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"PART ONE

The Sociological
Study of Childhood

B ologna, Italy—May 1985

It was a bright, sunny day, and I was sitting with a group of boys who
were digging in the outside play area of an Italian preschool. This was my
second time doing research at the school. I had spent nine months with
the children and their teachers in the previous year, and now I was back
for a two-month follow-up. The boys were talking about military matters—
the navy, warships, and the boss or i capo on such ships—as they dug holes
and buried rocks in the dirt.

At some distance I saw three children marching around the yard car-
rying a large, red milk carton. The teachers used the carton to carry play
materials to the yard, and I had seen the children playing with it before.
What I didn’t know was that the carton was now a forbidden object. As
I was to find out later, earlier in the year, before my arrival, a chiid had
Placed the carton on her head and chased after several other children.
She eventually fell and suffered a minor injury. After this incident, the
children were prohibited from playing with the carton.

But they were playing with it today. In fact, they were now marching
in my direction and 1 could begin to make out their chant. It sounded like
“Arrwa la barca! Arriva la barca)” ("Here comes the boat! Here comes the
boat!”). I was not sure about the last word, though; it could have been
“barca” or “banca” (bank). They were right up close to me now; Antonio
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was leading the way and Luisa and Mario were helping him carry the
carton. There was a bucket inside the carton, and it was filled with rocks.

“La barca?” I asked Antonio.

“No, la banca coi soidi!” (“The bank with money!”) he said as he cupped
his hand in a familiar Italian gesture.

I was intrigued. These kids had created a whole new dimension in bank-
ing, a bank that makes house calls! “Give me some money,” I asked Antonia.

The children now put the carton down, and Mario took out the small
bucket with rocks and said, “I'll give the money to him.” “How much do
you want?” he asked. “There are thousands. .. .”

“Forty thousand,” I quickly responded. (This sounds like a iot, but
forty thousand lire was only about twenty-five dollars.)

Mario began counting out the rocks, doing exactly as they do in Italian
banks by announcing the final sum as he counted out each ten thousand
lira note: “Forty thousand, forty thousand, here’s forty thousand.”

But he counted only three rocks. “No, no, three—thirty thousand. I said
forty!”

“Four,” said Luisa. “Four!”

Mario then reached in the bucket to get more rocks and counted,
“Thirty, forty, here,” and handed me three more rocks and then a fourth.

“Sixty now,” I said laughing. “Seventy. 1 said forty!”

“How many?” Mario asked.

Luisa was now getting impatient with Mario and seemed to think she
could be a better bank teller. “Four, he said four!” she exclaimed as she
reached to take the bucket from Mario.

The three children now began to struggle over the bucket, and Antonio
scooped the rocks from my hand and dropped them back into the bucket.
“Let’'s go,” he commanded. And the children marched off again, chanting:
“Arriva la banca! Arriva la banca!” I waved, and called out, “Cigo Ia banca!”

OKlahoma City, Oklahoma—April 1995

At 9:02 a.M. on April 19, 1995, a major explosion destroyed the Alfred
P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. In the blast, 168 lives were
lost, including 19 children and a nurse who was killed during the rescue
attempt. More than 600 people were injured. The explosion was caused by
a car bomb containing an estimated forty-eight hundred pounds of explo-
sives. The children ranged in age from six months fo five years old and
attended the America’s Kids Day Care Center in the building. Two
teachers and the administrator of the day care center were also killed.

Two suspects, Timothy McVeigh and his accomplice Terry Nichols,
were arrested and their trials began in June 1996. McVeigh was convicted
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of the bombing and received the death penalty. He was executed on June
11, 2001. Terry Nichols was convicted and is now serving a sentence of life
imprisonment. The reason for the bombing was linked to McVeigh's deep
anger at the federal government's raid on a religious group in Waco,
Texas, that left some 80 members dead. It appears that all of the victims in
QOklahoma City, including the children, died because they happened to be
in a U. S. government office building that was targeted for destruction.

I purposely selected these two incidents because of their stark contrast.
(I should point out that events like the first [children’s joyful and creative
reproduction and embellishment of the adult world within their peer cul-
tures] and the second [the vicious and cowardly taking of children’s lives
by adults] can occur anywhere in the world.) My reason for presenting
them is to illustrate two central concepts of a new sociclogy of children.

First, children are active, creative social agents who produce their own
unique children’s cultures while simultaneously contributing to the pro-
duction of adult societies. Take the Italian preschoolers. They weren't
supposed to play with the milk carton. But they didn't like the adult rule,
so they played with it anyway. They created a highly unique “traveling
bank”—an idea taken from the adult world but extended and given new
meaning. (After this incident, one of the teachers told me that she saw
the children playing with the carton but overlooked the rule violation
because, like me, she was so impressed by the children’s ingenuity.)

Second, childhood—that socially constructed period in which children
live their lives—is a structural form. When we refer to childhood as a
structural form, we mean it is a category or a part of society, like social
class and age groups. In this sense children are members or incumbents of
their childhoods. For the children themselves, childhood is a temporary
period. For society, on the other hand, childhood is a permanent struc-
tural form or category that never disappears even though its members
change continuously and its nature and conception vary historically. It is
somewhat difficult to recognize childhood as a structural form because
we tend to think of childhood solely as a period when children are pre-
pared for entry into society. But children are already a part of society from
their births, as childhood is part and parcel of society.

As a structural form, childhood is interrelated with other structural cate-
gories like social class, gender, and age groups (Qvortrup, 1994a). Thus, the
structural arrangements of these categories and changes in these arrange-
menvts will affect the nature of childhood. In modern societies, for example,
changes in social structural arrangements of categories like gender, occupa-
tion or work, family, and social class have resulted in many mothers working
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outside the home and their young children spending much of their time in
institutional settings like day care centers and early childhood education
programs, which didn’t exist in the past. The young Oklahoma City victims
and the kids in the Italian preschool inhabited such settings; their experi-
ences remind us that children both affect and are affected by society.

The first part of this book further develops these two basic tenets of
a new sociology of childhood: children are active agents who construct
their own cultures and contribute to the production of the adult world; and
childhood is a structural form or part of society. Chapter 1 contrasts the first
tenet—that children are active social agents—with traditional views of
socialization in sociology and psychology. Here, the notion of interpretive
reproduction—the idea that children actively contribute fo societal preser-
vation (or reproduction} as well as societal change—is offered as an exten-
sion of the heretofore almost exclusive focus on the individual child’s
development and adaptation to society. Chapter 2 integrates the notion of
interpretive reproduction with the general assumptions of the second tenet,
which holds that childhood is a structural form or part of society. The
importance of children’'s contributions to their own childhoods (and to
childhood as a more abstract structural form) through their negotiations
with adults, and through their creative production of a series of peer cul-
tures with other children, is examined. Chapter 3 reviews and evaluates a
variety of research methods for studying children’s peer cultures and doc-
umenting the quality of children’s lives in contemporary society.
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Social Theories of Childhood

his chapter examines the reasons for the resurgent interest in

children in society and, especially, in sociology. I review traditional
theories of socialization and child development and examine basic
assumptions in these theories that have now been called into question.
Finally, I present an alternative theoretical approach to childhood, one that
reconceptualizes the place of children in the social structure and stresses
the unique contributions that cl‘uldren make to thelr own development
and socialization. oo = :

Sociology’s Rediscovery of Childhood

As recently as 18 years ago there was a near absence of studies on children
in mainstream sociclogy (Ambert, 1986). Today the situation is very dif-
ferent. A large and growing number of monographs, edited volumes, and
journal articles address theoretical issues and report empirical findings
related to the sociological study of children and childhood. Childhood
socialization has been given expanded coverage in basic introductory
texts in sociology; new journals and sections of national and international
associations devoted to the sociology of childhood have been established;
and courses on the sociology of childhood are now frequently offered in
sociology.

These developments are long overdue and very encouraging. But why
have children been so long ignored in sociology? Jens Qvortrup (1993a)
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aptly notes that children have not so much been ignored as they have
been marginalized. Children are marginalized in sociology because of their
subordinate position in societies and in theoretical conceptualizations of
childhood and socialization. As I will discuss more fully in this chapter,
adults most often view children in a forward-looking way, that is, with an
eye to what they will become—future adults with a place in the social
order and contributions to make to it. Rarely are they viewed in a way
that appreciates what they are—children with ongoing lives, needs, and
desires. In fact, the current lives, needs, and desires of children are often
seen as causes for alarm by aduits, as social problems that are threatening,
that need to be resolved. As a result, children are pushed to the margins
of the social structure by more powerful adults (including social theorists),
who focus instead on the potential and the threat of children to present
and future societies.

