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INTRODUCTION 

This essay explores the concept of childhood as a social construct. The main objective of this work is to analyse childhood from a historical point of view, thus promoting an understanding of the paradigm shift regarding the concept of childhood throughout history. Based on reflections on the different conceptions of childhood, this essay aims to show through history how this conception was constituted over time. The discussions presented were carried out from a systematic bibliographic review based on specialised literature, where it can be observed that the concepts we have about childhood in contemporaneity are vital pieces to understand the historical process by which it was constituted, taking into account the context in which they were produced. A brief historical review will be made about the conception of childhood in different historical periods, exploring the different paradigms around the subject. It also incorporates the evolution of the concept's meaning to present times and a discussion about the current service provision of promoting the safeguarding of children in the UK.

According to The United Convention Of The Rights Of The Child (UNCRC), a child is everyone under 18, unless the age majority is attained earlier. In England, a child is defined as anyone under the age of 18, including emancipated minors. According to the law, these are still children and have the same right to protection and entitlements as any other child (Department for Education, 2015).
Biologically speaking, childhood is the period between birth and the onset of puberty (Marks, 2021).
The conception of childhood that we have today was an invention of modernity, historically constituted by determined sociocultural conditions. "Childhood would be a concept, a representation, an ideal type to characterise elements common to different children" (Fernandes; Kuhlmann Júnior, 2004, p. 28). Based on this principle, we can consider that childhood changes over time and with different social, economic, geographic contexts, and even with individual peculiarities. Therefore, today's children are not the same as those of years past, nor will they be the same ones in years to come. Studies have shown that childhood should be understood as a particular way of thinking about the child and not a universal state experienced by everyone in the same way (Iglesias, 2007).
According to Ridge (2012), social policies play a vital role in children's and families lives. Their present and future well-being depend on welfare services that cover their needs through education, health, and social welfare policies.
Childhood is not experienced in the same way by children around the world. Children are subjected to a greater risk of poor outcomes associated with inequality than the general population. The gap between the richest and the poorest is twice as high compared to adults. The effects of inequality are also more damaging because of the vulnerability of this life stage.
The lack of adequate nutrition, education, access to healthcare and protection from abuse and exploitation hinders the children's chances of leading a fulfilling life safe from harm (Espey et al., 2012).
To illustrate the impact inequality have on children in the developing world, in Yemen, for example, data from the Government of Yemen and the United Nations show that approximately 14% of girls in Yemen marry before the age of 15, and 52% do so before the age of 18. In some rural areas, there are girls as young as 8 years they have been married. Girls are sometimes forced to marry much older men. The widespread practice of child marriage jeopardizes Yemeni girls' access to education, harms their health and keeps them second-class citizens (Human Rights Watch, 2011). It is a situation of stark contrast to that of the UK, where child marriage is strictly prohibited until reaching 18 years old and it is illegal to coerce anyone into marriage. Moreover, access to education and healthcare is free and compulsory for every child in England.
According to Article 1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, ‘child’ refers to a person under 18 years of age. However, it is understood that this does not apply unless national laws recognize the earlier age of majority. In some countries, the age of majority is obtained by marriage, so child brides are not protected until the age of 18. Generalizing protection until the age of 18 would provide greater protection for children against sexual exploitation. The age of consent defines the legal time in which a person can voluntarily consent to sexual activity with another person. This varies from country to country - and even within a country, for example:
The Spanish Penal Code establishes the age of consent at 13 years while In UK is 16 years (NSPCC, 2020). In the Maldives, there is an absence of legislation on the age of sexual consent, leaving children vulnerable to exploitation.
The lack of legislation and protection of minors in these countries translates into an extreme risk that children from poor households end up being sexually exploited. In India alone between 270,000 and 400,000 minors are currently being prostituted, and every year 3,000 Indian girls are forced into prostitution for the first time. In Thailand, the situation affects 80,000 minors, of which 60,000 are under 13 years of age. In Indonesia, 20% of sexually exploited women are minors (Valdés and Jiménez, 2008).
When discussing childhood and what concerns the child, their environment, ties, and relationships must be included. The family has changed over time, giving rise to new family models. These new family conformations in all their variations, single fathers and mothers, assembled households, households in which both parents have the same gender, etc.; They are realities that prompt us to reflect and analyse in the future the possible repercussions that it will have on the psychic structures of the child, taking into account that these configurations were not on the rise at the time that psychoanalytic theories were created. (Bernard. 2002).
Aries (1981, pp. 168) states that the concept of childhood developed parallel to the concept of family, manifesting itself through intimacy and family dialogue to turn to the child. In this context, the child appears to be loved and educated, and these duties constituted the base family of society.
The family is the fundamental nucleus of society, and as a nucleus, it allows the members of the family to develop adequately so that it is part of the family and social development.
This even taking into account the new definitions and conceptions given with the approval of equal marriage and adoption in this new family system, since it has been demonstrated that the formation of a homosexual family does not affect the development of a child, as it would occur in a traditional marriage, this according to research carried out by Berástegui et al. (2006) and Rosser et al. (2010).
The family is the first and closest support network for people, for this reason it is important to promote a healthy family environment where the necessary resources are provided for a good personal and social development of individuals (Cardona et al., 2015).
These authors defend that the family is a creation of culture, but biological and cultural aspects are not mutually exclusive, but complementary and mutually conditioning. Biology and culture find their point of union in the process of socialization of the person, especially, in the early ages in which the biological being must acquire its condition of being social within a specific human group (López, 2015).


