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ABSTRACT  This eszay looks at the practical and theo-
retical questions thar arise for soctal scientists who sady
children. The intended outcome 8 o proveke a thorough
and resolvable debate aboui methods of stad ying children
and whether we can categorically define them imo their
awn niche in our disciplines. Here social anthropology
and the discipline’s most favoured research method form
the core of this argument,

Within the disciplines we collectively call
the social sciences, a very few specialists like
mysell are concerned almost entirely with the
study of children and childhood. The general-
Iy accepied place of children has been psy-
chology with branches of anthropology and
sociology that examine education, language
and a very few other niches in our disciplings.
Economics, sociology and anthropology have
generally been little interested i these "mi-
nor” topics, Even studies of fumily and kin-
ship (see: Milne, 1993 and 1996a) have gener-
ally said lietle, if at all anything, about them.
Children are almost entirely missing although
they constitute a large part of the human race.
Unlike my many colleagues who assume oth-
erwise, and often need to be very thoroughly
convinced that there is a need, [ have con-
sciously chosen this area for reasons that are
oo many (o go into bere but is a5 much an ad-
vocacy for children as a study of them. T prefer
to work amongst children instead of on the
"sidelines” or as a theoretician only (for in-
stance: Jenks, 1996) as some of the best known
academics tend 1o be. That is not intended as a
critique of theory, since that is often the most
hasic prerequisite for any attempt to prove a
fact, but the position statement of a practitio-
ner. In that respect, whenever possible I try to

do feldwork that brings me together with chil-
dren who I am increasingly convinced should
be the researchers, not 1. | am one of a growing
number of people who see themselves as a cat-
alyst for bringing data together that will one
day contribute to an exhawstive ethnography
of childhood that will, in twm, contribute 1o
round off our knowledege of our human spe-
cies.

This paper, therefore, explores the question
as towhether or not it is possible for adult eth-
nographers to contribute to an anthropology of
children, It goes further to gquestion the as-
sumption that an anthropology of children is a
viable proposition at all, At present research
with children is undergoing an imporiant tran-
sition as Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA)
{see: Chambers, 1992 hecomes increasingly
popular. Previously some attempts have been
made to study children as a separate control
group through participant observation meth-
ods by educational anthropologisis, psycholo-
gists and social anthropologists. Where PRA
works it is usually because children are includ-
ed within the community being studied and is,
thus, part of an examination that does not sep-
arate them from the wider human environment
to which they belong. It is, nonetheless, by no
means a perfect data gathering method as will
be explained further on, This essay is as much
as anything else a call for the end of their sepa-
ration from the rest of society as subjects of
research.

intended (o examing and thus provoke dis-
cussion aboul two issues: an adifropology of
children and participant observaiion as ameans
of gathering data amongst children. 1 shall not
attempt to offer resolutions, The aim of this
argument is that it should be gainfully used to
begin acloser and critical examination of those
issues in anthropology and other branches of the
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cthnographic sciences where similar terminol-
ogies are used and where this debate quite clear-
Iy neads to be openad up. Work with children
depends a great deal on the use of appropriate
research methods. However, my concerm is that
what were once considered progressive meth-
ods have reached a plateay some time ago and
are in serious need of being wmken beyond ex-
isting limits. A great deal of work has taken well
estnblished methods a long way down the path
of modern media to give us outstanding visual
records on film, That is probably the only sig-
nificant innovation of the last half century.
Chuantitative methods and tests that comple-
ment participatory field research have taken our
knowledge of base social and economic indica-
tors, life expectancy, bealth, netrition and sev-
eral other areas beyond what would have been
imagined half a century ago, However, apant
from the obvious advances that have come with
computer and software technology, the research
methods have essentally changed very linle,
They are merely faster versions of the old ones
in most cases, thus bringing us to the same con-
clusions we have reached earlier, albeir slow-
er.

