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Children Never Were 
What They Were: 

Perspectives on Childhood 

Paul Duncum 

Children, it is often said, are not what they used to be. I will suggest they 
never were. When I was an undergraduate training to become an art 

teacher I was taught that children are gullible and immature beings incapable 
of knowing what is in their best interests and requiring adult guidance and 
control. In this view, children were simply happy learners. But the media 
today offers images that are altogether more complex, fragmented, and often 
vile. Children starve en masse; they are used as soldiers, slave labor, and pros
titutes; and they are even killed for their organs. Even among the Western 
middle class, children are routinely abused, emotionally, physically, and sex
ually. Children maim other children and shoot and kill their teachers. In the 
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past, children's ignorance of sex and violence helped mark the distinction be. 
tween children and adults, but now even what we like to regard as "normal" 
children have free access to information about sex and violence. Nowadays 
children seem to be well ahead of their years; indeed, they often seem not to 
be children at all. 

What are we educators to make of the complex realities of children? How 
are we to conceive of the children under our charge? Do we experience em0 • 

tional confusion and cognitive dissonance when we seek to maintain the idea 
of children as happy, innocent learners and yet acknowledge the often un
pleasant realities of many children's lives? If so, how do we deal with the dis
parity? Art educators have long debated about the nature of art and how best 
to teach about it, but, by contrast, children have been regarded as unproblem
atic. We have tended to see children as natural, as given, in the nature of 
things, and therefore not subject to interpretation or debate. 

This chapter is a contribution to re-examining the child in education. I 
will suggest that despite the long-held, popular view of children as innocent 
beings in need of adult guidance, children have instead always been subject to 
a variety of conceptions and often deeply disturbing ones (Jenks, 1996). Chil
dren never were what they were. I will suggest that in order to do justice to 
children it is important to acknowledge a variety of conceptions of childhood, 
and I will suggest some ways in which educators can contribute to the well
being of children in contemporary society. 

Children and Childhood 

It is important, first, to make the distinction between biological children and 
the concept of childhood, which is historically and socially determined. In 
what can now be seen as a modernist conception of childhood, children were 
regarded as possessing a unitary state. They were innocents. Any other concep
tion, such as object of erotic desire, abused victim, or violent criminal, were 
seen as aberrations or deviations from the norm of innocence (Jenks, 1996). 

The lack of a more complex understanding of "the child" in art education, 
and education as a whole, reflects, at least until recently, the general position of 
childhood in sociology. While eager to deconstruct gender, class, and ethnidty, 
sociologists found childhood too dose to home (Jenks, 1996). Sociologists re
sisted interpreting it. Childhood seemed to be a pure, unmediated state. 

Under the impact of the media, however, the idea of an essential inno
cence to childhood is now impossible to maintain. Highly aesthetic images of 
idealized children are commonplace; they can be found on cards, calendars, 
and posters, but they stand in marked contrast to other constructions. The 
nightly news brings images of starving children from the Third World. Televi
sion advertising offers images of children as often rabid consumers. Newspa
per photographs show us brutal wounds inflicted on children's bodies. They 
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shoW images of children who are soldiers, for example, from Africa, and fac
tory workers and union leaders, for example, from Pakistan. From our own 
society they show images of smiling children who have been murdered by 
other children, whose equally happy faces are also sometimes reproduced. 
such images are usually drawn from the genre of the school class photo or the 
family snapshot where children have learnt that the right kind of photographic 
behavior is to smile sweetly even if their school and family life are unhappy. 

Postmodern theory and historical studies of children's lives underpin 
this variation in pictorial representation. Where modernist thinking is charac
teristically concerned with searching out an essential truth, postmodern theo
rizing tends to seek out complexity, with many, sometimes competing, truths. 
Through the ideas presented in postmodern theory we can see childhood in
habiting a range of social discourses such as education and health, but also 
war, international trade, labor markets, and crime, including prostitution and 
pornography. 

