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Analyse the Historical Emergence of the Concept of Childhood Including the Social Construction of the Family

What is a childhood? In technical terms, it is defined as “the state or period of being a child” but it is more than that (Oxford); however, there is more to what defines childhood and the perspective of what a childhood is or, rather, should be has changed drastically throughout history.

Today, 59.5% of the United Kingdom practices Christianity; however, in recent centuries, the vast majority of Britain identified as Christians and considered their religion to be extremely important (Sealy and Modood, 2020). In Christianity, children are seen as being closer to God as they are perceived to be “unspoiled intermediaries between God and man” (Frijoff, 2012). Despite this, children were treated undeniably worse in general than they are today. This is possibly due in part to the mortality rate of children in Britain in the past. While today, with leaps of progress made in the medical field, it is very rare for a child to die, this was not always the case. As recently as the 1800s, the mortality rate for children five and under was as high as 20% (Kippen, 2005). Some sources speculate that, as a result of this, parents were more reluctant to form emotional bonds with their children to make the possible grieving process easier (Snell, 2019). This would partially explain why children were more widely mistreated. Furthermore, in the past, children were expected to help the family financially by starting work at an extremely young age (Robinson, 2006). This, of course, varied on the family as children from financially thriving families would not be expected to work; however, children from less fortunate families would be expected to find a job and contribute. While hiring young children to work – let alone work dangerous, difficult job – would be unthinkable today and illegal due to child employment laws, children in the past were considered perfect employees because employers would not be expected to pay them as much as an adult and they were far likely to “organize and strike against their pitiable working conditions” (Onion et al, 2022; Gov UK, 2022). While there is more support in place today for families struggling financially, very little help was offered and many low-income families had to send their children to work, even if there was risk involved, as the alternative was starvation. Therefore, what defined a “childhood” was vastly different than what defines it today and, as an extension, a child’s role in the social construction of the family was also extremely different than today’s standards in Britain.

	Today, there are many more options for low-income families, such as Universal Credit and Child Tax Credit, that offer financial support (Gov UK, 2022C). Consequentially, children are no longer required to work from a young age to help their families. A child may obtain a part-time job once they are thirteen or older; however, they could not work a dangerous position as was once the case and there are many regulations in place so that the child’s wellbeing and education are prioritised (Gov UK, 2022B). A child’s right to education is now a much higher priority and children in Britain are required to stay in some form of full-time education up until the age of sixteen or eighteen depending on where in the United Kingdom they reside (Gov UK, 2022D). These developments have had a great impact on the social construction of the family in Britain as children no longer have the same responsibilities as the caregivers and there is a clearer line separating childhood from adulthood. In modern Britain, the conception of childhood has change drastically. Peart James (2022) wrote an article discussing what is considered an “ideal childhood” using numerous viewpoints from people of various ethnic, social and cultural backgrounds. They concluded that there were many contributing factors to a healthy and positive childhood experience: guaranteeing that the child’s rights are being upheld; ensuring their physiological needs, such as shelter and food, are met appropriately; and all children should have a “secure psycho-emotional space” where they can interact with their caregivers (Peart James et al., 2022). The article concludes that childhood should be composed of positive experiences and should be a time for young people to learn about the world and form their understanding and opinions, ultimately becoming their individual selves (Peart James et al., 2022). They considered the “essence of childhood” as the “process of engaging with a world that supports and fosters development of the whole child” (Peart James et al., 2022). Different cultures throughout history have had differing views on the concept, including at what point a childhood ends and the characteristics that separate children from adults (Archard, 2014).

