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Foreword

This book belongs to the genre of recent research which, without prejudice,
builds intellectual bridges between the traditions of knowledge and education in
what was once called the First World and what are today known as emerging so-
cieties. This building of bridges is not easy, it requires an empathy with intellec-
tual traditions which are very different from each other, a social-structural ana-
lysis which is substantially regional, and the consideration of a time-frame which
is essential for a sociological-anthropological study of this kind. One could not
have otherwise imagined that the figure of the Bildungsmoratorium, which pro-
voked much discussion decades ago in a particular context, would re-emerge in
the new global social context.

In recent years, the consideration of 'other childhoods' in sociological re-
search has increased and the influence of classical Orientalism has receded from
this field. The interest in other models of childhood in the social sciences today
is unquestionably greater than before. But this development, along with the earli-
er models for the differentiation of childhood and youth, which emerged in the
Occident, has not necessarily reduced the 'otherness'. In Germany, the Bildungs-
moratorium was extended from childhood to youth late in the twentieth century
and was systematically connected to educational processes. Its conceptualization,
which in this age of global, knowledge-driven economy appears to be downright
romantic, is of immense relevance even in contemporary society as this study of
children in middle class families in West Bengal shows.

The central themes of the book are childhood and social inequality, where
crucial questions of the child's agency and the relationship of childhood experi-
ence to specific class situations, cultural and economic capital have been raised,
the primary question of the research being whether it is possible to speak of a
Bildungsmoratorium of childhood in the context of urban West Bengal. Sociolo-
gists of childhood would be particularly interested in the narratives of 10-12 year
old children and the generation which grew up in West Bengal in the 1950s - the
counterpart of the post-war generation of children in Europe. Particularly re-
markable is the underlying methodology. The centrality of children's narratives



as opposed to an adultist perspective is seldom found even now, particularly in
studies on childood in the South Asian region.

A middle class culture of childhood in the region of Bengal has been ex-
plored in this book, emphasizing the history of the region and the emergence of
the bhadralok in colonial Bengal, as well as the transformation in the region in
recent decades after economic liberalization. It very adeptly weaves in both the
worlds - that of Bengal with a very specific history and an ethos of education
which are specific to the region, and the European-German discussion on child-
hood, in its startling application of the concept of the Bildungsmoratorium to
childhoods in West Bengal. This study is not simply a research of an emerging
society in India, but instead, it takes into account an educationally intensive re-
gion in West Bengal. Moreover, it eschews a premature syncretistic analysis, and
instead, with courage and insight resists a global or a regional analysis. It is the
tension between a global-universalistic and a region- and culture-specific analys-
is which is the greatest strength of this book.

Freiburg, March 2013

Hermann Schwengel,
Institut fiir Soziologie,

Albert-Ludwigs-Universitdt Freiburg
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1. Introduction

This book explores the culture of childhood among a section of the Indian
middle class which has long been the subject of extensive academic debate ow-
ing to its close association with colonial rule. The interest in culturally condi-
tioned diverse biographical phases of 'youth' or 'childhood' might have lost some
of its shine decades after Margaret Mead's seminal work on Samoa but it has far
from run out of steam in the contemporary social science research on childhood
and children. The aim of this book however, is not to posit through another
monograph, an alternate picture of childhood in a developing country as opposed
to any standardized image of scholarized domestic childhood that readers from
any other industrialized developed society might be assumed to entertain. It
maps the everyday lives of children, especially the time spent out of school and
the leisure culture of children in contemporary urban West Bengal. Instead of re-
stricting itself to an analysis of children's culture or going by expert interviews
with parents, teachers and pedagogues, the accounts of children have been
sought and those of two older generations to explore the everyday lives of chil-
dren and to assemble an idea of childhoods in Bengal! in the 1950s and 1970s. It
has been a primary concern of this book to situate them within the social history
of the Bengali middle class which, from the nineteenth century has a distinct
identity particularly owing to its long and intense experience of colonial rule.

It is surprising that in the context of India, research on contemporary child-
hoods are often uninterested in how and to what extent the colonial experience
might have sculpted the terrain on which childhoods in some regions are experi-
enced or played out in contemporary Indian society. The negligence of social his-
tory, not just of colonial rule per se in sociological research on childhoods in In-
dia is glaring barring a few exceptions. Addressing this gap in the research on
childhoods in India is one of the concerns of this book.

1 The term Bengal has been used in the book to refer to the region of Bengal in India. While after
Independence, this corresponds to the State of West Bengal in contemporary India, the erstwhile
province of Bengal before Partition, comprised of West Bengal as well as East Bengal, which is
now Bangladesh .
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The book has two primary concerns. One is the need to develop a critical
stance towards the quest for 'other' childhoods in contemporary social science re-
search, especially in the developing countries. The appetite with which 'non
western', 'non scholarized' childhoods have been sought out in developing coun-
tries like Bangladesh, Pakistan and India in the past decades has produced im-
ages and allegories of childhoods which would not be easy for the South Asian
countries to shake off, and which for the greater part are uncontested.

The second impetus comes from a scepticism of some theoretical shifts in the
contemporary research on childhood. The 'new' Childhood Research which
emerged in the western academia speaks out in a different voice than the earlier,
largely anthropology-tinged research on childhood and children that was domin-
ant till the 1960s. It 'sees' children as actors rather than treating them as end
products of child rearing and pedagogical practices, it is sensitive to different ex-
periences of childhood, and most importantly it has scrubbed itself clean of the
vocabulary of the earlier 'socialization' perspective, shifting the floodlights on
new processes, spaces and concepts to theorize childhood. My engagement with
this 'new' discourse, both in the German and Anglo-Saxon academia, gave rise to
a degree of unease about this shift in which some earlier concepts or theories
were quickly discarded or forgotten in the project of making the agency of child
actors visible, perhaps all the more as they appeared to be potentially inimical to
the concept of agency.

Engaging with the discourse on childhoods in South Asian countries and with
the experience of the field work on which this book is based only exacerbated
this feeling of unease. This second discourse was not particularly concerned with
agency even if it spoke of a child's 'right' to childhood. It spoke a language of
rights, poverty and a commonality of life situations of children in developing
countries (Burra 2003), and though the issues it raised were pertinent, it was im-
possible to cut through this language and make children's voices be heard except
as a drone in unison, beckoning to the UNICEF or charitable impulses of human-
ity to free them from their dreary Third Worldness. This book emerged partly out
of this disquietude.