This range of discourses denies any simple essence. Instead of a natural, 
unmediated state, childhood can be viewed as being constructed out of broad 
social, political, and economic pressures and process, some of which are dis
cussed below. 

What we need is a more complete view of children than that now found 
in art education. We need a view that does justice to children. In developing 
such a view it is crucial to understand the powerful historical, psychological, 
and social forces that help maintain the concept of childhood as a unitary 
state of innocence clearly separate from adulthood. The discussions I develop 
below about different perceptions of childhood each have the purpose of 
highlighting both the socially constructed nature of childhood and how, de
spite evidence to the contrary, we often still attempt to maintain childhood as 
a separate and special state of being. 

A Historical Perspective 

The idea of childhood as a time of happy innocence and openness to learning 
owes its origin to the Enlightenment of the 18th century and was foundational 
to the modernism of the 19th and early 20th century. Childhood was thought 
to embody what then seemed the possibility of endless social progress (Jenks, 
1996). Such is the historical originality of this idea, and so dominant did it 
become, that some historians of childhood deny the existence of any concep
tions of childhood much before this period (Cunningham, 1995). According 
to Rousseau and the Romantic poets such as Keats and Wordsworth, children 
Were strangers to avarice and were imbued with such natural altruism and 
kindliness they could be entrusted to complete the as yet incomplete plans of 
adults. Children were viewed as goodness itself, so that in representing the fu
ture, the best of days always lay ahead. Childhood embodied no less than the 
Promise of an endlessly brighter and enlightened future . 
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But it was not always so. Conceptions of childhood have long existed, 
but so foreign are they to the notion of innocence they were not always recog
nized by historians. In literature and art, and in theological treatises and state
ments of public policy, we see, starting from the Ancients, that there has 
existed a wide range of conceptions regarding childhood. These sources sug
gest that the fragments of contemporary childhood such as victim, threat, 
abused, erotic object, and so on, have well-established precedence (Cunning
ham, 1995). Consider the following examples: Today, child labor fuels labor 
markets in parts of the Third World, but the Industrial Revolution in the West 
was founded on child labor. During the Middle Ages, children had access to 
the adult culture of violence and sex (Postman, 1982) . Hellenistic putti 
demonstrate that children were seen as erotic objects. Medieval religious tracts 
and American puritans alike stressed the sins of the child as strongly as their 
innocence (Shahar, 1990). And from early Christian times there are fictional
ized accounts of childhood homicide which is sometimes directed at teachers 
(Chapman, 1975). Childhood turns out not to be as distinctly a different state 
as the ideology of innocence leads us to believe. 

A Developmental Perspective 

Much teaching practice is underpinned by the theory of developmentalism, 
which, in contrast to the historical perspective above, marks a clear distinc
tion between children and adults (Stainton-Rogers & Stainton-Rogers, 1998). 
Developmentalism informs education, including art education, about what is 
good practice as to how children should be educated and prepared for adult 
life as well as identifying the policies that we provide to safeguard and pro
mote children's welfare. Developmentalism stresses children's biological and 
psychological maturation. Children are seen as undergoing a psychobiologi
cal process of maturation eventually achieving a state of mature adulthood. 
Whether it is by Piaget or Freud, or their many successors, natural, biological 
processes are viewed as wired into the human organism which, through inter
action with the physical and social worlds, inexorably unfolds. Because chil
dren are seen by developmentalism to be moving toward being adults, 
childhood is viewed as fundamentally different from adulthood. 