When analysing the historical emergence of the concept of childhood, specifically in its relation to safeguarding, there is arguably no better example of the development of children’s rights in the last couple of centuries than the history of climbing boys. These were young boys or – in some rare instances – girls who were apprenticed by a ‘Master Sweep,’ an adult chimney sweep who could no longer fit up a chimney themselves (Cullingford, 2001). In Victorian Britain, six years of age was commonly agreed upon to be the ideal age to take on and train an apprentice as they would be small enough to fit up most chimneys (Manen, 2010). In some cases, however, children as young as four were taken on although this was generally considered too young as they were deemed too weak to sweep (Strange, 1982). It was the job of the climbing boy to crawl up chimneys and get rid of the poisonous soot in them using a brush. The position was very dangerous and carried with it an array of health risks. Climbing boys were able to bathe three times a year but spent the rest of their time stained in soot (Robinson, 2006). The soot caused many issues, such as visual impairment and, for many unfortunate children, “sooty warts” (Robinson, 2006). ‘Sooty warts’ was the colloquial term for Chimney Sweeps’ Cancer and there is still no cure today (Ling et al., 2004). It was a painful and deadly disease that formed in the victim’s scrotum (Fernandez-Florez and Fonseca, 2021). Falls were common and sometimes resulted in “deformed ankles, broken legs, and twisted spines” (Walton, 2014). Furthermore, the children were treated poorly by their masters. They received shelter and food instead of wages for their labour; however, they were fed the bare minimum so they would stay small enough to fit up chimneys, and they were made to sleep on the floor with soot-covered cloth to keep them warm at night (Strange, 1982). In addition to this, if a child was working at a slower pace, their master would send another climbing boy up behind them to stick pins in their feet and buttocks or, occasionally, would light the fire beneath them to hurry them along (Strange, 1982). In some terrible cases, climbing boys would get stuck and suffocate to death in the chimney and would have to be removed by taking bricks out of the chimney (Knight, 1949). There were many other dangerous jobs for children in British history, such as the ‘damsel,’ a young girl who worked ten-hour shifts at the flour mill (Brixton Windmill, 2022). She was sometimes as young as six and, if she were not incredibly careful, she could set of an explosion or get trapped in the machinery the ground the flour down (Robinson, 2006). Comparatively, in Britain today, there is a multitude of laws and policies in place to prevent this type of treatment of children. Presently, it is the law that a child must be years of age to work a part-time job in the United Kingdom with the exception of jobs pertaining to performing arts, modelling and sports (Gov UK, 2022B). Additionally, it is the legal duty of a child’s caregiver to provide them with the appropriate food and shelter, and failure to do so is considered ‘child neglect’ which can result in time in prison (Child Protection Services, 2022). Moreover, there are legislations in place, such as Children Act 1989, that give children protection from abuse and exploitation (Children Act 1989, 2017). These interventions are largely to thank for the better treatment children in Britain rightfully receive today.

While children’s safeguarding has improved greatly, there is shockingly still no law today that prohibits caregivers from leaving a child at home alone (GOV UK, 2022A). Throughout history, parents and caregivers have left children who were too young to care for themselves alone at home which has resulted in tragic consequences. For example, on Christmas Day 1345, infant Lucy Senenok and three-year-old Agnes Senenok were left alone while their parents attended church and Lucy was killed in a house fire because of their neglect (Hanawalt, 1988). Now, nearly seven-hundred years later, it is an offence to leave a child unattended if it “puts them at risk”; however, no age is specified by law (GOV UK, 2022A). The author believes it would be beneficial to make the laws regarding leaving children attended clearer with specific ages and circumstances stated to avoid further incidents in future for the wellbeing of children.

There are several programmes in the United Kingdom that help support children and safeguard them. A key example of this would be early intervention, otherwise referred to as early help. Early intervention is a system within the United Kingdom that offers support for families facing certain difficulties (NSPCC, 2021). Early help can be offered to any young person or child at any stage (NSPCC, 2021). It is acknowledged in each British nation’s statutory guidance that one should provide early help before a situation escalates and becomes worse (Wales Safeguarding Procedures Project Board, 2020; Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety, 2017). These services aim to help children and can be offered to the parents of the child, the family of the child or the child themselves (NSPCC, 2021). An example of a time where the parents may need help would be if the family were living in an unsafe environment and so the appropriate services would help to relocate the family to a safe home. It is incredibly important that support is offered as quickly as possible so that the child’s needs can by addressed swiftly, thus reducing risks the child may face (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021). Moreover, early help can help children avoid additional problems in future (Department for Education, 2018). There are various types of early intervention, including: mentor programmes; school-based programmes; home visits (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021). Early intervention services must be available to all children, regardless of background and always look to provide the correct support (NSPCC, 2021). Early help is important because it offers support to vulnerable children and helps them to live happier and healthier lives (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021). It has been suggested by research that early intervention is beneficial in many ways and can decrease the chances of needing to refer a family to child protective services, shield children from suffering harm, and improve the long-term conditions of the child (Haynes et al, 2015). Additionally, early help may help to prepare children for adulthood by supporting them in developing the skills they will need (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021). Adults working with children, such as teachers and nursery assistants, are taught to look out for certain signs to identify children who may benefit from the support of early intervention (Department for Education, 2018). These signs include but are not limited to having a poor school attendance, showing signs of a mental illness such as depression, the use of recreational drugs, and appearing to have a difficult domestic life (Department for Education, 2018). If one has any concerns regarding a child, they must record them so that they can identify any patterns that suggest potential abuse (NSPCC, 2022). Following this, child protective services will evaluate the record and make a decision on whether or not it will be necessary to refer the child to child protective services (NSPCC, 2021).

In conclusion, childhood has been defined in vastly different ways as the concept of childhood has changed through the years as all things do with evolution. Today, a childhood is a time in one’s life where one should have positive experiences and develop their interests, opinions and learn certain skills. As a result of the conception of childhood changing, the very social construction of family life in Britain has changed with it. Once, it was commonplace for children to help financially provide for their families and to partake in dangerous job roles; however, there are many laws and regulations to prevent this today. This has had a positive impact on the lives of countless children in Britain, allowing them to live their lives to the fullest potential and be safeguarded. There are systems in place, such as the Early Help system, which work to safeguard children, keeping them safe and ensuring their rates. 
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