Childhoods in Bengal: Past and Present

In November 2011, on the occasion of Children's Day2 a Kolkata based weekly
brought out an edition themed 'Talent Hunt'. The issue, as suggested by the title,
addresses the growing phenomenon of televised talent-hunts in West Bengal. The
'hunt' refers not to teen idol contests, but to the shows which ferreted out artistic

2 The birthday of the first Prime Minister of Independent India, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru on the
14th of November is celebrated nationwide as Children's Day.
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talents and showmanship among children as young as three. The contributors to
the issue were prominent figures of West Bengal's intelligentsia, whose erudition
and social-criticism have been the hallmark of Bengal's3 middle class culture
from the time of the colonial administration. Most of the articles deplored the
loss of 'purity’ of childhood in present times and the declining 'taste' of the
Bengali middle class. The criticism was also directed against the shameful av-
arice of the parents, ready to trade the 'childhood' of their offspring for brassy
fame. One particular dance show for children drew the ire of the intelligentsia on
account of the sexually implicit gestures that little girls were taught on the pre-
text of art', serving even the 'godly innocence of children' in eroticized form. One
of the writers in this issue makes an impassioned plea for protecting the purity of
childhoods:

'Would it not have been right to judge children with dance forms befitting children? Should they be -
come disco dancers at five or six? It is not difficult to guess the philosophy of parents who at the hint
of talent in their children groom them right from early childhood like race horses to be set loose on a
field of competition' (Deb Sen 2011, p.12, Author's translation).

The tone of the argument bears a striking resemblance to the discussion about the
eroticization of 'little girls' within the British media in the 1980s (Walkerdine
1997). Walkerdine explores the reception of Tony Basil's sexually explicit chart
buster 'Oh Mickey' among six year old girls from working class families and the
media debate on the children's show 'Minipops' drawing attention to the class
character of this moral indignation about children in a popular culture which
hustles them towards sexual precociousness. The disapproval of the media's sul-
lying influence on childhood is therefore not exclusive to Bengal, the concern
about five year olds losing their 'godly innocence' in contemporary Bengal or the
disapproval aroused by Minipops in the United Kingdom where The Observer
refers to the performance of little girls in the show as 'Kiddieporn' (cited in
Walkerdine 1997) reflect how a particular sentiment about childhood is assaul-
ted. If one probes the source of this indignation it would appear hardly accidental
that the critics of the talent hunt who contributed to the special issue are not from
the same social section from which the parents of these children come — the sub-
urbs and the districts of West Bengal. Rather, the sentiments correspond to the
social section from which the critics of this 'sullied childhood' come, the edu-
cated middle and upper middle classes of urban West Bengal, particularly of
Kolkata. If the idea of a commercial culture is abhorrent to them, it is because
this is an integral aspect of the self fashioning of this social section from the
nineteenth century as has been extensively documented by social historians of
Bengal. The presence of children from Bengali middle class households makes

3 Bengal here is used to refer to the state of West Bengal in India. However, when pre-Partition
India is talked about, the region of undivided Bengal, comprising both the current Bangladesh
and West Bengal is referred to, that together made up the province of Bengal in colonial India.
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any assertion of pecunia non olet all the more weak among this section. That this
commercial exploitation or showcasing of young people's talents for TRP ratings
implies eroticization of childish mannerisms and gestures, added to their con-
sternation.

This book is not about children and popular culture in Bengal nor about mor-
al concerns related to childhood per se. The realm of lived experiences of child-
hood in day to day affairs among those growing up or who have grown up in
middle class families in contemporary West Bengal has been the subject of this
book. While the middle classes of India have received considerable attention in
the social sciences particularly after the economic liberalization, and domestic
life of the middle class in Bengal has been extensively researched by social his-
torians, there has been very little work which connects the two in mapping the
landscape of childhoods in the present.

The moral outrage of the intellectuals against the eroticization of children
draws attention to a striking turn in the social landscape of Bengal. The horror
evoked by little girls, imitating sexually explicit dance moves with ease or
singing ribald songs from the cinema, might have otherwise belonged to the or-
der of mundane moralizing or a high brow perspective of popular culture had it
not been for Bengal's curious history with regard to childhood and sexuality. The
outright condemnation of destroying the 'godly innocence of childhood' is made
in the very region of India where young girls were possibly not strangers to sexu-
al experience given that many high caste Hindu girls were married as children.
This was the region where in the late nineteenth century an eleven year old child
bride, Phulmoni, bled to death following sexual intercourse with her nineteen
year old husband — an incident that drew pointed attention to the fate of many
other young girls from high caste Hindu families and triggered a series of events
leading to the introduction of the controversial Age of Consent Bill in 1891 by
the colonial administration in India (Sinha 1995).

Although the practices of child marriage or existence of child widows are
part of the specificity of the caste system — this incomprehensible difference
between past and contemporary childhoods is not limited to India. The trans-
formation of children's place in western societies has been researched extens-
ively and in great detail, the work of the historian Ari¢s being of crucial signific-
ance. An oft quoted excerpt from Ariés's work is Montaigne's statement in the
sixteenth century that he lost some of his children in their infancy, ,,not without
regret but without great sorrow* (Ari¢s 1973), a statement in striking contrast to
the sentimentalization of the child and of child death in the following centuries.
A comparable transformation of the notion of childhood is explored by Zelizer
(1994), who, focusing on the context of the United States in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century, points to a similar indication of the new status of the
child, in the moral outrage evoked by accidental deaths of children. As Zeilzer
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points out, child deaths and the sentiments evoked by them are one of the many
reflections of the shifts in the status of childhood in modern western societies.
The moralization of childhood in public debate in these societies is manifest in a
variety of themes, emerging from as well as reflecting the special status of the
child and of childhood, replete with specific characteristics and images attributed
to it, images which became more distinct in the twentieth century.

The reaction of the contributors of the weekly to little girls dancing suggest-
ively and the discussion about the tainted 'innocence' of childhood in West
Bengal point to a comparable process of the 'sacralization' (Zelizer 1994) of
childhood in Bengal. This book however is not directly concerned with the pro-
cess by which this sentimentalization of childhood has emerged, nor with the
utility of childhood as a moral 'Chiffre'4. Rather it situates itself within a context
that emerged in part owing to these two aspects — the predominant sentiments of
the Bengali middle class about childhood and the lived experiences of those
whose childhoods come closest to the well known scholarized, domesticated
ideal.

'The Walled Garden' of Childhoods

Arigs, in his work documenting the gradual unfolding of the sentiment about
childhood offers among other things a description of the behaviour of Louis the
XIII as a child, in the records of Heroard, the physician of Henry IV (Aries
1973). Heroard records details about the Dauphin showing his genitals to his
nanny, parents and visitors, lifting his robes to show it, touching his genitals, as
well as accounts of other adults touching it — all of it done in good humour. A
crucial aspect in this description of Louis XIII's behaviour till the age of seven,
that stands out and is intended by Ariés to stand out to his readers is the complete
absence of any sentiment of modesty or propriety in the behaviour of the adults
who encouraged him or witnessed the spectacle. It is this very lack of a senti-
ment, an attitude that is unquestioned in many contemporary societies, the per-
ception of the inherent innocence of childhood that accentuates the difference
between childhoods then and now and of societies within which these childhoods
were circumscribed.