Another question prompted by the resurgence of interest in childhood
is why ideas are now being put forth that reconsider, challenge, refine, and
even transform traditional lay and theoretical approaches to children and
childhood. One reason is that consideration of other subordinate groups
by sociologists (for example, minorities and women) has drawn attention
to the lives of children. Unlike other subordinate groups, children have no
representatives among sociologists; however, the work of feminists and
minority scholars has, at least indirectly, drawn attention to the neglect
of children. Barrie Thome notes that in some ideological constructions,
“women are closely and unreflectively tied with children; womanhoeod has
been equated with motherhood in a mixing of identities that simply does
not occur for men and fatherhood” (1987, p. 96; emphasis in original).
Indeed, feminists who find themselves labeled (most especially by politi-
cal conservatives) as selfishly negligent of children have responded that
children should be the responsibility of women and men. In their call for
recognition of more diverse and equitable roles for women and men, fem-
inists have been slow to note the marginalization of children in sociology.
However, feminist analyses of gender ideclogies have provided a lens for
what Thorne (1987} has called the “re-visioning of children,” resulting in a
number of important recent studies of children, gender, and identity (Alanen,
1994; Eder, 1995; Mayall, 2002; Thorne, 1993).

New ways of conceptualizing children in sociology also stem from
the rise of constructivist and interpretive theoretical perspectives in
sociology (Connell, 1987; Corsaro, 1992; James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998). From
these perspectives, assumptions about the genesis of everything from
friendship to scientific knowledge are carefully examined as social
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constructions rather than simply accepted as biological givens or obvious .
social facts. What this means is that childhood and all social objects
(including things like class, gender, race, and ethnicity) are seen as being
interpreted, debated, and defined in processes of social action. In short,
they are viewed as social products or constructions. When applied to the
sociology of childhood, constructivist and interpretive perspectives argue
that children and adults alike are active participants in the social con-
struction of childhood and in the interpretive reproduction of their shared
culture. In contrast, traditional theories view children as “consumers” of
the culture established by adults.

Traditional Theories; Socialization

Much of sociology’s thinking about children and childhood derives from
theoretical work on socialization, the processes by which children adapt
to and internalize society. Most have focused on early socialization in the
family, which views the child as internalizing society. In other words, the
child is seen as something apart from society that must be shaped and
guided by external forces in order to become a fully functioning member.

Two different models of the socialization process have been proposed.
The first is a deterministic model, in which the child plays a basically pas-
sive role. In this view the child is simultaneously a “novice” with poten-
tial to contribute to the maintenance of society and an “untamed threat”
who must be controlled through careful training. In the second, a con-
structivist model, the child is seen as an active agent and eager learner. In
this view, the child actively constructs her social world and her place in it.
Let’s look first at the deterministic model.

#

The Deterministic Model: Society Appropriates the Child

Early theorists of socialization had a problem. In their day, the philos-
ophy of individualism held sway; it was popular to focus on how
individuals relate to society. And yet society was also recognized as a
powerful determinant of individual behavior. How were these theorists to
resolve the contradiction (Wentworth, 1980, pp. 38-39)? The solution to
this problem was a theoretical view describing appropriation of the child
by society.

Appropriation means the child is taken over by society; she is trained
to become, eventually, a competent and contributing member. This model
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of socialization is seen as deterministic, because the child plays a primarily
passive role. Within the deterministic model, two subsidiary approaches
arose that differed primarily in their views of society. The functionalist
models, on the one hand, saw order and balance in society and stressed
the importance of training and preparing children to fit into and con-
tribute to that order. The reproductive models, on the other hand, focused
on conflicts and inequalities in society and argued that some children
have differential access to certain types of training and other societal
resources.

Functionalist Moedels. Functionalist models, which were popular in the
1950s and 1960s, focused on describing rather superficial aspects of social-
izatior: what the child needed to internalize and which parental child-
rearing or fraining strategies were used to ensure such internalization.
Functionalists had little concern for why and how children become inte-
grated into society. Alex Inkeles, for example, maintained that the study
of socialization must be inherently “forward looking,” specifying what
the child must become to meet requisites for the continued functioning of
society (1968, pp. 76-77).

The major spokesperson of the functionalist perspective, Talcott
Parsons, set the tone for Inkeles’s forward-looking view of socialization.
In Parsons’s view, the child is a threat to society; he must be appropriated
and shaped to fit in. Parsons envisioned a society as an “intricate network
of interdependent and interpenetrating” roles and consensual values
(Parsons & Bales, 1955, p. 36). The entry of the child into this system is
problematic because, although she has the potential to be useful to the
continued functioning of the system, she is also a threat until she is social-
ized. In fact, Parsons likened the child to a “pebble ‘thrown’ by the fact of
birth into the social ‘pond’” (Parsons & Bales, 1955, pp. 36-37). The initial
point of entry—the family—feels the first effects of this “pebble,” and as
the child grows older the effects are seen as a succession of widening
waves that radiate to other parts of the system. In a cyclical process of
dealing with problems and through formal training fo accept and follow
social norms, the child eventually internalizes the social system (Parsons &
Bales, 1953, p. 202).

Reproductive Models. As sociological theory developed, the functionalist
view of socialization lost favor. Some social theorists argued that the inter-
nalization of the functional requisites of society could be seen as a mech-
anism of social control leading to the social reproduction or maintenance
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of class inequalities {Bernstein, 1981; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). These
reproductive models, as they are known, focus on the advantages enjoyed
by those with greater access to cultural resources. For example, parents
from higher social-class groups can ensure that their children receive qual-
ity education in prestigious academic institutions. Reproductive theorists
also point to differential treatment of individuals in social institutions
(especially the educational system) that reflects and supports the prevail-
ing class system.

Wenknesses of the Deterministic Model. Reproductive theorists provide a
needed acknowledgment of the effect of social conflict and inequality on
the socialization of children. However, both functionalist and reproduc-
tive theories can be criticized for their overconcentration on the outcomes
of socialization, their underestimation of the active and innovative capac-
ities of all members of society, and their neglect of the historical and con-
tingent nature of social action and reproduction. In short, these abstract
models simplify highly complex processes and, in the process, overlook
the importance of children and childhood in society.

A key question is: Where do children and childhood fit into these
abstract theories of social structure? Not surprisingly, some of these social
theorists downplayed the importance of children’s activities, which they
considered to be inconsequential or nonfunctional. Other determinists
looked to theories of child development and learning that fit their views for
explanations about the mechanisms of socialization. Parsons, for example,
linked his views on socialization to Freud’s theory of psychosexual devel-
opment. In his model, socialization takes place as the child learns to act in
accordance with social norms and values rather than according to innate
sexual and aggressive drives. Inkeles opts for another type of determinism,
behaviorism, and points to the importance of explicit training in the skills
needed for living in society, supported by a system of rewards and punish-
ments (1968, pp. 97-103).

Both functionalist and reproductive models overlook the point that
children do not just internalize the society they are born into. As we saw
in the example of the Italian preschoolers’ traveling bank, at the begin-
ning of this part, children act on and can bring about changes in society.
Reproductive theorists are, however, more inventive than functionalists
in their views of socialization. Bourdieu (1977), for example, offers the
complex and intriguing notion of the habitus to capture how members of
society (or social actors), through their continual and rotutine involvement in
their social worlds, acquire a set of predispositions to act and to see things
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in a certain way. This set of predispositions, this habitus, is inculcated in
early socialization and plays itself out reproductively through the tendency
of the child and all social actors to maintain their sense of self and place in
the world (Bourdieu, 1993).

Bourdieu is on a track that usefully leads us away from determinism
and provides a more active role for the child. However, this conceptual-
ization of socialization limits children’s involvement to cultural participa-
tion and reproduction while ignoring children’s contributions to cultural
refinement and change. For a mode! that truly incorporates an active
child, we must consider the rise of constructivism.

* The Constructivist Model: The Child Appropriates Society

Much of the early sociological study of childhood socialization was
influenced by the dominant theories in developmental psychology at the
time. The theories that sociclogists most often turned to, most especially
varieties of behaviorism, relegate the child to a passive role. In these
theories development is basically unilateral, with the child being shaped
and molded by adult reinforcements and punishments, Many develop-
mental psychologists, however, have come to see the child as active rather
than passive, involved in appropriating information from her environ-
ment to use in organizing and constructing her own interpretations of
the world.

Piaget's Theory of Intellectual Development. Perhaps the best representative
of the constructivist approach is the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget. He
studied the evolution of knowledge in children, which was a way of inte-
grating two of his enduring interests: biology and epistemology (the
study of knowledge) (Ginsburg & Opper, 1988). Piaget’s many empirical
studies of children and their development had a major impact on the
image of the child in developmental psychology. Piaget believed that
children, from the first days of infancy, interpret, organize, and use infor-
mation from the environment, and that they come to construct concep-
tions (known as mental structures) of their physical and social worlds.
Piaget is perhaps best known for his view that intellectual develop-
ment is not simply an accumulation of facts or skills, but rather is a
progression through a series of qualitatively distinct stages of intellectual
ability. Fiaget’s notion of stages is important for the sociology of children
because it reminds us that children perceive and organize their worlds
in ways qualitatively different from adults. Consider, for example, the
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following incident, which occurred in my very first ethnographic study of
young children. A three-year-old boy, Krister, drew a squiggly line on a
chalkboard. T asked hirn what it was and he responded, “A snake.” “A
snake!” I replied and then asked, “Have you ever seen a snake?” “Sure,”
said Krister, pointing to his squiggly line, “right there!” I then realized
that my perspective of the “squiggly line” as a representation of a snake
was different than Krister’s perspective of his creation, which was that the
line was exactly what he said it was—a snake!

