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Introduction

The rise of critical theorizing within the social sciences at the
end of the twentieth century has challenged many modernist
bedrock concepts. Childhood is one such concept, which
underpinned social scientific attempts at understanding,
measuring and regulating the process of growing up. However,
over the past two decades childhood has emerged as a con-
tested concept, a cluster of critical and complex ideas around
the nature of biological, social and psychological growth in
the early years. The modernist conception of childhood
formed through the theoretical and empirical work of devel-
opmental psychologists, and to a lesser extent functionalist
sociologists, provided a hugely influential paradigm for the
study of children and childhood. Children were viewed as
incomplete social apprentices dependent on regulated support
from more powerful adults as they progressed along a devel-
opmental pathway, carefully negotiating the appropriate
stages as they reached the required biological age. Childhood
was also underpinned by a range of political and institutional
structures and developments in the latter half of the twentieth
century, which focused on the regulation of childhood. The
childhood studies developed in the late 1980s offer theorizing
and research on children and childhood which challenges
these earlier ‘modernist’ arrangements. At the same time, this
research picked up on major social and political changes by
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both reflecting and shaping the changing nature of adult—
child relations and the revisioning of childhood in the twenty-
first century. This book will explore this new theorizing and
research, setting out a much more complex and contested
terrain within which academics, policy makers and practi-
tioners understand and work with children and the concept
of childhood.

We can take the example of Malala Yousafzai, a Pakistani
girl who from the age of eleven started writing a blog for the
BBC on the difficulties that Pakistani girls have gaining access
to regular schooling, and who achieved global recognition at
the age of fourteen after being shot by the Taliban for speak-
ing out against their policies on women and education. Malala
has become a representation of the desires and commitments
of children, particularly girls, in less affluent parts of the
world, as they strive for the same resources and opportunities
as their more affluent peers in the West. She is also feted as
a young heroine both at home and abroad in the way she
embodies the agency of children in the twenty-first century
who understand their social contexts and make a difference
both locally and globally. From the example of Malala, we
can distil three critical inter-related themes which form the
basis of ongoing debate within childhood studies and are the
focal points of the book; children’s agency, the relationship
between children, childhood and globalization and structural
approaches that locate children within generational orders.
Discussions of children’s agency give prominence to social
and cultural rather than biological factors, with the latter
arguably limiting our understanding of children’s agency.
Hitherto, agency has been viewed as a property or disposition
that children acquire once they have successfully progressed
along a developmental pathway into adulthood. Childhood
studies have rejected this developmental approach in favour
of recognizing children’s capacities as agents very early on in
childhood. Agency in many ways has become a given within
this research field, particularly within the sociology of child-
hood. Researchers have drawn on children’s agency as a
central conceptual device for analysing children’s activities
in a number of disparate contexts, from young children exer-
cising choice on a routine basis over the food consumed
within families through to the economic responsibilities that
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Brazilian children have in communities that rely on child
labour for their survival (O’Connell and Brannen 2014; Pires
2014). Children are assumed to have the capacity to make a
difference within their social environments and this forms the
basis of our examination of agency in Chapter 1. The para-
digmatic status of agency is also evident across a range of
other disciplines within childhood studies. In this chapter I
discuss the multi-disciplinary potential of childhood and
agency within the disciplines of history, anthropology and
geography. While there is considerable analysis of children’s
agency from a number of different academic disciplines, there
is much less on how children themselves view their capacities
and agency. In the final part of this chapter I discuss children’s
own conceptualizations of their agency, particularly with
respect to their status and levels of participation within
school.

Agency has also been implicit in broader analyses of the
twenty-first-century child in political and institutional as well
as research terms, with concepts such as children’s voice and
participation becoming a more prominent feature of policy
and practice agendas. In Chapter 2 I locate agency in broader
political and institutional terms. A key theme here is change:
in what ways has a changing political and social landscape
underpinned a shift in the status of children and a reconcep-
tualization of childhood? In what ways does policy and prac-
tice within child-related fields take more seriously the
assumptions made within childhood studies that children are
inherently agentic? Do social workers and teachers acknowl-
edge children’s agency by providing them with access to deci-
sion-making channels? I will address these questions in the
first part of Chapter 2. While the bulk of the first two chap-
ters focuses on researching the heightened profile of children
as social agents in general, in the latter part of Chapter 2 I
attend to the social distribution of children’s agency. I intro-
duce factors that differentiate children and childhood such as
poverty, social class and age and in the process explore the
differences in the way that different groups of children exer-
cise their agency.

