthy period of nurturing and socialisation before they are ready for adult society.
Sociologists see childhood as being socially constructed; what does this mean in your own words?

Jane Pilcher (1995) notes that the most important feature of the modern idea of childhood is separateness. What do you think Pilcher means by this and how do you think this is enforced?

Children are often protected by adults from the working world, and childhood is seen in this country to be a time for play rather than labour. Children’s lives are lived largely in the sphere of the family and education, however this status is not found in all societies.
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Stephen Wagg (1992): 
‘Childhood is socially constructed. It is, in other words, what members of particular societies, at particular times and in particular places, say it is. There is no single universal childhood, experienced by all. So, childhood isn’t “natural” and should be distinguished from mere biological immaturity.’

What does this mean, in your own words?

We, as Westerners, have a different perception of childhood to other children in other countries. In this country children are seen as vulnerable and unable to defend themselves. However, other cultures do not necessarily see the great difference between children and adults.
Suggest three examples of ways in which childhood today ‘is seen as a clear and distinct life stage’.
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Ruth Benedict (1934) argues that children in simpler, non-industrial societies are generally treated in a different way to the Western children in three ways. Read page 29 ‘Cross-cultural differences in childhood’ and write them in the space provided. 
Time is also an important factor when thinking about childhood as well as societies. Many sociologists argue today that childhood, as we know it, is a relatively new ‘invention’.

CHILDHOOD 2
Philippe Aries (1960) argues that in the Middle Ages (10th to 13th Centuries) the ‘idea of childhood’ did not exist. Children were not seen as having a different ‘nature’ or needs from adults once they had passed the stage of physical dependency during infancy. 
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Explain, by reading page 30, Aries’ views of childhood.
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Some sociologists have criticised Aries for arguing that childhood did not exist in the past. Linda Pollock (1983) argues that it is more correct to say that in the Middle Ages, society had a different notion of childhood from today’s.

Aries’ work is worth remembering, however, because it shows that childhood is indeed socially constructed. Childhood, social status of children and ideas about children have changed over time.

Ariès argues that ‘childhood did not exist’ in the Middle Ages. Using the factors listed below write a summary explaining why Aries believes this was so.
	·
	High infant mortality rates

	·
	Low expectation of life

	·
	Large families

	·
	Children had little or no education

	·
	Children started work at about the age of six

	·
	Most adults were young and often had childlike qualities

	·
	Children often went to work away from home.


There are loads of reasons for the changes in the position of children. Looking at page 31, list the sociologists, their theories, and any acts that explain why there have been changes in the position of children.

What are children not allowed to do that adults can? Why do you think these laws are in place?

Lastly, explain why our attitudes towards childhood have changed in the last century, using the following points:
	·
	Fall in infant mortality and family size

	·
	The growth of education for all

	·
	The work of social reformers

	·
	The growth of child welfare

	·
	The rise in average family income

	·
	The growth of laws preventing child labour and child abuse

	·
	The growth of a market for children’s goods.
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