As a result of many similar experiences, I have gotten much better at
adopting children’s perspectives in my fieldwork. I have also come to
appreciate, in line with Piaget’s theory, that any sociological theory of
children and childhood that attempts to explain children’s understanding
and use of information from the adult world, as well as children’s partic-
ipation in and organization of their own peer worlds, must consider the
child’s level of cognitive development.

Although Piaget’s conception of stages of development is the best-
known element of his theory, the most important element of his theory is
his conception of equilibrium. Equilibrium is the central force that pro-’
pels the child through the stages of cognitive development. Unfortunately,
this concept is not only often overlooked, it is also frequently misunder-
stood. Many sociological and psychological theorists (such as Parsons)
use the idea of equilibrium to explain societal, behavioral, or attitudinal
change as a return to a state of balance (in other words, an occurrence
that creates disequilibrium will be followed by attempts on the part of a
society or an individual to regain balance}. Piaget, however, is concerned
with the process of equilibration, or the actual activities the child under-
takes to deal with problems in the external world. Piaget conceives equi-
librium as the “compensation resulting from the activities of the subject
in response to external intrusions” (Piaggt, 1968, p. 101). Intrusions are
compensated for only by activities, and the maximum equilibrium
involves not a state of rest but rather a maximum of activity on the part
of the child.

Piaget believes that the tendency to compensate for disequilibriums is
innate. This biological or nativist assumption does not mean, however,
that Piaget is a biological determinist. Biological determinists hold that
things like innate tendencies, processes, or knowledge are the causes or
determiners of children’s development. For Piaget, the innate tendency
to compensate for disequilibriums is just one part of his complex model
of intellectual development. Although Piaget believed children have an
innate tendency to compensate for environmental intrusions, the nature
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of the compensations is dependent on the activities of children in their
social-ecological worlds.

We can get a more concrete understanding of Piaget’s concept of equi-
librium as well as his developmental stages by considering the following
case study of a Piagetian experiment of children’s understanding of the
conservation of mass.

Children’s Understanding of Conservation of Mass

In a classic experiment, Piaget would present a child between the ages
of four and nine with two identical balls of clay. The child would be
asked if each ball contained the same amount of clay. If the child did
not think so, he or she would be asked to take away or add some clay
to make the balls identical. Then, Piaget would change one of the balls
into a sausage shape as the child watched. The child would then be
asked if the ball and sausage now contained the same amount of clay.
This experiment can be seen as illustrating the process of equilibration,
with the child attempting to compensate through a series of strategies.
We can capture the nature of the series each child will go through by -
examining how children of different ages deal with the problem:

1. The very young child, age four or five, concentrates on one charac-
teristic or dimension of the abjects, usually length, and is apt to say
with a great deal of conviction, “This one, ‘cause it is longer!” The
child is unaware of the notion of conservation of mass and refers only
to one dimension. Again, the child shows a great deal of certainty,
and there is limited mental activity or thinking. In fact, the child may
even claim that the problem is too easy, silly, or possibly a trick.

2. The slightly older child, age six or seven, tends to reverse her origi-
nal claim because she notices a second dimension (width or thin-
ness). At this point a new strategy becomes probable because the -
uncertainty of the child leads to more activity in dealing with the
intrusion. In thinking about the intrusion, the child oscillates back
and forth in her thinking and may become vaguely aware of the
interdependence of the sausage’s elongation and its thinness. Here a
child might start out with confidence: “This one ‘cause it’s longer.
No, no wait this one ‘cause it's fatter. Oh, I don’t know!”

3. The seven- to nine-year-old child acts on the insight of interdepen-
dence. She places a mental emphasis on the transformation rather
than the static configuration with dimensions. She will make them
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both the same and will now claim that they are equal. Here the child
will often be very careful, relling the ball into a second sausage and
holding the two next to each other to see if they match. If not, she will
go back to work, shortening one or lengthening the other until she
convinces herself that they are the same. Here there is a maximum of
activity in the equilibration process as the child approaches the
mental insight of conservation of mass.

4, For the nine- to eleven-year-old, the strategy begins with the discov-
ery of the compensations of the transformation (that is, as clay
lengthens it becomes thinner; as it broadens it becomes shorter). Here
the child may scoff at the question, saying, “They are obviously the
same!” or, “See, it makes no difference. I can make this ball a sausage
or the sausage a ball,” deoing so as she talks. At this point, conserva-
tion is accepted and the child understands reversibility. Certainty
now returns and related problems in the future will seem simple.

Adapted from Piaget (1968: 112) and Ginsburg & Opper (1988: 150-51).

Vygotsky's Sociocultural View of Human Development. Another important
constructivist theorist is the Russian psychologist, Lev Vygotsky. Like
Piaget, Vygotsky stressed children’s active role in human development.
Vygotsky, however, believed that children’s social development is always
the result of their collective actions and that these actions take place and
are located in society. Therefore, for Vygotsky, changes in society, espe-
cially changes in societal demands on the individual, require changes in
strategies for dealing with those demands. For Vygotsky, strategies for
dealing with changes in societal demands are always collective; that is,
they always involve interaction with others. These collective strategies are
seen as practical actions that lead to both social and psychological devel-
opment. In this sense, the child’s interacfions and practical activities with
others lead to her acquisition of new skills and knowledge, which are seen
as the transformation of previous skills and knowledge.

Akey principle in Vygotsky’s view is the individual’s internalization or
appropriation of culture. Especially important to this process is language,
which both encodes culture and is a tool for participating in culture.
Vygotsky argues that language and other sign systems (for example, writ-
ing, film, and so on), like tool systems (for example, material objects such
as machines), are created by societies over the course of history and change
with cultural development. Thus, argued Vygotsky, children, through their
acquisition and use of language, come to reproduce a culture that contains
the knowledge of generations.
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Vygotsky offered a quite different constructivist approach to human
development than that of Piaget. Although both theorists viewed devel-
opment as resulting from the child’s activities, Vygotsky made no nativis-
tic assumption similar to Piaget’s notion of equilibrium to account for the
motivating factor that generates the child’s activities. Vygotsky saw prac-
tical activities developing from the child’s attempts to deal with everyday
problems. Furthermore, in dealing with these problems, the child always
develops strategies collectively—that is, in interaction with others. Thus,
for Piaget, human development is primarily individualistic, whereas for
Vygotsky it is primarily collective.

Other differences exist between the two theorists. Piaget concentrated -
more on the nature and characteristics of cognitive processes and struc-
tures, whereas Vygotsky emphasized their developmental contexts and
history. As a result, rather than identifying abstract stages of cognitive
development, Vygotsky sought to specify the cultural events and practi-
cal activities that lead to the appropriation, internalization, and reproduc-
tion of culture and society.

How, specifically, do these processes of internalization, appropriation,
and reproduction occur? Two of Vygotsky’s concepts are crucial. First is
the notion of internalization. According to Vygotsky, “every function in
the child’s development appears twice: first on the social level, and later
on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and
then inside the child (intrapsychological)” (1978, p. 57). By this, Vygotsky
means that all our psychological and social skills (cognitive, communica-
tive, and emotional} are always acquired from our interactions with others.
We develop and use such skills at the interpersonal level first before inter-
nalizing them at the individual level.

Consider Vygotsky’s conceptions of self-directed and inner speech.
By self-directed speech, Vygotsky is referring to the tendency of young
children to speak out loud to themselves, especially in problematic situa-
tions. Piaget saw such speech as egocentric or emotional and serving no
social function. Vygotsky, on the other hand, saw self-directed speech asa
form of interpersonal communication, except that in this case the child is
addressing himself as another. In a sense, the child is directing and advis-
ing himself on how to deal with a problem. In experimental work,
Vygotsky found that such speech increased when children were given a
task like building a car with construction toys or were told to draw a pic-
ture. Vygotsky believed that, over time, self-directed speech was trans~
formed or internalized from the interpersonal to the intrapersonal,
becoming inner speech or a form of thought. We can grasp his ideas when
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we think about how we first learn to read. Most of our early reading as
young children is done out loud as we read to ourselves and others. Over
time we begin to mumble and then to mouth the words as we read, and
eventually we read entirely at a mental level. In short, the intrapsycho-
logical function or skill of reading has its origins in social or collective
activity—reading out loud for others and oneself. For Vygotsky, internal-
ization occurs gradually over an extended period of time.

In a second important concept, Vygotsky builds on his view of
language as a cultural tool. According to Vygotsky, human activity is
inherently mediational in that it is carried out through language and other
cultural tools. A significant proportion of children’s everyday activities
take place in what Vygotsky calls the zone of proximal development: “the
distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent
problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through
problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable
peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). Let's go back to our example of learning to
read. A child’s actual level of reading ability would be measured by her
ability to read, summarize, and talk about a story like Cinderella or Snow
White. A child’s potential level of development would be estimated by
her ability to read, summarize, and discuss the story with help from
teachers, parents, and more developed peers. The first indicates the
child’s full mastery of a particular ability or skill, while the latter indicates
her potential level of mastery. The distance between the two levels is the
zone of proximal development, as depicted in Exhibit 1.1.