When resuming the "various" concepts of childhood, it is clear that this conception was historically constructed, passing through the miniature adult in the Middle Ages and reaching the citizen child in contemporary times (Fernandes and Kuhlmann Júnior, 2004, p. 29).
Until the twelfth century, there was no conception of childhood. Studies show that this period of life was overshadowed. Aries (1981) emphasises that "in medieval society the child, from the moment he started to act without his mother's solicitude, entered the society of adults and was no longer distinguished from them". (Aries, 1981, pp.156). In other words, children were represented as adults in miniature, being dressed and exposed to the same customs as adults. They did not have a differentiated treatment, nor a world of their own; the concept of childhood did not exist in this period.
Aries (1981) made the startling claim that the medieval world ignored childhood. What was missing was any feeling of infancy, 'any awareness of the infantile particularity', that particularity that essentially distinguishes the child from the adult, even young. Medieval civilisation did not perceive a transitional period between childhood and adulthood. Then, its starting point was a society that perceived younger people as adults on a smaller scale (Aries, 1981, Heywood, 2004, pp. 23).
When studying the theme of Childhood in Ancient Rome, it is observed that the birth of a child "was not just a biological fact" but also a fact of paternal acceptance. When the father lifted the child off the ground, he agreed to raise him, this being an act of adoption. According to Veyne (1989), contraception, abortion, abandonment, and death of children during this period were common and considered legitimate attitudes, and the abandoned ones rarely survived.
The child that the father did not accept was displayed in front of the house or a public dump; for whoever wanted to pick it up. However, the abandonment of legitimate children had as its primary cause the misery of some and the patrimonial policy of others. They rejected or drowned malformed children (in that there was no anger, but reason, says Seneca: It is necessary to separate what is good from what is useless). However, even the richest could reject an unwanted child whose birth could disturb established testamentary dispositions (Veyne,1989, pp.24).
In the Middle Ages, and for much longer in the popular classes, children lived mixed with adults, since they were considered capable of coping without the help of mothers or wet nurses, a few years after late weaning, approximately from of the seven years. From that moment on, boys suddenly entered the great community of men and shared their daily jobs and games with their friends, young or old. The movement of collective life dragged the ages and conditions in the same wave, leaving no one a moment of solitude or intimacy. 
According to Susana Iglesias (2007), in the Modern Age, a paradigm shift happened in the concept of childhood. Childhood was "discovered in the sense of manifesting what was hidden. This period is characterised by the Industrial Revolution, a stage in which children, together with their mother and father, emigrate from rural to urban areas intending to work in factories, a circumstance that increased their value as they became an object of exchange. Thus, parents rented their children to factory owners.
Aries (1981) points out that the child/infancy relationship was changing with the spread of new thoughts and behaviours in the Catholic Church. These new behaviours gave rise to new family models that highlighted the importance of the blood tie. In the eighteenth century, the Catholic Church began to accuse those who killed children of practising witchcraft. Thus, in the tenth and eleventh centuries, marriage and the act of procreating came to be considered sacred.
Childhood starts to be recognised, according to Heywood (2004), from the Christian discourse of the "cult of the baby Jesus" and the "massacre of the innocents" practised by Herod. According to the author, the idea that the child is a mediator of heaven and earth begins to spread, and that from these come words of wisdom. It was in this scenario that the feeling of childhood emerges.