4  Biihler-Niederberger (2005) argues in Macht der Unschuld: Das Kind als Chiffre that the image
of the 'innocence’ of childhood was more than a romantic construct, but has served as a code, a
Chiffre that is instrumentalized to serve different social interests. The reference to this
constructed aspect of childhood, especially as a moral 'Chiftre' has been made in some of the
following chapters in this work.
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.,,It was a common joke, repeated time and again, to say to him: 'Monsieur, you haven't got a
cock'. Then 'he replied: ,,Hey, here it is!* — laughing and lifting it up with one finger!. These
jokes were not limited to the servants, or to brainless youths, or to women of easy virtue such as
the King's mistress. The Queen, his mother, made the same sort of joke: 'The Queen, touching his
cock, said: ,,Son, I am holding your spout“. Even more astonishing is this passage: 'He was un-
dressed and Madame too [his sister], and they were placed naked in bed with the King, where
they kissed and twittered and gave great amusement to the King. The King asked him: ,,Son,
where is the Infanta's bundle?* He showed it to him, saying: ,,There is no bone in it, Papa“.
Then, as it was slightly distended, he added: ,,There is now, there is sometimes™.' ,, (Ari¢s
1973:p.99).
Ariés plays with this contrast between the examples from the pre-seventeenth
century period and the astonishment or disturbance they might stir in the 'mod-
ern' reader, to make his point. Aware of the possible revulsion felt by the reader
he continues in this vein, addressing those situated in the present and far re-
moved from the social context three and a half centuries laters. In doing so, he
captures the essence of a past society which in its sheer absence of morality or
perception of innocence of children is conspicuous in a present where this good
humoured ribaldry in connection with children would not only be considered
perverse but might well end in a lawsuit, a scandal and a social worker or a foster
home for the child.

The perception of the childhood-adulthood distinction sharpened in the twen-
tieth century in many social contexts, western and non-western. This notion was
not articulated the same way in all societies as has been discussed later. But a ba-
sic framework was the same in many societies, particularly in parts of Europe
and the United States, where the home and the school were the locus of an ideal
childhood.

The family in medieval Europe which de Mause (1974) found to be abusive
towards children or which in the Ari¢sian thesis did not have a special sensitivity
towards children except for the very young, became transformed in the following
centuries to a unit of affectionate care, upbringing and protection for the child
from the outside world. The home became the nest (Robertson 1974). The school
became increasingly significant as an institution for childhood, among more so-
cial sections than just the upper classes, and transcending perspectives of it being

5 Ariés contrasts the immodesty of the child Louis XIII with a more moralistic perception of
childhood in some contexts in sixteenth century Europe where a greater sense of the 'indecent'
existed where children were concerned. He gives the example of classics that were abridged
among Protestants and Catholics in France and England from the end of the sixteenth century,
until they were considered fit to be read by children (Ari¢s 1973,p.103). The reference to the
awareness about moral purity of childhood in the Bengali context is similarly made by Mitra
(1999) in Shatabdir Shishu Shahitya 1818-1960 (The Century's Children's Literature 1818-1960)
in the context of abridged texts. Mitra says that in the era of Bengali children's literature that he
calls the Vidyasagar era, after the social reformer and educationist Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar, a
number of classics from Hindi and Sanskrit, such as the Betalpachisi were abridged, and obscene
phrases were removed in the versions made for children from 1857 onwards (Mitra 1999, p.58).
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formidable or even 'jolly good fun', became by the twentieth century, unquestion-
ably a significant space for childhood. The sentiment that children were 'differ-
ent' and that childhood was a significant phase of life, separate from adulthood,
has been far from a singular, uniformly articulated one, varying across and with-
in historical and cultural contexts.

A historical perspective on childhoods in the Indian context is largely absent.
But the image of childhoods in the past which can be gleaned from different
sources hint at points of comparison between the trajectory of childhoods in the
western and Indian social contexts. In his monograph The Remembered Village
the anthropologist Srinivas describes an incident of a cow being mated glimpsed
from his balcony, which to his surprise, took place in front of children and wo-
men.

,,] must recall here that there were open fields behind the Bullock House, less than thirty yards
from Gudi Street. But apparently it had occurred to no one to take advantage of the quiet of the
fields. The bull might have been more forthcoming in the lonely field than in a busy street.
Again, no one seemed to think that it was not proper or aesthetic to arrange for the serving of a
cow at a place frequented by women and children. I could not help wondering that no one
seemed to view the incident as anything except ordinary* (Srinivas 1980, p.148)
His commentary shows the extent to which the separation of children from the
'improper' was deeply ingrained among some sections of Indians in the twentieth
century. Describing the mating which took place on a street facing a post office,
Srinivas makes no disguise of the fact that he was perturbed that children
gathered around to 'watch the fun' and that 'it occurred to no elder to shoo them
off'. The explicit description is deliberately unsparing to heighten the contrast
with what is unquestionably 'normal' in a style which is similar to Aries'.
A telling imagery of 'modern childhood' is that of the 'garden of childhood'. The
educationist Holt, in a critique of the excessive structuring of modern childhood
uses the image of the 'walled garden' where, buttressed by the notion that chil-
dren need to be protected from the harshness of the outside world until they are
strong, many children are fenced in, within a protective space that keeps them
captive. The garden becomes a prison (Holt 1974).

In the Indian context it is more difficult to determine the emergence of such
partition being set up between children and the 'outside world'. One reason for
this is the absence of sufficient historical data. The second reason is the existence
of starkly different social and cultural contexts within India, which make it im-
possible to speak of the emergence of or even the lack of pedagogized 'walled
gardens' of a singular 'Indian' childhood. In contemporary India, there exists a
uniform system of schooling — regardless of the different experiences of school-
ing — whereby children of a certain age must enter school, appear for school final
exams at a particular age. In addition, the emergence of a growing 'children's me-
dia' as well as popular culture aimed at particular age-groups consolidate and add
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to a more distinct notion of childhood. At the same time, the different parts of In-
dia, owing to their diverse social customs — especially specific caste practices,
their specific historical contexts — particularly their varied experiences of the
Raj, and of Independences and their different relations to contemporary econom-
ic transformations — offer different contexts in which childhoods are embedded
in India.

Glimpses of past childhoods in Bengal are available from the works of social
historians and from autobiographies and biographies. Even if the time when the
notion of 'protected' childhood emerged cannot be ascertained, one thing is clear:
the 'walls' of the garden were built selectively around specific groups of children
than for the majority of people. If a greater number of groups have been included
within the walled garden in contemporary Bengal, those who remain on the other
side are prominent by their very exclusion.

Historical documentation of the public sphere debate surrounding the contro-
versial Age of Consent Act of the late nineteenth century draws attention to one
of the many ways in which the childhood of girls in contemporary West Bengal
is a sharp break from the past, as opposed to the continuity in the pattern of
childhood of boys. It was not uncommon for girls below the age of 15 to be mar-
ried and enter motherhood well into the early twentieth century. The death of 11
year old Phulmoni triggered a fierce battle of morals and reasoning between na-
tionalists, social reformers, colonial administrators about the age of cohabitation,
consummation of marriage in the case of child brides, the social practice of
kulinism among a section of Brahmins in Bengal. The discussion surrounding the
Phulmoni incident or the Rukhmabai trial, as well as diaries and autobiographies
by a few women from the late nineteenth to early twentieth century such as those
by Rassundari Devi (Sarkar 1987), or Haimabati Sen (Sen, Forbes and
Raychaudhuri 2000) attest to a different past of the childhoods of girls, espe-
cially from landowning upper caste families where caste practices often meant
early marriage, sexual experience in one's pre or early teens as well as the early
widowhood for many children.