As we can see in this exhibit, the child, in interactions with others, is
always a step ahead in development of where she is alone. In this sense,
interactions in the zone of proximal development “ate the crucible of
development and culture, in that they allow children to participate in
activities that would be impossible for them alone, using cultural tools
that themselves must be adapted to the specific activity at hand, and thus
both passed along to and transformed by new generations” (Rogoff,
Mosier, & Géneii, 1989, p- 211). Thus, the model of development is one in
which children gradually appropriate the adult world through the com-
munal processes of sharing and creating culture (Bruner, 1986).

Weaknesses of the Constructivist Model. Although the general acceptance of
constructivism moved theory and research in developmental psychology
I the right direction, its main focus still remains squarely on individual
?;VEI?P{nent. We can see this in repeated references to the child’s activity,

@ child’s development, the child’s becoming an adult. In Piaget’s theory,
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Exhibit 1.1  Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development

the focus is on the individual child’s mastery of the world on her own
terms. Constructivism offers an active but somewhat lonely view of
children. Even when others (parents, peers, and teachers) are taken into
account, the focus remains on the effects of various interpersonal experi-
ences on individual development. There is little, if any, consideration of
how interpersonal relations reflect cultural systems, or how children,
through their participation in communicative events, become part of
these interpersonal relations and cultural patterns and reproduce them
collectively.

Another limitation of constructivist developmental psychology is the
overwhelming concern with the endpoint of development, or the child’s
movement from immaturity to adult competence. Take, for example,
research on friendship. The focus of nearly all of the research is on
identifying stages in the child’s abstract conceptions of friendship. These
conceptions are elicited through clinical interviews, and their underde-
veloped conceptions are compared to those of the competent adult
{Damon, 1977; Selman, 1980). Yet few psychologists study what it is like
to be or to have a friend in children’s social worlds, or how developing
conceptions of friendships are embedded in children’s interactions in peer
culture.

This emphasis on the endpoint of development is also apparent in many
developmental psychologists” interest in Vygotsky’s notion of internaliza-
tion. As we saw previously, Vygotsky stressed both children’s collective
interactions with others at the interpersonal level and their internalization
of these interactions at the intrapersonal level in his theory of children’s
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appropriation of culture. Yet, much research by constructivists places so
much emphasis on the second phase of internalization that many view the
appropriation of culture as the movement from the external to the internal.
This misconception pushes children’s collective actions with others to the
background and implies that an individual actor’s participation in society
occurs only after such individual internalization.

Extensions of Piaget and Vygotsky. Recent theoretical discussions and
research by both Piagetians and sociocultural theorists influenced by
Vygotsky have extended constructivist theory to focus more on children’s
agency in childhood and the importance of peer interaction. For example,
Tesson and Youniss (1995) argue that there has been too much emphasis
on the details of stages in developmental psychology. They maintain that
Piaget did not place great importance on the stages and that his later work
investigated the interrelationship between the logic and social qualities of
children’s thought. Expanding on Piaget’s work on moral development,
Tesson and Youniss argue that Piagetian operations enable children to
make sense of the world as a set of possibilities for action. Thus Piaget
attributed agency to children and further argued that children’s relation-
ships with peers were more conducive to the development of cognitive
operations than the authoritative relationships with adults. Along these
lines, Piaget made a distinction between practical and theoretical modes
of behavior, “The practical occurs on the plane of direct action, the theo-
retical on the plane of consciousness. Piaget proposed a developmental
relation between the two. First the child works out the conception of
rules in the course of actual play with peers, then later the child grasps in
congciousness a symbolic representation of this once practical concept”
(Youniss & Damon, 1994, p. 277). As we will see later, the interpretive
approach to childhood socialization gives special emphasis to children’s
Practical activities in their production of and participation in their own
peer cultures.

Recent work by sociocultural theorists develop the theoretical work of
Vygotsky in a similar vein, also stressing children’s collective activities
with peers and others. Rogoff, for example, building on Vygotsky, argues
that “human development is a process of people’s changing participation
in sociocultural activities of their communities”(2003, p. 32). To capture the
nature of children’s involvements in sociocultural activities, Rogoff (1996)
Suggests that they be studied on three different planes of analysis: the
Community, the interpersonal, and the individual. However, Rogoff
Notes that these processes must not be analyzed separately, but together in
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collective activities. In line with this view of human development, Rogoff
introduces the notion of “participatory appropriation” by which she
means that “any event in the present is an extension of previous events
and is directed toward goals that have not yet been accomplished (Rogoff,
1995, p. 155). Thus, previous experiences of collectively produced and
shared activities are not merely stored in individual memory and called
upon in the present; rather, the individual’s previous participation
contributes to and primes the event at hand by having prepared it.

Here again, in this extension of the constructivist approaCh, we see new
emphasis on collective actions in social context as essential for the devel-
opment of children and all humans. To capture more fully the importance
of collective action and children’s construction of their own peer cultures,
we now turn to a discussion of the notion of interpretive reproduction.

Ve E

ek

Interpretive Reproduction: Children
Collectively Participate in Society -

Sociological theories of childhood must break free from the individualistic
doctrine that regards children’s social development solely as the child’s
private internalization of adult skills and knowledge. From a sociological
perspective, socialization is not only a matter of adaptation and internal-
ization but also a process of appropriation, reinvention, and reproduction.
Central to this view of socialization is the appreciation of the importance
of collective, communal activity—how children negotiate, share, and cre-
ate culture with adults and each other (Corsaro, 1992; James, Jenks, &
Prout, 1998).

However, to say that a sociological perspective of socialization stresses
the importance of collective and communal processes is not enough in
constructing a new sociology of childhood. The problem is the term social-
ization itself. It has an individualistic and forward-looking connotation
that is inescapable. One hears the term, and the idea of training and
preparing the individual child for the future keeps coming to mind
(Thorne, 1993, pp. 3-6; also see James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998, pp. 22-26).
Instead, I offer the notion of interpretive reproduction. The term interpre-
tive captures the innovative and creative aspects of children’s participation
in society. In fact, as we shall see throughout this book, children create and
participate in their own unique peer cultures by creatively faking or
appropriating information from the adult world to address their own peer
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concerns. The term reproduction captures the idea that children are not
simply internalizing society and culture, but are actively contributing to
cultural production and change. The term also implies that children are, by
their very participation in society, constrained by the existing social structure
and by societal reproduction. That is, children and their childhoods are
affected by the societies and cultures of which they are members. These
societies and cultures have, in turn, been shaped and affected by processes
of historical change.

Let’s pursue this notion of interpretive reproduction further by looking
at two of its key elements: the importance of language and cultural rou-
tines and the reproductive nature of children’s evolving membership in
their culture.

Language and Cultural Routines. Interpretive reproduction places special
emphasis on language and on children’s participation in cultural routines.
Language is central to children’s participation in their culture both as a
“symbolic system that encodes local, social, and cultural structure” and as
a “tool for establishing (that is, maintaining, creating) social and psycho-
logical realities” (Ochs, 1988, p. 210). These interrelated features of language
and language use are “deeply embedded and instrumental in the accom-
plishment of the concrete routines of social life” (Schieffelin, 1990, p. 19).

Children’s participation in cultural routines is a key element of inter-
pretive reproduction. The habitual, taken-for-granted character of rou-
tines provides children and all social actors with the security and shared
understanding of belonging to a social group. On the other hand, this
very predictability empowers routines, providing a framework within
which a wide range of sociocultural knowledge can be produced, dis-
played, and interpreted. In this way, cultural routines serve as anchors
that enable social actors to deal with ambiguities, the unexpected, and the
problematic while remaining comfortably within the friendly confines of
everyday life (Corsaro, 1992).

lParticipation in cultural routines begins very early, almost from the
Minute children are born. Early in infancy, at least in Western societies,
when children’s language and communicative abilities are limited, social
Interaction proceeds in line with an “as-if” assumption. That is, infants
are treated as socially competent (“as if” they are capable of social
EXChar}ges)_ Over time, because of this “as if” attitude, children move
from limited to fult participation in cultural routines.
boggnlider, ‘for example, the well-known parent-infant game of “peeka-

: their study of six mother-infant dyads, Bruner and Sherwood
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(1976) identified four basic phases in peekaboo: (1) initial contact or
shared attention (usually established by the mother through vocalization
and/or gaze); (2) disappearance (usually the mother hiding her or her
child’s face with her hands or a cloth, accompanied by vocalizations such
as “Where’s baby?”); (3) reappearance (removal of hands or cloth, usually
by the mother); and (4) the reestablishment of contact (usually with vocal-
izations such as “boo,” “there’s the baby,” and sc on by the mother, gain-
ing a response such as a smile or laugh from the child). Bruner and
Sherwood note that what the child appears to be learning “is not only the
basic rules of the game, but the range of variation that is possible with the
rule set” (1976, p. 283). Thus, by participating in the routine, the children
are learning a set of predictable rules that provide security, and they also
are learning that a range of embellishments of the rules is possible and
even desirable. In this way, children gain insight into the generative or
productive nature of cultural participation in a play routine from which
they derive great pleasure. Furthermore, we know from later work
(Ratner & Bruner, 1977) that there is a movement from the “as if” function
of these games in the first months of life, where children’s participation is
often limited to a responsive role, to a point where the same children at
one year old are initiating and directing the games and even creating and
participating in other types of disappearance-reappearance games alone
and with others.