With reference to the second theme, globalization, one of
the major shifts in theorizing within the social sciences in the
latter decades of the twentieth century is the shift in frame of
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reference from national to global concerns. As with any
aspect of social life, globalization has had a significant impact
on our understanding of childhood and children’s social rela-
tions. Globalization has had important consequences for chil-
dren themselves, from the kinds of access that children have
to schools, to their ability to engage in ever-more creative
ways with a global mass media (Kenway and Bullen 2002).
In the first part of Chapter 3 we explore the implications that
globalization has for children in economic and political terms.
In turning to childhood as a concept or social ideal in Chapter
3 our global connectedness in economic, political and cultural
terms has had profound consequences for our understanding
of children’s lives. What globalization has done is to re-work
the structure/agency debate by focusing on global and local
issues. In the second part of Chapter 3 and in Chapter 4 we
assess the way that childhood can be theorized in terms of a
complex relationship between broader global trends and
more localized factors. In the process we illuminate a differ-
ent but parallel antinomy between a unitary model of child-
hood that emphasizes global uniformity and understandings
of childhood that emphasize local diversity. One aspect of
globalization is the attempt to generate a standardized model
of childhood based on Western affluent world notions of
childhood that include compulsory schooling and the devel-
opment of ‘individual’ capacities. At the same time the
attempts of Western nations and cultures to export this par-
ticular conception of childhood generate more critical local-
ized constructions of childhood, with the accent on cultural
diversity. While Chapter 3 explores a unitary or standardized
global model of childhood, Chapter 4 focuses more on the
cultural and political dimensions of globalization and the
diverse ways that childhood is constructed at more national
and localized levels. It also explores the diverse ways that
children from very different political and cultural contexts
draw on global media in developing their own identities.

In the final two chapters of the book the focal points are
twofold: the position of children within the social structure
and, more broadly, the status of childhood studies within the
social sciences. In one important sense these two themes are
related. The attempt to develop a corpus of theory that locates
children and childhood at a more macro or structural level
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reflects attempts to establish ‘childhood’ as a dominant field
of study within the social sciences. Chapter 5 focuses on theo-
ries that bring childhood in line with other sociological nar-
ratives on power, social difference and disadvantage. In
exploring the position of children within the social structure,
we outline generational approaches to the study of children
and childhood. Thus, generation is advanced as a dimension
of social stratification that can both complement and super-
sede more conventional narratives such as social class and
gender. However, as with agency the concept of generation is
contested. We tease out two approaches to the study of gen-
erational relations, the categorical and the relational. The
former starts from a priori oppositional differences between
‘child” and ‘adult’, making it easier for childhood scholars to
compete with other social structural theorizing within femi-
nism and Marxism. In effect, this approach assumes that the
nature of children’s lives and the kinds of societal forces on
their lives are of a quite different order from the forces
impinging on the lives of their parents, teachers and other
adults, with adults nevertheless having power over children.
An emphasis on action or agency as well as structure, on the
other hand, generates questions about the role that children
and adults play within these overarching theoretical struc-
tures and directs us towards more relational and inter-gener-
ational approaches. In setting out the possibilities of a
generational approach to the study of childhood, I draw on
a number of empirical cases. Thus, the problem of child abuse
is subject to an analysis in generational terms, and the ques-
tion is posed: to what extent are children at risk from abuse
and maltreatment from adults due to their structural position
within the generational order? We also illustrate the range of
interdependent relations between children and adults from
current representative research in the areas of children’s par-
ticipation and transnational migration.