The wall is also partial in contemporary India, where differences in social and
economic positions mean that the protected, domesticated childhood is not be-
coming standardized across different sections of the society, but one which des-
pite its gradual filtering through different social sections, remains out of bounds
or even unthinkable for those from some of the lowest sections of society. The
shocked commentary of the anthropologist who spent his own childhood in
South India, or the distaste with which the Bengali intellectual speaks about tal-

6 A historical event that left its scar on freshly Independent India was the Partition. Two regions of
India, the province of Bengal and that of the Punjab were most affected by the carving out of
Pakistan, in the massive riots at the borders, where millions of lives were lost, the mass
migration that occurred on both sides of the borders, and in the trauma and memories of leaving
one's homeland behind, in what was to become, almost overnight, another country.
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ent hunts show how diverse childhoods are even within the same historical and
regional contexts, owing to social and economic inequalities. Yet, as Balagopalan
(2011) points out, this difference is rarely contextualized, producing an image of
a uniform '"Third World' childhood, whose difference even if respected, becomes
an epitome of 'otherness' — of interest because of its very pathos.

The image of pedagogized, 'protected' childhood has become dominant to the
extent that other forms of children's lives appear less of childhoods in comparis-
on and lose their dignity (Zinnecker 1995, Balagopalan 2008, Boyden 2003).
This standardization of a particular model of childhood has been criticized by
Sociology and Social Anthropology which emphasize the diversity of childhoods
as well as the need for contextualizing them socially and historically. While this
has whet the appetite for different conceptualizations and locales of childhood in
sociological and social-anthropological research and in principle heightened their
sensitivity towards difference, it has also meant that contemporary research has
in this spirit of seeking 'diversity' kept an eye out for locales other than the fam-
ily and school, an effort which often results in an emphasis on children in the
'wrong place' (James, Jenks & Prout 1998,p.37) — the factory, in situations of
armed conflict, the brothel, to name a few.

The formulation of childhood as a subject of social science research in India is to
a great extent concerned with arguments of the 'wrong place' variety. As
Nieuwenhuys says:

,,Constructing Indian childhood into a series of fundable 'issues' such as 'child labour' and 'street
children' did little to undo the colonial imagination of India as a country lacking a proper notion
of childhood. The issues cast children's lifeworlds in a series of binaries that divide their child-
hood into what is undesirable and therefore must be addressed and rectified and what is not and
can therefore be ignored. Apart from its overly negative overtones, issue-oriented research sub -
merges and marginalizes the everyday life of the vast majority, with the result that 'solutions' still
hinge on the belief that Indian childhood is either non-existent or at most in such a distressed
state as to need urgent intervention (Nieuwenhuys 2009, p. 148).
The different contexts in which Indian childhoods are not only embedded in soci-
ety but also in which they become subjects of discussion — gender, caste, reli-
gion, poverty, untouchability — have significant theoretical implications, making
them seem incommensurable with some of the main theoretical approaches used
in the Sociology of Childhood. Referring to the apparent break between research
areas and the 'new' paradigm of the Sociology of Childhood, Balagopalan says
that in the Indian context ,,biological immaturity has seldom implied a passive
role for children or signalled a denial of their agency: Given this context, con-
cerns around privileging children's agency assume a different tenor and poses for
Indian social sciences a set of different theoretical challenges*“(Balagopalan
2011, p. 295).
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The book attempts to situate itself between this gap, focusing on the everyday
lives of children in a similar space as their counterparts in academic research in
the western context — namely the home, the school, and in leisure culture.

The Bengali Bhadralok and the Romantic Imagery of Childhood

The Indian middle class has been subject to particular styles of portrayal in the
social sciences. The colonial administration is a dominant theme in studies which
historicize the contemporary middle classes (Joshi 2001, Joshi 2010, Roy 1993)
The shift in the relationship between India and the British from trade relations
with the East India Company in the 17" century to the establishment of a coloni-
al administration meant structural changes with significant implications for In-
dia. The creation of a special social strata to aid the colonial administration who
would be 'Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in words,
and in intellect' (Macaulay cited in Barry 1966) changed the social landscape in
different part of India, especially in the administrative centres of colonial rule.

The association with the colonial administration has put a stamp on the Indian
middle classes both in terms of their self-fashioning as well as their representa-
tion in academia as cleft creatures caught between traditional caste practices, re-
ligious sentiments and the lure of a 'modernity' that was essentially foreign, that
tempered tastes, practices and clothing, and also introduced a new language and
new values associated with it. In recent years another kind of portrayal of the
middle classes is noticed — that is celebrated by the media and also emphasized
in the social sciences in the context of globalization. The image which is forged
is that of the 'Indian middle class' in singular, an example of glocalization in its
textured amalgam of Hindu festivals and cosmopolitanism (Brosius 2010), caste
based arranged marriages and an MTV culture. This imagery, even if it heightens
the peculiarity of cultural modernization of a South Asian people, puts the 'Indian
middle class' at par with middle classes across the world, conceptualizing the
possibility of a global middle class, based on a common consumption culture and
conditions of a global economy. Although commonalities between middle classes
in the different regions of India cannot be denied, stretching the limits of a gener-
ic 'middle classness' based on parameters of consumption and income causes one
to lose perspective of regional histories, thereby losing its efficacy as an analytic-
al category.

Notwithstanding the appeal of a transnational middle-classness, sociologists
have sometimes located the emergence of a particular social strata or class-frac-
tion within a specific historical and political context, for example the emergence
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of the cadres in France in the 1930s (Boltanski 1987). This book too stems in
part from a conviction that contemporary middle classes in their practices, senti-
ments and the elements of their self-images can only be understood through a
historical perspective which takes into account the form and spirit of their prede-
cessors and the conditions in which they emerged. From this perspective it ex-
plores a specific form of childhood among a social section with a heritage that is
extensively documented, that of the Hindu Bengali bhadralok, whose legacy
could be traced back to the nineteenth century.

The social reform movements of nineteenth century Bengal, spearheaded by
the Bengali gentry had in many ways forged the parameters of the 'ideal Bengali
childhood' which formed the blueprint of children's lives even a century and a
half after. The section associated with the Bramho Samaj criticized many prac-
tices of the Hindu tradition, particularly the practices of early marriage of girls
and the exclusion of girls from school education. The emergence of children's lit-
erature as early as the nineteenth century and the sentiment that felt the need for
educational and leisure activities befitting children — were also possible because
of this specific middle class. Documenting the history of children's literature in
Bengal from 1818 to 1960, Mitra points to the significant role played by the Cal-
cutta School Book Society? and the missionaries in Srirampores in the printing of
mostly textbooks for children. From the middle of the nineteenth century, partic-
ularly with the efforts of Vidyasagar, literature for children in the Bengali lan-
guage reached a new point, moving beyond the moralizing or informative writ-
ings for children in the earlier phase (Mitra 1999). The ideals and efforts of the
nineteenth and twentieth century Bengali bhadralok are in effect integral to the
brick and mortar of contemporary middle class childhoods.