To say that adults always strive for shared understanding with
children and that the adoption of an “as-if” attitude in parent-child games
is crucial in attaining joint activity does not mean that shared under-
standing is always achieved and maintained in adult-child interaction.
What is important is not that shared understanding is always achieved,
but rather that attempts by both the adult and child to reach such under-
standing are always made. Often, especially in adult-child interaction,
children are exposed to social knowledge and communicative demands
they do not fully grasp. Interaction normally continues in an orderly fash-
ion, and any persisting ambiguities must be pursued over the course of
the children’s experiences with adults and peers. -

Do Chips Have Blood on Them?

To illustrate the power and importance of cultural routines, let's
consider a real-life example: an everyday interactive routine
between a two-and-a-half-year-old boy, Buddy, and his mother,
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which I videorecorded in their home as part of my dissertation
research a number of years ago. Buddy and his mother talked every
weekday at this time as she prepared lunch. In this conversation,
Buddy is still curious about “blood” from his cut finger the day

before:

Mother:

Buddy:

Mother:

Buddy:

Mother:

Buddy:

Mother:

Buddy:

Mother:

Buddy:

Mother:

Buddy:

Mother:

Buddy:

Mother:

Buddy:

Mother:

Buddy:

Mother:

B‘-lddy:

What?

Chips [potato chips]| have blood on them? Do they have
blood on ‘em?

No, I don't believe so. S

Kids and people do.

Um-hum,

And monsters.

Yeah. o
Like Grover has blood on him, o ..--.f: .

Well, Grover’s a pretend monster. He's really a puppet,
you know?

Yeah. Pt
So he wouldn’t have any blood on him. )
But Harry does.

Well, theyre just like your puppets. Your Big Bird and
your Cookie Monster.

Yeah. M

They’re made out of cloth and furry things.
Yeah, like— -
Somebody made them— B -. S
Harry has blood. |

I don’t think so. Pretend blood maybe.

Yeah, maybe—maybe Grover and Cookie Monster and
Harry have pretend blood. Maybe they do—maybe they
have real blood.
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Buddy: Mommy, someday I wanna go to Sesame Street and we can
see if those monsters have blood.

Mother: Youdo? = o “

Buddy: Yeah.

Mother: I don’t know. We'll have to see about that. But you know
what? Sesame Street is really a make-believe land.

Buddy: Oh, Ididn’t notice that.
Mother: You can pretend a lot of things about Sesame Street,

A number of issues are raised in this short episode that are relevant to
interpretive reproduction:

1. Why Is This a Routine?
Everyday talk of this type and at this time of day is recurrent and pre-
dictable in this family. In fact, this recurrence and typicality provides an
opportunity to pursue issues that are problematic and confusing in the
everyday activity of “having lunch.” Through their very participation in
this everyday routine, the mother and child reaffirm their relation to one
another and address preblems and confusions about the world.

2. How Is Buddy Using the Routine?

First, Buddy uses the opportunity to address his curiosity about blood and
who does and does not have it. At a surface level, his confusion about
blood concerns a distinction between animate and inanimate objects. But
soon the discussion moves beyond that distinction, to a discussion of “real”
and “pretend” animate objects. Second, the routine allows Buddy an
opportunity to display his knowledge and to discuss his interests with a
receptive and supportive adult caretaker. In this sense, the repetitive enact-
ment of such routines reaffirms these bonds and Buddy’s status as active
member of the family.

3. How Does Buddy's Mother Use the Routine?
First, on one level the routine provides her with information about a con-
fusing concept that Buddy is trying to deal with (the distinction between
animate and inanimate objects). On another level, however, Buddy’'s
mother gains insight info the tie-in (for Buddy) between this distinction and
a more general and complex distinction between real and pretend in mod-
ern culture. Consider the complexity: animate versus inanimate, pretend ani-
mate objects {dolls, puppets, and so on) versus inanimate objects (potato
chips, apples, a flower pot), and the dramatic characters from a familiar
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television show. Second, the mother sees that the issue has a larger cultural
significance when Buddy proposes to go to Sesame Street. She sees that her
knowledge of the Sesame Street culture is different from her child’s: She
knows it is a fabricated television culture; he doesn’t. She must now decide
how far to push in addressing these distinctions given our cuiture’s beliefs
and values {and her interpretation of and commitment to such beliefs and
values) regarding the existence of certain pretend figures (such as Santa
Claus, the Tooth Fairy, and Big Bird). Third, the mother uses the routine to
reaffirm the close relationship and bonding she has with her son. She takes
the opportunity to display openness to his curiosity and concerns, In fact,
this routine of “talking at lunch” may have been created by Buddy’s
mother for this very reason.

. The Emergent Nature of Routines

This example demonstrates how the very predictability of routines pro-
vides a framework for producing, displaying, and interpreting cultural
knowledge, values, and beliefs. We see how quickly the participants move
from a basic question about blood to a discussion of a wide range of cul-
tural facts, values, and relationships. Although the general framework of
the routine itself (talking at lunchtime} is recurrent and predictable, what
emerges in this talk (extensions and embellishments of the routine) is not.
What we see here is that children, as they become part of their cultures,
have wide interpretive latitude in making sense of their places in the
world. Thus, almost any everyday routine interaction is ripe for children to
refine and extend their developing cultural skills and knowledge.

Remaining Ambiguities

As in most cases involving young children, confusions are addressed but not
resolved in routines. In some cases, the confusion may increase. However,
the structure of routines allows participants to move ahead (in this case to go
on with lunch) while the confusions are left behind to be pursued at other
points in time, .

From Individual Progression to Collective Reproductions

As we discussed earlier, many theories of child development focus on
the individual child. These theories take a linear view of the develop-
mental process. In the linear view, it is assumed that the child must pass
fhrough a preparatory period in childhood before he or she can develop
Into a socially competent adult. In this view, the period of childhood
Consists of a set of developmental stages in which cognitive skills, emo-
Hons, ang knowledge are acquired in preparation for adult life (see

Exhibit 1.2)
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Exhibit 1.2 The Linear View of Development b

Interpretive reproduction views children’s evolving membership
in their cultures as reproductive rather than linear. According to this
reproductive view, children do not simply imitate or internalize the
world around them. They strive to interpret or make sense of their cul-
ture and to participate in it. In attempting to make sense of the adult
world, children come to collectively produce their own peer worlds
and cultures.

The Orb Web Model

The notion of interpretive reproduction can be presented graphically in
a way that captures its productive-reproductive characteristics. The key is
to use a model that captures interpretive reproduction as a spiral in which
children produce and participate in a series of embedded peer cultures.
I've found the “spider web” to be an effective heuristic device or metaphor
for conceptualizing interpretive reproduction (Corsaro, 1993). Of the
different varieties of webs that spiders produce, the orb web, produced by
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common garden spiders, is the most useful for my conceptual needs.
A number of features of the orb web make it a useful metaphor for co cep-
tualizing the process of interpretive reproduction. Let’s look at Exhibit 1.3.
The radii or spokes of the model represent a range of locales or fields that
make up various social institutions (family, economic, cultural, educational,
political, occupational, community, and religious). The fields illustrate
the diverse locations in which institutional interaction or behavior occurs
(Bourdieu, 1991). For example, family interaction takes place in a wide
range of actual locales such as the home, the family car, neighborhood
parks, and at family reunions, weddings, funerals, and so forth, while edu-
cational activities take place in classrooms, libraries, gymnasiums, music
practice rooms, and many other locations. It is important to note that
these institutional fields (the radii of the web) exist as stable but changing
structures upon which children will weave their webs. Cultural informa-
tion flows to all parts of the web along these radii.

At the hub or the center of the web is the family of origin, which serves
as a nexus of all cultural institutions for children. Children enter the cul-
ture through their families at birth. Thus, families are very important to
the notion of interpretive reproduction. Children in modern societies,
however, begin to participate in other institutional locales with other
children and adults who are not family members at an early age. It is in
these institutional fields, as well as in the family, that children begin to
produce and participate in a series of peer cultures.