A Psychosocial Perspective 

Developmentalism is derived from psychology, and to understand its limita
tions on conceptualizing childhood, it is helpful to employ a perspective that 
combines psychology with sociology. Doing so helps us to see that a roman
tic, simplistic view of childhood is often maintained for powerful, personal 
reasons such as a desire to maintain childhood as an idealized state. It can 
help us see why giving up this idea can create cognitive and emotional confu
sion. And it helps explain why adult relations to childhood are fraught with 
paradox. 
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With its separation of childhood from adulthood, developmentalism 
appeals to teachers and to adults generally. A clear separation helps us define 
ourselves as adults. We invest much emotion in our children, not only be
cause of our memories of our own childhood, but because we carry within us 
something of the child we once were (Holland, 1992). Psychology has taught 
us to see the child within us as a basic metaphor of our psychic being. This is 
sometimes called our "inner child." According to this view, childhood en
gages us because the child we once were always co-exists with our concept of 
ourselves as adults and we are frequently prone to draw upon this child that 
we have carried forward into our adult lives. We may be unwilling to closely 
examine concepts of childhood precisely because childhood describes not 
only biological children but because it also resides within us. 

According to the psychoanalytical tradition, the world of the uncon
scious is the world of childhood, not actual childhood but a metaphor for a 
world of infantile pleasures, moral chaos, violence, and vulnerability. Equally 
it is a world of play, spontaneity, and imagination. For Freud, our idea of our
selves as an adult necessitates repressing the child within the adult. To be an 
adult means to be a rational and moral being able to work out problems ra
tionally and to be in control of oneself. On the other hand, childhood repre
sents all that is vulnerable, inept, clumsy, primitive, thus putting us at the 
mercy of emotions and subject to petulant or violent behavior. This view of 
childhood arose during the 19th century and intersected with other symbols of 
emotion and its unpredictability, notably through women, colonial peoples, 
and working-class masses. Each was defined as existing dangerously outside 
rationality. Even today, while cherished for its innocence, childhood often 
represents a lower, inferior state of being. 

According to this perspective, adulthood requires repressing the inferior
ity of childhood. But suppressing the child within us is always a struggle 
(Holland, 1992). We try to resist behaving irrationally or being viewed as 
childish, immature, or infantile, but it is easy to regress. As children we learn 
ways to cope with events, and, frequently, when similar events arise in adult
hood, we play out the same coping strategies that we acquired in childhood. 
Patterns ofbehavior learnt as children persist into adulthood and, instead of 
responding with the calm and thoughtfulness of adulthood, we respond with 
the frustration, sense of inadequacy, misplaced anger, and tears of childhood. 
As advocates of Transactional Analysis say, when adults are in the grip of feel
ings, their child has taken over; when their anger dominates their reason, 
their child is in command (Harris, 1970). Thus the child within us makes our 
adult status highly vulnerable. The achievement of adulthood is always pre
carious, always under threat. We are deeply fearful of behaving childishly, or 
being accused of doing so. And so we have devised measures to defend our
selves, such as curtailing unruly behavior amongst ourselves and physically 
separating children from adults. 

The contemporary segregation of children from adults can be viewed as 
Part of a pervasive adult desire to protect the status of adulthood (Holland, 
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1992). The desire to segregate children may be not only about controlling ac
tual children, but controlling the child within us. As adults, then, we continu
ously strive to gain control over actual children, our own childhoods and even 
the very idea of childhood. 

Many of what are popularly assumed to be the essential characteristics 
of childhood, such as spontaneity and playfulness, we frequently deny our
selves as adults. A sense of wonder, awe, and excitement in the face of new 
things, of limitless horizons stretching out before us, and of a seemingly 
boundless creative imagination-all of which we like to associate with child
hood-we tend to curtail as adults. Such so-called childlike qualities are, of 
course, still present in adults and can be replayed, notably during leisure 
times, but the pressures of working life, including working with children, de
value these qualities in ourselves. The driven impetus of a materialistic and 
highly organized society offers few opportunities for childlike qualities 
among adults. Consequently, adults often construct ideal childhoods for 
themselves where childhood is viewed through the lens of a warm nostalgic 
glow. Where one's childhood has involved abuse or deprivation of some kind 
childhood as an ideal is oftentimes created with particular strength (Brad
shaw, 1990). 

