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Rights and 

Responsibilities
Thoughts on childhood

Aims

Consider the concept of childhood

Compare Britain’s timeline with developing 
countries today;

 Think about the value of children;

 Begin to think about how children are 
prevented from having a ‘normal childhood’

The Concept of Childhood

 ‘What is a child, or to be a child?’ Francis Bacon 

(1550)

 What is childhood?

 ‘I ain’t a child…I’m past eight, I am.’

Girl selling watercress in mid 19th century London

 When does it begin? At conception? At birth? At some 
point beyond babyhood?

 When does it end? At puberty? When we leave school? 
When we stop being financially dependent on our families? 
When we can serve in the Armed Forces? Buy alcohol? 
Drive a car?

 No ceremony or ritual or marker in UK but in other countries.
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What is a child?

 A young human being

 A child is in the stage of life know as childhood

 A child is not an adult

Cregan & Cuthbert (2014)

Some general thoughts

 Ideas about childhood changed greatly, 
e.g. when can a person be said to be held 
criminally responsible?

 Set at 12 in Middle Ages (possibly half of all 
children born would not reach the age of 
10).

 However, 7-year-old girl hanged in Norwich 
in 18th century for stealing a petticoat.

 Improvements in standard of living have 
lowered rates of puberty by about 3 years 
over a century.

 Puberty in nearly all societies is one of the 
markers of the end of childhood. Is it in the 
UK?

Childhood in the UK
 Factors such as gender and social class have shaped the lives 

of children through the ages.

 Also, major historical events, e.g. military conflicts, the 
Reformation, the rise of the British Empire and the Industrial 
Revolution. 

 Ideas about when childhood starts and ends and how it differs 
from adulthood, have changed over the centuries.

 ‘Inventions’ and ‘re-inventions’ of childhood have affected 
children very much.

 Childhood a distinct stage in life but today in UK, prolonged 
childhood is a relatively recent luxury.

C



08/03/2019

3

Example: Account of Joseph 

Hebergam, 17 years old in 1831-2

 Started work at 7 years in mill from 5am to 8pm with 30 min 
break at noon.

 One man’s sole job was to beat the children if they slacked. 
Carried a strap.

 10 years, move to woollen factory.

 Longer hours of work; not strap now but fist and foot.

 He wished he had been a West Indian slave as he thought they 
were treated better.

Victorian Era:
exploitation of children at work

 Much abuse of poor children in the workhouses.

 Poor children worked in cotton factories or coalmines, fewer 
up chimneys.

 Lots sent from the workhouses to north of England and 
Midlands to work machines for nothing.

 Had to work 14 hour days despite injuries to limbs.

 Very high mortality rates

Legislation

 1802, 1819, 1825 and 1829 - to limit child exploitation but lack 
of enforcement procedures, so little change.

 1832 - campaigners: action for Ten Hours Act.

 1833 Factory Act but 10 hour day and 4 inspectors (for whole 
of UK).

 However, no child under 9 in factory;

9
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 1840s: children in mines.

 Example: Sarah Gooder aged 8, a trapper:

 ‘It does not tire me but I have to trap without a light and 
I’m scared. I go at 4 and sometimes half past 3 in the 
morning an come out at 5 and half past. I never go to 
sleep. Sometimes I sing when I’ve light, but not in the 
dark…I don’t like being in the pit. I am very sleepy when I 
go sometimes in the morning… I would like to be at school 
far better.’

 Both her sisters, 17 and 12, also worked in pit.

 1870s worst horrors over.

However…

 In early 20th century most young people in the UK over 
the age of 14 were expected to be in full time work 
whether paid or in the home. Unless they were part of 
the ‘upper classes’.

 Exploitative and unjust?

There were:

 Employment restrictions

 Compulsory schooling

 frameworks in place in line with UNCRC that assumed 
not yet fully developed responsibility for under 18’s

 Did such children as in our example think things were 
unjust and the treatment unusual?
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NOW: 
Dark passage persists
 Eventually, began to imagine a world where children 

didn’t work at all.

 However, this dark passage in the history of childhood in 
Britain now repeated throughout the world in different 
countries.

Millions of children in developing countries today like those 
in Victorian Britain.

 Long hours, bad conditions and cruel discipline continue 
today.

 They also are children without a childhood.

13

The Value of Children 

 Why do adults have children?

 Can you think of some reasons?

14

Study of population  and fertility 
Hoffman & Hoffman (1973 cited in Cregan & 

Cuthbert 2014)

Particularly in global North:

1.Adult status and social identity – full transition 
to parenthood.

2.Expansion of the self, tie to a larger entity, 
‘immortality’.

3.Primary group ties, affection

4.Stimulation, novelty, fun

5.Achievement, competence, creativity

6.Power, influence, ability have an impact on 
things

7.Social comparison, competition

8.Economic utility
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Global South:

As above, probably but also:

Labour and utility of children – capacity to 
contribute to family economy in childhood 
and support aged parents in adulthood –
still an important consideration.

Glimpse at African childhoods

 ‘My child is my crown’.

Yoruba saying

 Children intrinsic to being alive.

 If you are alive, you want to create more life.

 Unthinkable not to want children or welcome 
their presence.

 They link past and present and ensure lineage.

Sense of community different

 Part of a web of mutuality.

 Insurance against old age.

 Share in labourious household tasks with no mod 
cons.

 No special toys or equipment for play.

 Trained to take responsibility at early age.

 No child sleeps alone.

 No-one is ever alone.
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Economic value of children in

Nepal and Indonesia

Jobs include:

 Child care;

 Household food preparation;

 Firewood collection;

 Other  household maintenance work;

 Animal care;

 Wage labour (agricultural);

 Handicrafts;

 Reciprocal labour exchange, community labour;

 Agricultural work (own land);

 Production of articles for sale.

Nag et al, (1978 cited in Cregan & Cuthbert 2014)
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Example of how children are 
prevented from having a ‘normal’ 

childhood (as defined by the Global 
North)

child labour; 

child slavery; 

child brides/

FGM/C; 

child trafficking; 

child soldiers; 

street children; 

disabled children; 

orphans bringing up their siblings
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