The differently shaded spirals represent four distinct peer cultures,
which are created by each generation of children in a given society:
preschool, preadolescent, adolescent, and adult. Although aspects of peer
culture may be passed on to younger children by older children, peer
cultures are not preexisting structures that children encounter or confront.
It is in this sense that these cultures differ from the institutional fields
(radi) upon which they are woven. While affected by the many experi-
ences that occur through interactions with the adult world and encounters
In institutional fields (or crossings of the various radii), children’s peer
cultures are innovative and creative collective productions. In this sense,
the webbing or spirals of peer cultures are collectively spun on the frame-
work of the cultural knowledge and institutions they come in part to
Constitute.

These collective, productive, and innovative features of children’s peer
F“ltlll'es are captured in the basic features of spiraling and embeddedness
I the orb web model. Peer cultures are not stages that individual children
Pass through. Children produce and participate in their peer cultures,
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Exhibit 1.3  The Orb Web Model

and these productions are embedded in the web of experiences children
weave with others throughout their lives. Therefore, children’s experi-
ences in peer cultures are not left behind with maturity or individual
development; rather, they remain part of their live histories as active
members of a given culture. Thus, individual development is embedded in the
collective production of a series of peer cultures that in turn contribute to repro-
duction and change in the wider adult society or culture.

Finally, it is the general structure of the model that is most crucial. As
is the case for garden spiders, whose webs vary in terms of number of
radit and spirals, when we use the web as a model for interpretive repro-
duction, the number of radii {institutional fields or locales} and the nature
and number of spirals (the makeup or age diversity of peer groups and
cohorts, the nature of the encounters and crossings of institutional locales,
and so on) varies across cultures, across subcultural groups within a
particular culture, and over historical time.

Children’s Two Cultures

Although the orb web model is useful for visualizing the nature of
interpretive reproduction, like any metaphor it tends fo reify a highly
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complex process; in other words, it regards as concrete something that is,
in fact, an abstract concept. However, the model does capture the idea
that children are always participating in and are part of two cultures—
children’s and adults’—and these cultures are intricately interwoven. To
capture the complexity of children’s evolving membership in these two
cultures, we need to examine their collective activities with each other
and adults. We also need to consider children as part of a social group that
has a place in the larger social structure. Here our focus will be on child-
hood as a structural form that has a permanent place in society. In this
book we will continually shift back and forth between these micro and
macro levels, examining both children and childhood.

Summary

Uniil recently, sociology has paid relatively little attention to children
and childhood. The neglect or marginalization of children in sociology
is clearly related to traditional views of socialization, which relegate
children to a primarily passive role. Most of these theories were based on
behavioristic views of child development that have been severely chal-
lenged by the rise of constructivism in contemporary developmental
psychology. Best represented in Piaget’s cognitive developmental theory
and Vygotsky’s sociocultural approach, constructivism stresses the child’s
active role in her development and her eventual participation in the adult
world. Although constructivist theories of individual human develop-
ment provide sociology with a lens for refocusing our images of children
as active agents, these theories uniil recently have focused primarily on
developmental outcomes and failed to seriously consider the complexity
of social structure and children’s collective*activities. Interpretive repro-
duction provides a basis for a new sociology of childhood. Interpretive
reproduction replaces linear models of children’s individual social
fif-'Vf.‘lOpment with the collective, productive-reproductive view that is
Hlustrated in the orb web model. In the model, children spontaneously
Participate as active members of both childhood and adult cultures.

In Chapter 2 we will extend the notion of interpretive reproduction
by_ Xamining its relationship to structural and relational approaches to
children and childhood.
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Children, Childhood,

and Families in Historical
and Cultural Context

M any years ago in my first ethnographic study in a preschool, a
four-year-old girl asked me, “Bill, do you remember the good old
days?” This was during the early years of my research with young
children and I was still getting used to the surprising things children say
and ask. Nowadays kids still ask surprising things, but I'm less surprised
by this fact and know that I do not always have to have a good answer.
Back then I thought I did, and I was taken aback. A four-year-old is ask-
ing me about the good old days. Whose good,old days? I was a lot older
than she. But not that old. Where did she hear this line? From her parents?
Atelevision commercial? Do her grandpa or grandma talk about the good
old days? Does she really expect an answer? All this is going through my
head and she’s there, smiling, looking up at me,

S0, I sort of mumble, “Well, let’s see, the good old days. Do you mean—
We’l‘I, like when I was a kid?”
twjh’ ﬂ.le good old days,” she said. Then she turned and walked away.
o talf as if any response I gave would have been sufficient. I did not have

€ the question so seriously.

en it comes to the study of children and childhood, few psycholo-
nd not many more sociologists have taken questions about the good
Y8 very seriously either. Neither psychologists nor sociologists have

Bists 4
old g
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routinely placed their work in sociohistorjcal context. The situation is a
little better when it comes to cross-cultural studies of children and child-
hood, but not much. There are exceptions, but, for most psychologists and
sociologists, the focus has been on the individual development of children
in Western societies from the mid-20th century or so.

A new sociology of childhood has to correct this tendency. We need to
place the theoretical notion of interpretive reproduction in historical and
cultural context. This section of the book will do just that. Chapter 4
explores Philippe Ariés’s groundbreaking work on the history of child-
hood. Ariés’s subtle and innovative analysis and his bold interpretations
of a range of historical materials generated intense interest in the history
of conceptions of childhood, as well as a good bit of criticism. We will look
at both the related work and the criticisms. We will also consider several
examples from the new history of childhood, which capture the perspec-
tives of children and youth from medieval times to the early 20th century.
Although this review is selective and does not capture many important,
recent historical studies of childhood and children, it does place the
notion of interpretive reproduction in historical context.

The topic of Chapter 5 is children in families from a global perspective.
Here we'll look at how children and childhood are affected by recent
social changes in families, and we’ll also ponder the growing diversity of
families in both industrialized and developing societies. Although much
of the work on families fails to consider seriously the activities and con-
tributions of children, we'll focus on research that has directly investi-
gated young children's experiences in families in both Western and
non-Western or developing societies. We'll also examine how social
changes in Western and developing societies affect childhood. We'll focus
on general experiences of children as a social group to discover how their
childhoods have been affected by key social and economic changes in
families.



4

Historical Views of

Childhood and Children

In medieval society the idea of childhood did not exist; this is not to
suggest that children were neglected, forsaken or despised. The idea
of childhood is not fo be confused with affection for children: it corre-
sponds to an awareness of the particular nature of childhood, that
particular nature which distinguishes the child from the adult, even
the young adult. In medieval soctety this awareness was lacking.

Philippe Aries, Centuries of Childhood (1962, p. 128)

S gk

his quote, the central claim in Philippe ATids’s historical account of
family life and the conception of childhood, sparked the attention
of historians, who, like sociologists, had long neglected children. Ariés’s
approach to the history of childhood was complex and powerful. Using
a contingent sense of time, he traced changes in ideas about the organi-
Zation of family, children, and age relationships from the Middle Ages to
the end of the 18th century, Although Ariés never claimed these stages
:VEI‘? inevitable, his book soon spawned evolutionary theories of the
Simlly and conceptions of childhood (deMause, 1974; Shorter, 1977;
One, 1977) and, in turn, fired heated debate about the historical evidence
Ot such agsertions.
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Although a number of elements of Arids’s position are now considered
untenable, his overall work is of major importance for the history of
childhood. Most important, he argued that childhood was a social
construction and that historians should take children and their lives
seriously. As a result, a growing number of historians have come to
adopt children’s perspectives and voices in their studies of children and
childhood.

In this chapter we will consider Ariés’s theory, the related evolutionary
views of others, and the methodological debates about the adequacy of
their evidence and interpretations as presented in the work of Linda
Pollock. We will then look at several examples from the new history of
childhood that capture the perspectives of children and youth from
medieval times to the early 20th century. Most current discussions of the
sociology of childhood give only brief mention of children of the past. We
will look beyond these accounts in order to examine a more extensive
review of work on the history of childhood and to place the notion of
interpretive reproduction in historical context.

Philippe Arieés’s Centuries of Childhood

For Ariés the “idea of childhood” corresponds to an awareness of the
particular nature of childhood, that particular nature that distinguishes the
child from the adult. According to Aries, this awareness was lacking in
medieval society. That is why, as soon as a child could live without the
constant attention of her mother or nanny, she belonged to adult society.
Ariés’s support for this contention is drawn primarily from his interpreta-
tions of medieval art. Children were almost totally absent from medieval
paintings, and where they were depicted they looked much like miniature
adults. Ariés presents only references to paintings, and his book has no
actual pictures. Exhibit 4.1 is a picture [ took of a mosaic constructed in an
archway in Taoromina, Sicily, in the 12th century. Here we can see that
Jesus is not quite a miniature adult but has the proportions of a very small
young man.

Ariés does notice a gradual change in the depiction of children begin-
ning in the 13th century. He points to the introduction, in paintings, of the
putto, the naked child. These putti, or “semi-pagan angels,” were not seen
as real children; rather, they were used as ornamental motif in the work
of great masters such as Titian. The ubiquity of putti during this period,
however, argued Ariés, “corresponded to something far deeper than the
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Exhibit 41  Mosaic in Taoromina, Sicily

taste for classical nudity,” something that can be ascribed only to a broad
surge of interest in childhood (1962, p. 44).