The colonial context of Bengal generated some dominant motifs reflecting
the bourgeois sentiments about childhood. The idealization of childhood with an
emphasis on innocence was not exclusive to the middle class or upper middle
classes of Bengal. One need only to look at the yearning with which the romantic
poets of eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe such as the Schlegel brothers,
Rousseau, Schiller and Holderlin wrote about childhood (Baader 1996), where
one's younger days were like an Eden left behind. But the icon of childhood in
nineteenth and twentieth century Bengal, in addition to its idealization of inno-
cence and nature, was crafted out of the experience of imperial rule and the so-
cio-economic changes in urban and rural regions as much as out of the anxieties
and fantasies of a precarious social stratum in Bengal.

7  The Calcutta School Book Society was set up in 1818 in Calcutta with the aim of creating text
books and disseminating education in Bengal. According to Mitra (1999), the organization had
European and Indian members.

8 Situated in the Hooghly district of current West Bengal, the town of Srirampore was the
erstwhile Danish colony where missionaries set up a printing press, from which most of the
books of the Calcutta Schoolbook Society were printed.
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A reflection of these elements are found in the figure of Apu9, whose portray-
al in print and film captures the ethos and contradictions of middle class senti-
ments. The twelve year old boy Apu, short for Apurba in the novel Pather Pan-
chali 10(English translation:Song of the Road) has an allegorical status, emphas-
ising not just the ideals of innocence and an untainted childhood in the coun-
tryside, the figure also draws attention to the predicaments of the educated, rural,
upper caste Bengalis in the early twentieth century (Bandopadhyay 1969). Apu's
wide eyed innocence is not the only aspect that makes his figure iconic. The im-
age of a pastoral childhood in a Brahmin family of dwindling means, that
haunted following generations of Bengalis, has a tripartite significance as a sym-
bol of Bengali middle class childhood!!l. The upper caste family's declining
poverty in a context where traditional education had started to lose its standing to
English education (Chatterji 2002); Apu's dreamy boyishness and intelligence, as
well as the special position he occupied in his family on account of being the son
which emphasized his childhood more than that of his elder sister Durga's — con-
tributed to the motif of an essential Bengali respectability. Second, the idyllic
pastoral background of Apu's childhood is itself associated with the romanticism
of the early twentieth century Bengali middle class that was greatly urban in
character (Chakrabarty 1996, 2004). A third aspect of the significance of Apu's
symbolic status is associated with his creators — Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay,
the author of Pather Panchali who was educated at Ripon College and worked as
a teacher and clerk, and the film-maker Satyajit Ray!2 who created the trilogy of
films tracing Apu's growth into manhood to his rejection of family life. The icon-
ic status of Apu, therefore derives not just from any sentiments about the pristine
forests of childhood, but also from the association with the predicaments of re-

9 Baader (1996) in Die romantische Idee des Kindes und der Kindheit gives a compelling and
detailed account of the poesie and the poignancy in the imagery of childhood in Europe by the
early romantics, particularly in the works of Schlegel and Novalis. Though it arose in a different
context than the romantic imagination of Apu's childhood in Bengal, her work emphasizes the
aspect of paradise lost in such romantic imagery of childhood.

10 The novel written by Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay was published in 1929 and captured the life
of a rural Brahmin Bengali family, where Apu the son of a respectable but poor Bengali priest,
was sent to Kolkata for an English education.

11 A romanticization of the pastoral child or the 'country' child is also found in Europe. Heidi, the
character created by Swiss author Johanna Spyri in the late nineteenth century is one of the most
celebrated examples of a romantic image of 'country childhood'. Romantic imageries of
childhood are often tied to other issues, such as those of national or cultural identity, as was
Heidi's. Apu, in this sense exemplifies romantic Bengali thinking of the nineteenth century, but
not simply because of his pastoral childhood, but also because of what his his two creators
(Bandopadhyay and Ray) in print and film stood for, to the educated Bengali middle class.

12 Ray himself came from a family that was renowned for some of the most prominent intellectuals
of late nineteenth and early twentieth century Bengal. The family was incidentally also known
for its association with children's literature, especially in the founding of the children's magazine
Sandesh (Sweet) by Ray's grandfather Upendrakishore Raychowdhury in 1913.
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spectable people who are poor but educated and upper caste. The fictional treat-
ment of the rural innocent boy by his intellectual and evidently urban 'fathers' in
literature and film, strengthens the appeal of Apu as an apparition fed by Bhad-
ralok fantasies.

The book is based largely on the everyday lives of children from urban
middle class families in West Bengal, and to some extent on the accounts of two
older cohorts, those who grew up in the 1950s, and the 1970s about their child-
hoods. The contemporary generation of children in their everyday lives between
school, dance lessons, maneuevering through the traffic of Kolkata are in some
ways far removed from the idyllic pastoral trope of bhadralok childhood that
Apu stands for. Neither are the social and economic contexts in contemporary
West Bengal comparable to that of the small village portrayed in Bandopadhyay'-
s novel. But if the children of this study who join their counterparts in other soci-
eties in a scholarized, domesticated, pedagogized childhood represent one aspect
of the 'time-out' or the 'walled garden' of childhood, standing at the other end
where the distinctiveness of childhood is less pronounced and more gendered, is
the iconic childhood of Apu, carrying the markers of Bengali middle class re-

spectability from another period.
skeskosk

The choice of West Bengal as a context of research was primarily because of the
region's history of being one of the most important sites of the colonial experi-
ment with education. The emergence of a distinctive middle class with a high
emphasis on education and culture from the nineteenth century (Bhattacharya
2005) and remnants of this middle class culture in contemporary West Bengal
which Chatterjee (1985) refers to as the 'fruits of Macaulay's poison tree' make it
a significant context for the study of the Bildungsmoratorium of childhood. This
is not to make an argument that Bengal is the only or an unique example of pro-
tected, and scholarized childhood. But given the diversities within India, in the
contemporary social context as well as in its experience of the colonial rule, one
cannot on any account talk about 'Indian' childhood'.

In the industrialized societies the academic discourse has witnessed a shift
from the discovery of childhood to its disappearance (Elkind 1981, Postman
1994). Though differently articulated and often critiquing the hurried child thes-
is, childhood researchers in the last two decades have pointed out a tendency
among the middle classes in different social-cultural contexts to engage their
children in 'enrichment activities and an increased emphasis on education
(Ball,Vincent, Kemp, Pietikainen 2004; Ball & Vincent 2007; Donner 2008, Naf-
tali 2010, Vincent & Ball 2007, Zinnecker 1995), a tendency manifest in the in-
creasing number of after-school lessons, the emergence of 'leisure careers' (Zin-
necker 1995) and as a consequence, the gradual disappearance of 'spontaneous'
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play from the lives of children coming from urban middle class, lower middle-
class backgrounds. Lamenting the erosion of innocent childhood is not the ob-
jective of these works, their focus being on the influence of class background,
habitus and cultural capital on children's education. At the same time, all the
studies indicate some patterns within the middle class, with respect to child-rear-
ing or stances on childhood, that have, — judging by writings in the last few years
— become comparable if not common to middle classes across western and non-
western contexts.