It was only in the eighteenth century, with the emergence of the concept of childhood, that the conception of childhood took effect. From then on, from a biological point of view, they were treated with particularities and perceived in their uniqueness because they have feelings.
According to Ariès, children have been considered small adults since "age only gives greater physical size and provides experience." That is why children in the 16th century, according to Gillis (1974), children participated in adult life, wore the same clothes, slept with adults and worked the same tasks. This lack of differentiation between children and adults impacted the type of environments that were not intended for children. According to this conception, the child is in the process of reaching maturity, a maturity that is only achieved in adulthood.
According to Gélis (1991), the concept of childhood was not presented uniformly. This fact is due to the diversity of understandings. Still, it exposes that, despite being non-linear, it can be observed that there was a more significant concern concerning parents regarding children's health and education during this period.
During this period, the individualisation of the child emerges, as the author Gélis (1991) discusses. This individualisation of being a child refers, in this historical moment, to the perception of the child as an individual, characterising it with a world of its own.
In this circumstance, parents began to worry about educating their children and providing them with their own world. Aries (1981) says that the child starts to be the centre of the family in this period due to its connection with the figure of angels who are considered pure and divine beings. This concept of individual made the child become a target of family control, as well as the environment in which he was inserted. This fact favoured the emergence of the school institution. The child began to be recognised as a social individual, inserted within the community, where the family showed concern and interest in health and education.
In this way, society started to create specific institutions for children, including the school. These educational establishments were created with the intention of educating and morally disciplining children. According to Costa (2009), school comes together with the idea that childhood is a period of life that needs to be cared for and shaped.
In current conceptions, they are considered as a social-historical being, conditioned by various factors, whether social, economic, cultural, or even political. Based on this assumption, a romanticised view of childhood is created, as a moment full of enchantment and playfulness, with several other properties that do not exist in specific social contexts.
The child is considered a competent being, and he has his needs, his way of thinking and acting, ways that are his own. However, the representations of childhood vary according to the child's place in the family, social class, gender, ethnicity, age group, and society in general.
According to Gagnebin (1997, p. 86), the word childhood does not instantly refer to an age group but instead to the initial years of his life, characterised by incapacity and lack of speech. 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) elevates children to the category of subjects of rights, establishing a series of universal rights specific to children. In this way, the concept of "minor" is replaced by "child". Thus, it led to the creation of institutions that watch over the rights of girls, boys and adolescents. The legal discourse then addresses the protection of rights, supported by the principle of the best interests of the child established in Law 26061 (Department for Education, 2015).






Policy and Legislation 

In conclusion, although the lives of the children have changed and have improved, many children are living in poverty in the UK. According to the Rowntree Foundation (2021), 2.8 million children live in poverty….  https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/budget-2018-tackling-rising-tide-work-poverty?gclid=Cj0KCQjw0K-HBhDDARIsAFJ6UGhZziANnA9pas7QwIN6Xz9hX6uo5yYhrdFSoi4LBGXM3qYOj0IrT-saAtxcEALw_wcB
Suggestions 
Free school meal for all primary school children https://www.sustainweb.org/childrensfoodcampaign/free_school_meals/ (Sustain, 2021). 
Reform to Universal  credit week eight resources 
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