In the final chapter we reflect on the position of childhood
studies within two broader realms, the social sciences and
the political public realm. We discuss the implications of a
more interdisciplinary approach in researching children and
childhood. The big research questions within the social sci-
ences are now being addressed from a number of different
disciplinary vantage points. Childhood is no exception to this
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trend. Arguably, the raison d’étre of the new childhood studies
is the shift away from a mono-disciplinary approach domi-
nated by developmental psychology towards a more multi-
disciplinary approach in order to provide broader and richer
analyses of children and childhood. This chapter will attempt
to move the debate further by exploring possibilities for a
more interdisciplinary approach. It will weigh up the possi-
bilities of an integrated disciplinary approach against a more
default multi-disciplinary position where researchers from
different subject areas tend to work in parallel. In illustrating
interdisciplinary possibilities within childhood studies, I will
discuss the concept of children’s wellbeing, a much contested
bundle of ideas but one that nevertheless invites commentary
and analyses from a range of disciplinary vantage points. We
draw on the examples of child labour and children involved
in military conflict in exploring the potential for analysing
children’s wellbeing from a number of disciplines, including
medicine, psychology, sociology and international develop-
ment. In the final section of this chapter I will link this multi-
or interdisciplinary focus to a parallel multi-agency approach
in engaging with children within the public sphere. The
chapter discusses the relationship between childhood studies
and the policy and practice of working with children at politi-
cal, institutional and professional levels. Thus, the Every
Child Matters agenda is explored as a political initiative
in England with a much stronger focus on supporting chil-
dren and families through close ties between different ‘welfare’
agencies and professionals. We explore the parallels between
scholars and professionals, both with a mandate to work
more closely with children.



1
Conceptualizing Agency

Children’s agency has become a direct challenge to hitherto
dominant ideas on children’s development that effectively
define agency as a status assumed by children once they leave
childhood. Moreover, a developmental focus on the acquisi-
tion of agency privileges biological and psychological factors
over social factors. Thus agency has not only been associated
with children when they leave childhood and enter adult-
hood, but biological and psychological growth towards this
end point. In the first part of this chapter I explore recent
work within the field of childhood studies where agency has
achieved almost paradigmatic status. It has become a key
assumption in analyses of children and childhood at local and
global levels. In challenging the developmental and ‘cognitiv-
ist’ focus, empirical research has drawn on the concept of
children’s agency within a diverse range of social and cultural
contexts, from UK-based children developing religious and
spiritual agency through to Indian children of sex workers
using their political agency to try to improve conditions for
themselves and their families (Hemming and Madge 2012;
Sircar and Dutta 2011). Children’s agency has thus become
an embedded feature of empirical research on children and
childhood. However, within sociology, arguably the domi-
nant discipline within childhood studies, there is some con-
ceptual ambiguity over the nature of children’s agency. In part
this is due to agency’s taken-for-granted status, a largely
assumed conceptual starting point. The political and moral
commitment to agency and its attractiveness as an empirical
focus has led to the neglect of a more thorough theoretical
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grounding (Valentine 2011). A cursory conceptual inventory
of the field identifies an individualist and romanticized strand
of theorizing where thinking around children’s agency repre-
sents the search for the unmediated adult-free voice of the
child (Hart 1997; Franklin 1997). Within this framework
children are often viewed as being constrained, exploited and
controlled by parents, teachers and other adults. Children’s
agency is hidden, muted or marginalized as adults seek to
regulate children’s lives. This is set against an emerging social
model within sociology where children’s agency emerges from
ongoing relations between children and adults (Oswell 2013).
There is here a more positive inter-generational basis to chil-
dren’s agency. In the first part of the chapter I critically
examine the individualist approach to children’s agency from
a social and relational perspective. The focus on agency here
is on three dimensions: agency emerging from inter-genera-
tional relations; the embodied and emotional nature of chil-
dren’s agency; and its moral character.

In the second part of the chapter I go beyond sociological
thinking and discuss the possibilities of the social nature
of children’s agency from other disciplinary vantage points
including history, anthropology and geography (Rosen 2005;
Montgomery 2008; Zeiher 2003). The popularity of chil-
dren’s agency for scholars from a range of disciplines within
childhood studies offers further evidence of the shifting onto-
logical and epistemological status of children and childhood.
While adult researchers make certain assumptions about chil-
dren’s capacities and competence, rather ironically there is
less evidence from children themselves as to what agency
means to them. In the final section we discuss children’s own
conceptions of agency. Drawing mainly on their experience
in schools, children provide a distinctive approach to agency
in the way that they reflect on how they experience their
schooling and understand the implications of having their
agency recognized by teachers in school.