This book explores the everyday lives of those whose childhoods approxim-
ate this standard, within a specific cultural context in India, — the middle classes
in urban West Bengal. Following a conceptual outline that was developed to un-
derstand the phenomenon of extended and pedagogized youth and later on child-
hood in the erstwhile West Germany from the 1980s, the concept of the
Bildungsmoratorium or childhood as a form of 'time out' from adult experiences
and responsibilities developed by the educationist Zinnecker has been explored
to understand the culture of childhood in Bengal. However, the emphasis on the
'moratorium’ or the 'time out' does not imply an understanding of pedagogized
middle class childhood as an idyllic childhood, nor the belief that the Bildungs-
moratorium warrants an impeccable protection from adult life. In the face of the
increased 'leisure stress', school work and the role of children as consumers, the
question can be raised if pedagogized childhoods can be conceptualized at all as
a 'moratorium'. As many contemporary studies on 'modern' middle class child-
hoods draw attention to the precarious and paradoxical character of 'adult' 'child'
distinctions, especially in the context of the media consumption of children13 —
the present study also acknowledges that an image of a 'time out' does not trans-
late into a strict fencing in of childhood from every threat to its sacred status.
Rather, the 'time out' can be outlined at two levels — at the conceptual level,
which is also not without its share of paradoxes, and at the level of everyday ex-
periences of children. It is the intersection of the two that is the focus of this
study, the lived experiences of childhood in a context that within and outside the
family is influenced by an ideal of a 'time out' from adult life.

The 'new' paradigm of Childhood Studies emerged in the 1990s as a chal-
lenge to the earlier theories of socialization which were interested in children

13 The issue of children's media consumption and how it questions the conventional understanding
of the 'distinctive' childhood has been discussed by some of the contributors in The Palgrave
Handbook of Childhood Studies (Qvortrup, Corsaro, and Honig 2009). While Cook (2009) talks
about 'changed childhoods' in view of children's consumption of media, Buckingham (2009)
focusing on children's television viewing and Drotner (2009) on the subject of children's
consumption of digital media, particularly gaming, show how earlier understandings of
childhood and of children need to be redefined in a context where children are economically
significant in their role as consumers, and also consume media that is not specifically in keeping
with the image of the 'protected' childhood.
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principally as end products of the socialization process. The key assumptions of
this 'new' Childhood Research and the debates in recent years in the Anglo Saxon
and German academia about striking a balance between the agency centric ap-
proach and the socialization theories have been discussed in Chapter 2. The book
situates itself within this 'new' sociological perspective on childhood but at the
same time is wary of some of its theoretical and methodological implications.
There is an underlying politics to each of the paradigms of Childhood Research,
which cannot be ignored. There have been a few concepts which came in and
went out of fashion in the Sociology of Childhood and in Social Pedagogy owing
to an allegiance with one or other of the paradigms. The notion of the Bildungs-
moratorium which emerged in German academia in the 1990s was among them
and has been central to the study. Its emergence and its implications have been
outlined in this chapter.

The concept of childhood as a Bildungsmoratorium, as well as the 'new'
paradigm of Childhood Research have been hitherto applied in the context of a
western industrialized society. Exploring children's everyday lives in West
Bengal through their lens therefore begs a reconceptualization. The implications
of applying the concept or the theoretical approach of the 'new' Childhood Re-
search in the context of Bengal has been outlined in Chapter 3.

The study owes its framework to the Projekt Bildungsmoratorium (1994) and
Kindheit im Siegerland (1991) — both projects of the University Gesamthoch-
schule of Siegen. In view of the specific focus of this study some of the basic
ideas have been borrowed in developing interview schedules and in conceptual-
izing the research methods. The methodological aspects of the study have been
discussed in Chapter 4. Furthermore the different approaches of interviewing
children about their everyday lives and listening to narratives of older genera-
tions about their childhoods have been addressed in this chapter.

The empirical research was conducted following some of the basic aspects of
Zinnecker's concept of childhood as a Bildungsmoratorium. Although education
is the key feature of contemporary pedagogized childhoods, it is not uniformly
experienced nor are different systems and meanings of education uniform. Re-
searchers of education have sometimes emphasized the existence of different
'educational regimes' (Jeffrey & Jeffrey 2005). As the study focuses on the his-
torical specificity of Bengali middle class childhood, the historical literature
about Bengal's specific social context of education has been discussed in Chapter
5 as a background. Narrative interviews on the theme of education and its signi-
ficance of childhood have also been discussed in this chapter to capture the spirit
of the scholarized childhood in Bengal.

'Leisure activities' are a key feature of contemporary childhoods. Chapter 6
and 7 are about different aspects of this leisure culture, Chapter 6 focusing
primarily on spatial aspects and their changes in the three generations and the
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practice of 'play’ among children. Chapter 7 looks at 'leisure careers' or extra cur-
ricular classes and questions of 'cultural heritage' and explores patterns of uni-
formity and divergence across generation, family backgrounds and gender.

The 'leisure' that is the hallmark of 'modern’ childhood does not just consist in
sports or after-school lessons. Cultural artefacts such as clothes and books as
well as an emerging media culture of consumption make up the 'children's cul-
ture'. Chapter 8 looks at the changing meanings of some of these insignia of
Bengali childhood.

The Bildungsmoratorium is essentially a concept about transforming child-
hoods, implying a 'time out' as a societal shift in a context where a similar ex-
pression of differentiation of biological phases did not exist before. In Chapter 9
the perspectives of the older cohorts on transformation of childhood have been
discussed to understand some of the basic elements of self-perceptions about
childhood of those who grew up in the 1950s and 1980s. The use of the word
'generation' is made in this sense, to refer to the cohorts who collectively experi-
enced childhood in the 1950s or the 1970s and not in the context of 'generational
order' in contemporary Anglo-Saxon and German debates (Honig 2009b; Alanen
1994; Hengst 2009). The role of memory of the preceding generations, the dia-
lectical relationship of experience and their relationship with the lived experi-
ence of the contemporary generation of children have been examined in Chapter
10.