Ariés believes that this first recognition and interest in childhood
eventually led to the coddling period, which fully emerged in the 16th century,
when childhood was seen as a time of innocence and sweetness. Children
were idolized and valued as a source of amusement or escape for adults,
especially women. Consider, for example, this guote from a letter that
Madame de Sévigné wrote to her son in 1672 “I am reading the story of
Christopher Columbus’s discovery of the Indies, which is entertaining me
greatly; but your daughter entertains me even more. I do so love her. ..
she strokes your portrait and caresses it in such an amusing way that I
have to kiss her straight away” (Aries, 1962, p. 130).

The moralistic period (from the 16th through the 18th centuries) was in
large part a negative reaction to the coddling period, most especially
from scholars and moralists of the time. The French essayist Montaigne
wrote: “I cannot abide that passion for caressing new-born children,
which have neither mental activities nor recognizable bodily shape by
which to make themselves lovable,” noting further that he cannot accept
the idea of loving children “for our amusement like monkeys or taking
Pleasure in their games and infantile nonsense” (Ariés, 1962, p. 130). This
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attitude was taken up and extended by other moralists, who emphasized
that childhood is a period of immaturity and that children must be trained
and disciplined.

Ariés argues that such early writings on morals and education laid the
groundwork for the development of child psychology, which has had
fremendous influence on conceptions of childheod and child rearing in
contemporary times. Thus, Arids sees a progression from no conception of
childhood to coddling and then to the moralistic period in which child-
hood was seen as a time for discipline and preparation for adulthood. It
is a mistake, however, to assume that Ariés feels that this evolution was
inevitable or that it was a positive occurrence, as some interpreters of his work
have done.

For Ariés the modern world is “obsessed by the physical, moral, and
sexual problems of childhood,” which have developed from moralist pro-
paganda that “taught parents that they were spiritual guardians, that they
were responsible before God for the souls, and indeed the bodies too,
of their children” (1962, pp. 411—412). Ariés bemoans the removal of the
child from adult society, arguing that the “solicitude of family, church,
moralists, and administrators deprived the child of the freedom he had
hitherto enjoyed among adults. It inflicted on him the birch, the prison
cell—in a word, the punishments usually reserved for convicts from the
lowest strata of society” (p. 413).

Clearly, then, Aries does not believe that things have gotten better for
children. In fact, Ariés sees the progressive separation of children and
adults as part of more general cultural changes that have resulted in
separations by social class and race in modern society. He argues that
the old society “concentrated the maximum number of ways of life into
the minimum of space” and in doing so accepted the mixing of widely
different social class groups (1962, p. 415). Modern society, on the other
hand, provides “each way of life with a confined space in which it [is]
understood that the dominant features should be respected, and that
each person [has] to resemble a conventional model, an ideal type . . J
(p- 415).

Although some researchers have found problems with ambiguity and
sweeping generalizations in his work, Ariés generated a great deal of
interest in the history of childhood, perhaps even more so because of his
bold interpretations and conclusions. His recognition of the contradiction
in denying children their freedom, in the name of their own protection
and moral education, is directly related to the present-day conception of
“children as social problems” that we discuss in Chapter 9.
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The Debate Regarding Grand-Stage
Theories of the Family and Childhood

Aries offered a constructivist argument about institutional changes and
their effects on conceptions of children. He saw these changes as phases
of the unique history of Europe, which involved shifting configurations in
the family and educational institutions. For example, he pointed to the
general movement from extended families that were very much a part of
the surrounding community to nuclear families that were more isolated
from the rest of society and to the emergence of age-graded schools as
having important effects on both conceptions of childhood and the lives
of children. Other theorists pushed these ideas much further, proposing
grand-stage theories of the family (deMause, 1974; Shorter, 1977; Stone,
1977; see Hendrick, 2000, for a review). These theories hold that there are
specific, universal, and, in some cases, predestined stages in the evolution
of the family, children, and childhood.

For example, Lloyd deMause (1974) offers a “psychogenic theory of
history” in which historical changes in the conceptions and treatment of
children result from individual parents working out their own anxieties
and psychological problems in their interaction with their children.
DeMause saw a pattern from the vicious mistreatment of children in
medieval times to more humane care and nurturing of children in the
present. He maintained that “the further back in history one goes, the
lower the level of child care, and the more likely children are to be killed,
abandoned, beaten, terrorized, and sexually abused” (deMause, 1974, p. 1).

A number of historians have criticized the work of both deMause
and other grand-stage theorists and have offered impressive historical
evidence in support of their critiques (Garnsey, 1991; Hanawalt, 1993;
Pollock, 1983; Shahar, 1990). Perhaps the best known of these critiques is
that of Linda Pollock.

In her book Forgotten Children, Pollock carefully (at times laboriously)
challenges the conceptions of the history of childhood in the work of Aries
and most especially grand-stage theorists such as deMause. She is espe-
dlally critical of the indirect evidence (for example, paintings, philosophi-
cal and religious tracts, advice literature, and letters) on which much of
ﬂ}e earlier work on the history of childhood is based. Pollock believes a
l’flﬁih}l’y of childhood can be pursued with more direct primary sources
like diarjes, autobiographies, and newspaper reports of court cases
Tegarding child abuse. She notes, first, that when direct sources are
used, a much less negative picture of childhood emerges. Second, many
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who have used diaries to supplement less direct sources have done so
selectively and anecdotally, which Pollock feels led to a distortion of
how children were viewed and treated in the past. Pollock points, for
example, to the many references in Puritan Samuel Sewall’s diary—
written between 1673 and 1729 but published in 1878—of “whipping” his
son Joseph as typical of the practice of selective analysis. Although many
accounts stress Sewall’s report of the whipping as evidence of the strict
discipline of the time, few note that this is the only statement, in a long
and detailed diary, where Sewall mentions physically punishing his son.
It is also important to consider social and cultural context in interpreting
such cases. As Pollock points out, “parent-child interaction is a continuing
process, not a series of isolated events” (1983, p. 66). In the Sewall case, it
turns out that the father resorted to physical punishment after admonish-
ing his son several times for inappropriate behavior during prayer and
other quiet times within the household. The actual whipping came about
when the boy “threw a lump of brass at his sister, bruising and cutting her
forehead” (p. 66).

Aware of the need to examine sources thoroughly and systematically,
Pollock undertook an intensive analysis of 500 British and American
diaries, autobiographies, and related sources. She found little support
for Aries’s thesis that there was an abiding indifference to children, or
deMause’s contention of widespread mistreatment and abuse of children
until the enlighteniment of the 18th and 19th centuries. Rather, Pollock
discovered that “nearly all children were wanted, such developmental
stages as weaning and teething aroused interest and concern, and parents
revealed anxiety and distress at the illness or death of their children”
(1983, p. 268). Acknowledging some reports of physical punishment in
her materials, Pollock nevertheless concluded that diaries and newspaper
reports of abuse suggest that cruelty to children was not widespread and
that a “large section of the population-—probably most parents—wete not
‘battering” their children” (p. 268). Finally, Pollock found that the parent-
child relationship was not formal and one sided. Children were close to
their parents and were influenced by them, but parents were influenced
by their children as well. From these and related findings, Pollock ends
her book with the following challenge to historians: “Instead of trying to
explain the supposed changes in the parent-child relationship, historians
would do well to ponder just why parental care is a variable so curiously
resistant to change” (p. 271). Unfortunately, Pollock never developed this
idea. As one review argues, the book “bulldozes the standard literature,
but leaves the task of reconstruction to others” (Gillis, 1985, p. 143).
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Potlock does provide some support for the idea of continuity of parental
care when she argues that qualitative aspects of care such as protection,
love, and socialization are essential for human survival. In the actual
analysis of her materials, she began to see, but did not fully develop, the
notion that the care and socialization of children as prerequisites for cul-
tural survival must always be culturally constructed through the collective
actions of adults and children. There are some weaknesses in Pollock’s evi-
dence, though: the diaries and autobiographies are limited primarily to the
literate upper classes, the authors may have selectively omitted informa-
tion that would put themselves in a bad light, and it is possible that some
materials may have been edited by others. Other researchers have criti-
cized Pollock for overstating her case, For example, in responding to
Pollock’s claim that “parents have always tried to do what is best for their
children within the context of culture” (1983, p.64), Horn (as quoted in
Hendrick, 2000) has countered: “To youngsters harshly disciplined . .. it
was doubtless small consolation to know that this was taking place within
the context of their culture”(1994: 46).

Even so, Pollock’s work has been very well received for its careful and
painstaking scholarship. Her intensive analysis of diaries allowed her to
g0 beyond the focus on adult sentitnents that characterized the earlier
work of others, and it set the stage for subsequent historical studies of
childhood, which attempt to reconstruct the everyday activities and cultural
practices of children themselves.