Childhood becomes a mythical time when the characteristics adults 
deny themselves, or were denied in actual childhood, can be lived out as in a 
dream. What is denied the adult is still achievable in childhood. Adults feel 
pressure to preserve childhood for their own children while, for their own 
sakes, they seek to preserve a sense of their own early life. Childhood be
comes an homage to the imaginary, a rich depository for all the qualities 
adults desire but believe they cannot indulge in for themselves. Our ideas 
about childhood as a singularly precious time are not then altogether about 
children or childhood. They tell us about ourselves as adults (Holland, 1992). 
While adults insist that childhood belongs to actual children, it is also a con
struct which fulfills a need to place fantasies and desires somewhere out there 
in reality (Hillman, 1992). 

On the one hand, childhood is an idealized past, a projection of quali
ties many adults desire but deny themselves; on the other hand, regression to 
childish behavior is an ever-present fear for many adults. Much of the time 
most adults deny child-like qualities in themselves while dreading a return to 
childishness. 

An Institutional Perspective 

These psychological and social dynamics are manifest in our institutional 
practices, such as what we do in schools with children. Our roles as teachers 
help define childhood as a state of being separate from the characteristics of 
modem, adult society. Unlike many societies now and in the past, in our 
Western kind of society children neither work nor play alongside adults. Chil-
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dren have their own institutions, clothes, pastimes, even culture. They have 
different rights and responsibilities from adults, and our expectations of their 
behavior are markedly different from what we expect of ourselves. We have 
created a special world with children's rooms, toys, books, music, caregivers, 
doctors, and nurses; and children's play is quite segregated from the lives of 
working adults. 

The boundaries between children and adults are maintained by institu
tions like the family, hospitals, and schools each with their own routines of 
operation. How does the ever-present need to deal with children obscure our 
views of children? Each institution imposes its views of childhood which act 
like self-fulfilling prophecies about their nature (Prout & James, 1990) . For 
example, we routinely line children up outside classrooms before letting them 
in; in the artroom we routinely hand out materials one at a time. Such rou
tines help ensure control and reduce confusion but also teach both teachers 
and children that control and efficiency are important. The wider social con
ditions under which control and time-on-task have become important are ex
cluded from consideration. Ways of thinking about childhood fuse with 
routinized institutional practices to produce nurses, parents, classroom teach
ers, and art teachers, even children themselves, who think and feel about 
themselves using these ways of thinking. Children are thus subject to a range 
of discourses whose function is to both impose order and exclude other dis
courses. 

A Contemporary Cultural Perspective 

I noted earlier that childhood as a time of happy innocence and openness to 
learning was foundational to modernism where childhood embodied hope in 
a seemingly unlimited future. Today, the symbolic significance of childhood 
appears to be undiminished, but the significance of childhood appears to 
have been transformed. 

According to many cultural observers, contemporary, postmodern con
ditions have seen the modernist hope in the future eroded and replaced by a 
sense of disorientation and disenchantment. For many, unbridled hope has at 
best been replaced by a cautious optimism and at worst by a deep skepticism 
about the future (Jenks, 1996). With an erosion of confidence in the future 
the concept of childhood appears to have been adopted for the better world 
that it evokes from days now gone. 

Rather than abandoning the child who embodied modernity, postmod
ern times have reinvested the child with an equally powerful symbolic role 
where childhood has come to embody fond memories of past times (Jenks, 
1996) . At least this is a view proposed by some observers. They argue that al
though childhood as future hope can no longer be sustained, the child as nos
talgia offers a sense of continuity with the past. A sense of continuity at least 
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suggests a future. In this way childhood continues to embody the kind of op
timism necessary to underpin social goodwill and cohesion. 