skesksk

Though the study is based on empirical research chiefly in the form of narrative
interviews with children and two older cohorts, it keeps returning to some certain
theoretical questions at several points of the study, and not just in the formulation
of its theoretical framework. The question of 'agency’ is one of them. The rela-
tionship between children and agency is a fragile one in social science research.
Haunted by the conspicuous one-sidedness of the socialization theories which
portrayed children as 'passive receptacles' of adult socialization strategies, the
'new' paradigm of childhood research and the contemporary sociological per-
spective of childhood in both the Anglo-Saxon and German debates have become
especially aware of the need to bring questions of children's 'agency' to the fore.
Empirical research focusing on this aspect, although not vast, has in the last two
and a half decades provided valuable glimpses of children's agency. An example
of such a study that is startling in its rich details and moving in its perceptions, is
that by Bluebond-Langner based on her ethnographic research of dying children
in a private hospital (Bluebond-Langner 1980). One of the aspects that comes
across in Bluebond-Langner's work is how children make sense of death — their
own imminent end and that of fellow children despite the withheld communica-
tion from parents and caregivers on the subject.
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The children in this study inhabit a different context than those in Bluebond-
Langner's research. In a study exploring a protected childhood, one is already
treading on grounds where socialization theories might rush forth and wrap
themselves around the representation of the children, choking out any hint of
agency. When children talk about their everyday schedules of school, tuitions,
television, dance classes, reading books before going to bed — can one neverthe-
less read signs of 'agency' into such accounts? Are not lived experiences of ped-
agogized childhoods the other end of socialization string-pulling by adults? Fi-
nally, is the very situation of an agency-inclined study of children and childhoods
within a social class not a self-destructive step, by subjugating children to a so-
cial structure which can, theoretically speaking, stifle even the agency of adults?
This study has not attempted to 'resolve' these questions, if a 'resolution' is at all
desirable. However, the realization has been significant that it would be mislead-
ing to equate the concept of agency with some image of applaudable resistance
of children to adult manipulations or that of protest. Children who go to school,
attend tuitions, turn off the television when scolded, would by this perspective be
reduced to being 'without agency'. The agency that is of interest in the present
study is rather in the children being considered a significant source of knowledge
about their childhoods. In this sense, the focus on children's narratives of their
everyday lives is a significant aspect of this study, and accounts by parents of
parenting strategies have been therefore consciously avoided.

To go back to where one started from, the relations between certain pedago-
gic ideals and social class are strong, but are not always manifest in a straightfor-
ward manner. Also, 'class', 'media consumption', 'agency' are not impersonal, the-
oretical concepts — useful only on paper. There is a powerful emotional dimen-
sion in which social inequalities are lived by people, where television pro-
grammes might give children a space, however fictitious, to fantasize. In this
context of everyday lives of real children, compliance to pedagogic strategies of
adults or attraction towards television programmes is not a shamefaced lack of
agency simply because it doesn't measure up to any hallowed 'counter culture' of
children. Walkerdine combines all these aspects in her analysis of the popular
culture of working class British children. Commenting on Willis' study of the
'counter culture' of resistance of working class boys (Willis 1977), she tries to
locate the media consumption by the working class girls critiquing the 'rigid sep-
aration of the proto-radical sub-culture and the reactionary conformism'
(Walkerdine 1997,pp.153-154). She says:

»The girls use pop songs because they are glamorous and exciting, because they present a model
of femininity which is far from the boring school girl, because they offer a promise of something
else, something encapsulated by the words of 'Fame', that the little girls sing, 'Baby remember
my name'. These girls struggle in a world full of apparently glamorous options to 'be' somebody
and that is an adult sexual woman. Middle-class girls, as our research shows so clearly, do not
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need to fantasize being somebody, they are told clearly at every turn that they already are: it is

simply not a battle to be entered into (Walkerdine 1997, p.154).
Walkerdine's understanding of 'resistance' as well as her emphasis on the lived
dimensions of social class are issues which have also been explored in this study
of middle class childhood in urban West Bengal. But Walkerdine dismisses the
fantasies and needs of 'middle class girls' very more easily as according to her
they 'do not need to fantasize being somebody'. Perhaps one of the reasons for
this is that middle class children have for long been protagonists in academic re-
search on childhoods in the United Kingdom and in the European academia,
therefore a need is felt to put them in the background in order to make other chil-
dren visible and audible. Or perhaps, middle class children in Britain really do
not need to fantasize — an argument that is not entirely convincing. The current
study can be seen as taking off from this point, drawing on the stereotypes, self
perceptions, conflicts, practices and to some extent fantasies of children in West
Bengal to understand the culture of middle class childhood.

That the middle class itself is not a uniform social section is a significant as-
pect in this study of childhood. A 'game of distinction' (Bourdieu 1996) is reflec-
ted in the practices and values of childhood not only between the different
groups within the middle class, but also in the intentional attempts of sections of
the middle class to distinguish themselves from the beliefs and sentiments of
their previous generations.

In closing it might be said that the generational experiences of childhood that
are passed down in the form of family stories or fiction are a significant aspect in
the character of contemporary childhoods and in the everyday lives of children.
In the talent hunt issue for instance, one of the contributors talks about the exper-
iences of his generation and is less critical of the 'morally corrupt' media culture
of childhood than the others who grew up three decades before him. He reflects
that 'everything might not be such a rat race '. The cohort that grew up in the '90s
have not been part of the study, owing to its scope — but in its heightened ped-
agogization and the conflicting influences of new cultural elements, particularly
Bollywood films and non-British, non-Bengali comics — it was perhaps the first
generation of children in post Independence Bengal who came of age in a society
where the expectations of the previous generations, and the reality of their own
worlds were most sharply at odds with each other. Instead of condemning talent
hunt shows or the ugliness of parents overworking their children to learn 'ob-
scene' dance forms, this particular contributor sees in this culture a space for es-
cape that was denied to children from the middle class in his generation. Satiric-
ally, it speaks of the inability of those who grew up in this generation to mimic
Hindi film actors or go on stage to dance to film songs or act. With a certain
poignancy the piece is an illustration of how high the walls of the 'garden of
childhood' can be, leaving its imprint on adulthood.
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.1 scream saying 'l cannot, I'm sorry' — my Baba has taught me that if you want to act for the
theatre, do it with your own money, Ma has said 'What will come of writing poems, singing
songs? The family needs your earnings. You have grown up, now earn'. Believe me, even I have
wished that in the half time of my life an Amir Khan dressed as a joker 14 would enter — enter and
stop everyone — and take me by the hand to a huge auditorium, where thousands of children are
seated — from age four to sixteen, and where far away Mithunda will be sitting. I shall shout out
on the stage, 'say D, say I, say S, say C, say O — Disco', and Mithunda will talk into the mike say-
ing, 'Dance Bangla Dance"‘(De 2011, p.24; author's translation).

The present study is neither a critique nor a eulogy of 'protected childhoods',
rather it explores the way such childhoods were and are experienced by genera-
tions of children from a specific social section. What the comments on children's
talent hunt shows point to is an intersection of dominant ideals of a pedagogized
childhood and the experience of childhood. Though the ideal significantly affects
the upbringing of children, shaping the experience of childhood to a great extent,
for example removing children from the streets and putting them in the school or
the playground, the way childhoods are actually lived, are not exact translations
of this ideal. Similarly, the belief that a 'time out' from adult responsibilities or
even adolescent experiences makes an 'ideal' childhood, a conviction that is usu-
ally specific to the educated middle classes, affects the everyday lives of children
but is not articulated or lived in the same way. This intersection between a stand-
ard and lived experience of children of 10-12 years has been the main interest in
this book.