The New History of Childhood

The new history of childhood, like the new sociology of childhood that we
discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, focuses directly on the collective actions of
children with adults and with each other. In doing so, it begins to address
a long-ignored defect in the historical record. Even in the accounts of
authors like Arits, deMause, and Pollock that we discussed previously,
the focus remains on adult conceptions of childhood, their sentiments
toward children, and their methods of child rearing. What is left out is a
consideration of “children and adolescents as influential actors in past
Societies” (West & Petrick, 1992, p. 1). This is what the new history of
childhood is all about (see Fass, 2003; Levi & Schmitt, 1997; West &
Petrick, 1992),

~The following is a consideration of some of the work of these new
historians of childhood.
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Barbara Hanawalt's Growing Up in Medieval London

Relying on evidence from court records, coroner’s rolls, literary
sources, and advice books, Barbara Hanawalt captures the lives of
London children and youth in the 14th and 15th centuries. Hanawalt
grounds her discussion of the rights, treatment, and everyday activities of
children in careful exploration of the evidence. She also dramatizes these
facts in what some see as a daring narrative style, however. At the end of
each chapter in her book Growing Up in Medieval London (1993), Hanawalt
pens composite stories about real children that summarize the main
points of the chapter.

The following are some of Hanawalt’s main themes.

Treatment of Children and Their Quality of Life. Hanawalt acknowledges that
life in 14th- and 15th~century London was difficult for children and ado-
lescents. The mortality rate among infants and young children was high,
and disease and accidents presented many dangers. However, she notes
that “play, rather than serious work, was still very much part of children’s
lives” (1993, p. 66). She also disputes the notion that it was common prac-
tice to neglect or abuse young children, that there was a general callous-
ness about the death of children, or that there was no conception of
children beyond the infancy period. First, she notes that no court records
show widespread abandonment or infanticide and that the ecclesiastical
court records for London reveal allegations of fewer than one infanticide
case per year (p. 44). Second, she acknowledges that it is safe to assume
that children spent a good part of their first year of life swaddled and in
cradles, but she points out that, given the cold and damp environment,
swaddling prevented chills and kept the children from crawling about
the filth of London or moving outside onto dangerous streets. Third, she
produces numerous examples to illustrate that young children clearly
were seen as being different from adults and required different treatment.
In one court case, for example, a mother complained that a man had
wrongfully made her seven-year-old daughter a servant with a seven-
year contract. The mayor’s court agreed and returned the child to her
mother “out of charity for the youth of the infant”{ p. 66). Hanawalt
points to a second case where neighbors came to the rescue of a child
being beaten by adults. This boy was carrying water near a shop when he
was accosted by a cook and a clerk. Neighbors intervened, but the cook
and the clerk said they could beat the boy if they liked. A fight ensued in
which the neighbors defended the boy (whom they did not know) and
beat up the other two. Later the vanquished bullies sued but lost the case.
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Neighbors and the court felt that the cook and the clerk deserved the beating
they received for mistreating the youth {p. 67).

Finally, Hanawalt presents a great deal of data on the laws and proce-
dures regarding the care of orphans. The laws and courts monitored the
fortunes of orphans, oversaw their estates, and guarded against any abuse
or mistreatment by foster parents. In fact, Hanawalt argues that “London’s
laws granted medieval orphans more protection than our own courts give
today’s children” (p. 89).

The Play of Young Children and Youth, Hanawalt maintains that London
adults knew that children must and would play, Children “played
ball and tag, ran races, played hoops, and imitated adult ceremonies
such as royal entries, Masses, and marriages” (1993, p. 78). Sadly, much of
Hanawalt’s support for claims about children’s play comes from court or
coroner’s records of injuries and deaths. She reports that one young boy
fell to his death when he climbed out a window to retrieve a bali that had
landed in a gutter while he had been playing with it earlier. In another
case, a seven-year-old boy was playing with two other boys on pieces of
timber when a piece fell on him and broke his right leg. Using one of her
composite stories, Hanawalt presents a moving account of a third case. In
this composite, she dramaiizes the story of eight-year-old Richard Le
Mazon. Richard was on his way back to school from his midday meal
when he met up with friends to play a favorite and daring game—hanging
by one’s hands from a beam that protruded from the side of London Bridge.
Richard was feeling brave on his turn in the game, “but when he swung
himself out on the beam, he felt his hands slipping. As Richard plummeted
toward the river, he prayed to St. Nicholas to save him, promising that he
would always obey his parents. His satchel pulled him down, and Father
Thames claimed another victim” (p. 82).  »

Children’s Participation in Public Celebrations and Folklore. In addition to
games the children organized among themselves, the urban environment
of many cities, including London, prompted a number of parades and
Pageants that involved children and certainly entertained them. Some
celebrations were reserved for children. The most notable was that of the
boy bishops, which coincided with St. Nicholas Day. St. Nicholas was a
favorite of young students because of a legend about two young boys on
their way to study in Athens. One of the boys’ fathers had instructed them
to stop and visit Bishop Nicholas in the city of Myra. When the boys
artived in Myra, they decided to spend the night at an inn and visit the
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bishop the next day. The innkeeper, seeing the boys’ wealth, killed them
and cut them into little pieces to sell as pickled pork. Bishop Nicholas had
a vision of the murder and rushed to the inn. He reprimanded the
innkeeper and sought his forgiveness from heaven. Nicholas’s wish was
granted, and the pieces of the boys emerged from the brine tub and
reassembled. The bishop sent the boys off to Athens amid great rejoicing
(Hanawalt, 1993, p. 79).

In the boy bishop celebration, Hanawalt relates, it is the bishops rather
than the boys who get disassembled. The best scholar from each school is
elected to impersonate the bishop, and the rest of the boys form his clergy.
The boys take over the church for the services and sermon, ousting the
real bishop. As Hanawalt notes: “It was one of those medieval, world-
turned-topsy-turvy events. The boys, whose life seemed all discipline,
were given a taste of the power to discipline” (1993, p. 79). The boys trav-
eled in style with ceremonial capes, rings, and crosses, and their clergy
stopped at parish homes for offerings, gracious meals, and gifts. It is no
wonder that Richard Le Mazon, before he drowned, looked forward to the
event and aspired to be the boy bishop.

The Importance of Hanawalt's Study. Hanawalt’s historical work on children
in medieval London is important for a new sociology of childhood for sev-
eral reasons. First, it challenges prior work, which claimed that children
were treated harshly in the medieval period and that they were forced to
enter adult society at an early age with little opportunity to have or enjoy
their childhoods. Second, Hanawait's detailed descriptions of children's
play, games, and involvement in public rituals and celebrations show that
children created and participated in their own peer cultures as far back as
the 14th century. Especially interesting in this regard was the children’s fas-
cination with St. Nicholas and their clear enjoyment of the boy bishops
celebration. In activities like the boy bishops ritual, children gained control
over adult authority and celebrated their autonomy in a highly public
fashion. As we will see in Chapters 5 through 8, children’s challenging of
adult authority is also a key feature of the peer cultures of children in con-
temporary societies. Overall, these aspects of Hanawalt's study demonstrate
the value of taking children seriously as active agents in their cultures.

Slave Children in the Pre—Civil War South

Recently, several reports have attempted to reconstruct the lives of
slave children in the United States, including an article by Lester Alston
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(1992) titled “Children as Chattel” and another by David Wiggins {(1985)
titled “The Play of Slave Children in the Plantation Communities of the
Old South, 1820-1860.” These authors rely on narratives, testimonies, auto-~
pbiographies, and diaries. The bulk of the data comes from the 1936-1938
Federal Writer’s Project, which compiled the slave narrative collection.
As Wiggins points out, though, there are some inherent problems with
narratives from the Federal Writer’s Project. Because nearly two-thirds of
the former slaves who were interviewed were 80 years old or older, there
is the obvious concern of failing memory. A second problem relates to
the question of whether longevity was the result of unusually good
rather than typical treatment as slaves” (1985, p. 174). Also, in recalling
childhood memories {probably the best of times for most slaves), there
may be a tendency to paint a more favorable picture (especially when
compared to memories of their adult lives). Possible biases, procedures,
and methods of the predominantly white Southern interviewers may
also have come into play. Wiggins argues, however, that the narratives
do represent the voices of slaves themselves rather than the speculations
of commentators.

What follows is a look at the nature of childhood in slavery based on
these historical records.

The Nature of Childhood in Slavery. As Alston notes,

children were born into slave communities that were as distinct from the
African communities of their forebears as they were from the social commu-
nities of their white owners. Their experiences of childhood were shaped by
an Aftican American slave subculture that, by the time of the Civil War, was
four to six generations old and was peopled by parents and elders who them-
selves had been born on these shores into slave families and slave communi-
ties. (1992, p. 208) .

A sense of community was central to both adult slaves and their
children. Wiggins notes that members of slave quarters viewed themselves
“as a familial group” with a “common need to stay together no matter what
the circumstances” (1985, p- 174).

Slave mothers worked in the fields until shortly before their babies
were born. They were then given a “lying-in period” of just a few days to
a few weeks to spend with their newborns before returning to their regu-
lar sun-up-to-sun-down work schedule. After that time, care of the infants
Wwas given over to older slave women, with mothers returning from the
fields for just a short period each day to nurse their children. When the