Conceptualizing agency

Agency is often assumed to reflect dominant Western liberal
values of self-determination, rationality and independence
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(Ling 2004; Boyden 1997). Moreover, these are normally
seen to be characteristics of fully formed individuals or
adults, with children aspiring to this status following care-
fully arranged and regulated developmental trajectories.
Children are viewed as dependants until they grow into
adulthood, with their social and moral development closely
following their biological and psychological growth. Acquir-
ing independent status, for example, implies that children
develop through very specific cognitive stages. According to
developmental psychology children move from an early sen-
sory-motor stage where they engage with their environments
using their senses to the much later ‘formal operative’ stage
where in adolescence they view the world in more abstract
rational terms. The latter is viewed as the embodiment
of these Western values of rationality and independence
with successful negotiation of these stages a precondition for
acquiring agency (Burman 2007). A more recent strand of
thinking on the relationship between childhood and agency
within childhood studies has tended to ignore developmental
thinking and view the child as well as the adult as the auton-
omous independent individual. In Chapters 3 and 4 we will
discuss the limitations of this model in terms of globalizing
processes. Here I want to focus on this individualist model
of childhood and agency where there has been a shift from
the individual autonomous adult towards identifying the
conditions and the circumstances within which children can
become autonomous individuals freed from the regulatory
constraints of adults (Lee 2001). [ want to pursue the analy-
sis of agency here through a discussion of children’s partici-
pation, which has both a theoretical and empirical
significance, within the field of children’s studies. We need to
be careful not to conflate agency and participation (see
Chapter 2). Nevertheless, it is usually assumed that children
exercise agency when they participate. Participation has
developed out of the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child (1989) and has come to mean ‘children expressing
their views freely and (having) them taken seriously’
(Landsdown 2010, p. 11). Whether we are talking about
children in the home, in school or in many cases in the work-
place, agency here implies children having the capacity, the
space and the opportunity to have some involvement in deci-
sion-making processes.
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The individualistic strand of thinking has generated an
over-romanticized conception of agency. This is evident in a
number of ways. Firstly, there is a search for authentic forms
of participation, particularly with respect to children’s voices.
For some the search for authenticity has become a ‘fetish’, an
end at all costs (White and Choudhury 2007). Hitherto, it
has been argued that adults have played a dominant, even
overpowering role in children’s lives (Kitzinger 1997). This
argument is extended to participatory initiatives where osten-
sibly adult involvement and agendas are less prominent. The
structuring and regulating of participatory initiatives by
adults has led to critical commentary on the artificial and
often tokenistic nature of children’s involvement (Hart 2008).
School councils, for example, are viewed as typical participa-
tory initiatives found in most schools in the UK. They have
often been criticized as having little power to advance chil-
dren’s interests, being limited to highly structured discussions
about the ‘charmed circle of lockers, dinners and uniform’
(Baginsky and Hannam 1999, p. iii). Partly as a response to
this, researchers and professionals are developing strategies
for restricting adult influence from channels of communica-
tion within a number of institutional and social settings,
granting children a degree of autonomy in articulating their
interests from a genuinely child-focused perspective. In more
institutional contexts this means that children have more
agenda-setting powers, with adults in the background acting
as facilitators. Pinkney (2011), for example, analyses chil-
dren’s voices in terms of relations that English welfare profes-
sionals have with child clients. One respondent, a children’s
rights officer, discusses the difficulties of uncovering the child
client’s ‘pure’ voice. Pinkney (2011, p. 41) goes on and specu-
lates: ‘an impure voice in this scenario might be one that was
mediated, muffled, directed, coached, constrained or inter-
preted’. The ‘purity’ of the child’s voice here is associated with
the absence of adult involvement or the limiting of adults’
interpretive powers. While there are issues with children’s
ability to speak for themselves, various authors have taken
issue with this idea that the child’s voice can ever be free from
adult distortion or mediation (Thomas 2007; White and
Choudhury 2007; Lee 2001). Children’s voices are always
mediated or arising out of ongoing dialogue with others.