While the interest in middle class children has been primarily responsible for
this book, an equally important concern has been the politics underlying the the-
oretical shifts in Childhood Research. The forging of the concept of childhood as
a Bildungsmoratorium in German academia in the 1990s, and its abrupt disap-
pearance a decade after, following Zinnecker's illness were not a reflection of a
capricious ebb and flow in sociological theory. It has been one of the primary ob-
jectives of this study to retrieve the concept which has some efficacy in the ana-
lysis of childhood in an Indian context — and not just for the sake of resurrecting
it.

One of the central arguments of this book has been that a Bildungsmoratori-
um of childhood can be identified in the context of urban Bengal from the ac-
counts of the everyday lives of the children, given its specific history of educa-
tional and social reform movements from the nineteenth century, its economic
and political background, and above all, of having a 'peculiar’ middle class
(Chatterjee 1985) that from its very origin in colonial Bengal, stood out in its re-
lationship to education and in its pedagogic values. A related focus has been to
identify a specific Bengali middle class culture of childhood based on this nature

14 This is a reference to the film Taare Zameen Par in which the art teacher, played by Amir Khan
rescues the protagonist, a boy with dyslexia from the tyrannical regime of schools and parental
attempts to bring him up 'right'.
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of the Bildungsmoratorium, and to see if this culture is homogeneous or reflects
the distinctions and shifts within the urban Bengali middle class.

The practices, values, artefacts and experiences that constitute the dominant
middle class ideal of childhood in West Bengal thus form the context of this
study. It is clear from the above mentioned quotation that an 'indulgent', educa-
tion-centric childhood is not necessarily experienced by children as a soothing
balm to all childish bruises and yearnings leaving no space for fantasies. Like the
working class childhood Walkerdine talks about, middle class childhood pro-
duces its own genre of excitement, anxieties, exploits, disappointments, resist-
ance and fantasies. Some of these have been explored in this book.
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2. Growing Up Different: Childhoods and Social Inequalities

Childhood has for long been subject to various portrayals both within and out-
side academia. The association with innocence, godliness and being one with
Nature for example, was powerful in the romantic tradition in west Europe in the
works of poets and philosophers alike(Baader 1996). But each of these images
have a deeper politics underlying them (Biihler-Niederberger 2005). Sociologists
in recent years have analysed how the motif of the 'innocent' child was de-
veloped to support particular philosophies or agendas, the figure of Rousseau's
Emile — untainted, unfettered by excessive discipline, being a classic example
(Tremp 2005).

From the early twentieth century, as children or childhood became more
prominent in different fields of academic research, the development of a child
became a predominant concern. This significance of childhood as a period of de-
velopment produced specific images of the child, and inspired theoretical ap-
proaches to studying children and childhood especially in the areas of Social
Pedagogy and Psychology. By the end of the twentieth century the concerns of
Childhood Research had become very different with scholars being critical of the
earlier 'developmental' approach. Proponents of this new approach redefined the
significance of childhood as a topic of interest in itself and not for a future ori-
ented interest in would-be-adults. This approach, became increasingly dominant
in the English and non-English speaking academia in the western countries. Its
proponents claimed the emergence of a 'new paradigm'is of childhood in the
1990s (James and Prout 2002). Two decades after its emergence, the glitter has
worn off some of the core concepts of the 'new paradigm', and its former stance
against socialization theories has softened to some extent. This is not to say that
concepts such as the 'agency' of children have lost all theoretical value — far from

15 Ryan (2008) has criticized the claim that the turn in Childhood Research can be viewed as a
paradigm shift in Kuhnian terms, especially because the contemporary approach uses some
elements of the modern discourses of personhood, such as agency, in its arguments against the
socialization theories of childhood.
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it. But it has been redefined over the years, as has the attitude of Childhood Re-
search towards socialization theories. The present study borrows from some of
the arguments of the 'new' sociological perspective, which is not the same as it
was a decade ago. Moreover, it explores a social and cultural context that has not
been discussed in the 'new' Sociological perspective which, despite the best of
intentions has remained greatly inward looking, confining some themes specific-
ally to childhood in the western industrialized societies.

The following sections look at some of the basic arguments of the contem-
porary Childhood Research, especially the cornerstone of the 'new' Childhood
Sociology — that of 'agency’, that are significant to the theoretical framework of
the book.

2.1  Contextualizing Childhoods

The understanding of childhood as a biological phase and of children as a biolo-
gical category was not the only understanding that was questioned in the social
science research on childhood and children. The idea of a universal scholarized
domesticated childhood was also challenged on account of being Eurocentric.
The proponents of the mew' Sociology of Childhood draw attention to the hetero-
geneity in childhoods (Frenes 1994) and have proposed the use of 'childhoods'
than talk about a single childhood (James and Prout 2002).

Social inequalities, particularly social classes have been perceived in many
studies as determining the various experiences of childhood (Willis 1981,
Walkerdine 2001, 1997; Biihler-Niederberger 2008). The discussion about class,
although addressed to some extent in studies in the context of the United States
of America, parts of western Europe or Britain, is markedly absent in the discus-
sion on childhoods and children in developing countries. What is emphasized is a
perception of the 'denial' of childhoods to ragged South Asian children working
in factories, or who are not sent to school, creating an image of a particularly
dominant 'other' to the western middle class ideal of childhood. This perturbing
presence of other childhoods has moved policy makers and different organiza-
tions to 'help' these children and also led to a discussion where childhood has be-
come a moral issue:

- The “child-at-risk,” i.e. the street child and the child laborer, is a pervasive presence in post-lib-
eralization India — not in the obvious sense of such children’s numerical proliferation in the cit-
ies, but in terms of their appearing as a new “subject” of a moral discourse of “saving child-
hoods.” This discourse produces certain images of reform aimed at normalizing these poor Third
World children, who it views as having “lost their childhood,” through locating them within the
spaces of a bourgeois childhood (Balagopalan 2008, p.267-268).
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The domestic scholarized image of childhood becomes a yardstick in this con-
text, a guide to how children from poor countries could be given a childhood.
The image of the child working in the factory or on the streets in India or South
America is a powerful opponent of the image of the western urban middle class
childhood, but the counter-posing of one image by another single-handedly bull-
dozes innumerable cultural, historical and political contexts that impede an un-
derstanding of how different childhoods are possible. In the western context, ex-
cepting a few studies where the primary focus is on class, the middle class back-
grounds of the children studied are usually implicit. Some studies of course high-
light the lives of children from the working class, or compare working class with
the middle class childhoods (Willis 1981, Walkerdine 2001). The ones where so-
cial inequalities are considered significant in children's lives, are mostly focused
on educational practices or differences in educational performance between chil-
dren from working class and middle class backgrounds. But in most discussions
about childhoods, especially in developing countries, the focus of the studies are
such that poverty and squalor appear to be contexts in themselves, making ques-
tions of regi