The sense of disorientation and dislocation, which is often associated 
with postmodern times, finds a ready source of comfort in the image of the 
Child. The certainty of trust and love that was previously invested in the tradi
tional institutions of marriage, social class, and the church are now invested 
in childhood. Where society is experienced as unstable, childhood appears to 
offer not only a stable space but also unconditional love. While other rela
tionships appear temporal, the characteristics of the child appear stable. Be
cause the childhood seems grounded in biological and psychological 
predictability, everything that is desired but ephemeral in other relationships 
is directed towards children. Childhood becomes a hedge against the vanish
ing possibilities of love (Jenks, 1996). We now seek from children an uncon
ditional love that protects us from an unstable and disorienting social reality. 
In postmodern times childhood has become a central bulwark against uncer
tainty and alienation. Where traditional sources of emotional comfort have 
broken down, children have become a major source of comfort and, conse
quently, of enormous symbolic value. Adults have readopted childhood as a 
site for reintegrating the social bond. If this cultural perspective is accurate it 
is surely no wonder that we persist, despite the evidence, in maintaining an 
unreconstructed view of childhood as essentially good and seeing all other 
views as aberrations of the singular truth of childhood. Undermine a belief in 
the redeeming qualities of childhood and what is left of a social structure al
ready under enormous strain? On the other hand, consider that the view of 
childhood as singularly a time of innocence in search of knowledge is an illu
sion, a false myth that can only do real children harm. The ideology of inno
cence sets up expectations that real children cannot possibly hope to achieve 
so that they can only disappoint. 

Dealing with Children Today 

First, I believe we need to think in a more consistent way about children than 
we frequently tend to do. It is important to see them realistically rather than 
through eyes blinded by our own adult needs. The first step would be to con
sider that our ideas about children are constructed from historical processes 
and contemporary social pressures and to see children as possessing frag
mented identities. We also need to see that while children are different from 
adults they are not as different as we often like to imagine. It seems important 
to keep our minds, and hearts, open to children as fragmented and much like 
us and thereby do them no injustice of thought or deed. 

Secondly, within the classroom, images of children provide rich resources 
for discussing with children how they see themselves positioned and to dis
cuss the extent to which they accept, negotiate, or resist inferred meanings. 
For example, I have found that while at first enjoying highly aesthetic images 
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of babies and young children, grade six students feel very unhappy with the 
suggestion that their own younger siblings should pose in such images. What 
do children make of representations of themselves as rabid consumers? What 
do they make of themselves when asked to pose smiling for the camera as 
family members? What do they make of images of starving children and oth
ers maimed by war? So long as teachers hold the view that childhood is essen
tially innocent they will resist addressing the latter topic. But if they 
acknowledge that children are regularly exposed to violent images that often 
involve children, working through the fears aroused in children by such im
agery becomes an important task for education. Children need time and ma
ture adults to debrief and unless they can do so at home, they need to do so 
in the classroom. Dealing with the realities of children offered through im
agery gives new meaning to the artroom; it means dealing with pictures of 
children's deepest concern, themselves. 

Thirdly, as implied above, it is important for art educators to extend be
yond conventional art images of children to engage with the images of a con
sumer culture and mass communications media; for example, Internet 
advertisements, travel brochures, television dramas, and photojournalism. 
Today, images of children can be found on coffee mugs, tea towels, calendars, 
and date books. They help sell products and promote causes. Such consumer
orientated images are the most immediately assessable for most children. Exam
ining them does not mean abandoning art images however. Many mass media 
images of children, especially those that show childhood as a blessed state, owe 
more to the history of art images than the reality of contemporary children. In 
examining media images of innocent childhood, then, it is very useful, for ex
ample, to compare the highly idealized children by artists from the 19th century. 

Fourth, art educators may wish to consider that they adopt a broader 
public role than their traditional concern with classroom instruction. This is 
because any claim we can make to professional status rests on our expertise 
regarding both children and images. With images of children our two profes
sional concerns intersect. It may be considered impingement upon us to 
speak out in public forums about images that we see as dehumanizing to chil
dren. What could be more central to our task as educators than to address 
how children are visually represented in contemporary society? 
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