Owver recent decades ethnographers have
undoubtedly made valuable contributions 1o a
broad understanding of children’s social
worlds and peer culture, Researchers from a
number of different disciplines and back-
grounds, some already mentioned, many oth-
ers come from educational psychology, practi-
cal nursing and childcare backgrounds, are en-
gaged in important work. It has usually been
their aim to study the world of childbood from
infancy, through adolescence o the cross-
roads in life where childhood becomes aduli-
hood during the liminal life stage we call
youth. During that span of time, it is the life
stages between the end of infancy up w early
adolescence that are considered real child-
hood years. A great deal of work has been
done on early childhood, particularly through
nursery and elementary schools. Between
ages eight and thirteen vears we know rela-
tively litile because this age group has been
considered the least interesting. From adoles-
cence onward the foci of interest are usually
youth cultures, delinguency and other “prob-
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lem" areas. [sing an interpretative approach
to children’s socialization, some researchers
particularly focus on language and communi-
cative processes whilst others concentrate on
the behavioural aspects of their subjects’ lives
in order w explore and come to understand
children's social worlds, Overall we now
know far more about children as social actors
and their social environments than even a de-
cade ago. However that knowledge is based on
particular inferesting and exiraordinary
events in the developiment and socialization of
young people.

Motwithstanding the high quality of knowl-
edge we have accumulated, a guestion sull
arises in my mind as to how far we can still go
towird a truly comprehensive understanding
of childhood, To take my own discipline as an
example; social anthropology has always
prowdly proclaimed participanr obsérvalion
as the best means of collecting the most com-
plete information about a particular social
group. It has a well established tradition with-
in the discipline that has been well document-
e, tested, tried and proven reliable. Tt has s
flaws, but by and large has been by far the
maost successful method of gatherng compre-
henzive data about any group of people. The
advantage of the method is that anthropolo-
gists usually go to live amongst their subjects
for extended periods and often revisit the same
people for several years to expand on their
first data sets. In the anthropological tradition
it has often been considered necessary to form
very close personal ties with mdividuals who
fulfil something akin to a mediatory role. The
late Mevyer Fortes (see: Fores and Patierson,
1975), for instance, was "adopted” into a fami-
Iy with whom he remaingd very close through-
out his lifetime. By this means it is possible 1o
ohserve changes over more than a single gen-
eration althowgh the initial poing of contact is
usually established through peer age subjects.
Although others, for instance sociologists,
have often spent long perinds in the field and
have often claimed to have used participant
ohservation, the aim of their work is often far
more specific. In that respect participatory re-
search is often auxiliary to other methods,
particularly those that measure and test their
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subjects.

Participant observation as a method of data
collection has been discussed within the con-
text of ethnographic approaches o the siudy
of childhood. Some researchers, although sel-
dom anthropologists (who have only very re-
cenily "discovered” children), have described
their data collection in some detail. Probably
the best known example has been Fine and
Sandstrom who use the expression in their
1988 ute Knowing Children: Participant Ob-
servation with Minors, Tt is a unigque publica-
tion, yet [ still question not its authenticity but
its feasibility. Here an important set of ques-
tions arises: since anthropologists (and all oth-
er field working social scientists at that) are
adults, just how far is participant observation
amongst children possible? If it is not, then
what are the alternatives? Can an ethnograph-
i¢ study of children really be as complete with-
out an in-depth knowledge that would normal-
ly be gained through participant observation?
Are studies that rely on data gathered in such
places as classrooms, through interviews and
other short periods face-to-face and backed up
by other “scientific” evidence, often purely
empirical findings, as thorough as thosé
gained within the "community" of childhood?

Participant obsarvation has relied very
much on the ability of the fieldworker to live
within the study group. He, she or they are
with their subjects 24 hours per day and for
long spells of time that separate them from
their normal environment. Part of the process
assumes that immersion allows the researcher
to see all aspects of life that are relevant to
their study and often far more that is either
supplementary or even superfluous. There are
naturally debates about whether researchers
should be seen sharing work with the people,
which is, for example, to say go to the fields
with agrarian people and share their economic
activities, and also how far they should take
part in religious or other important cultural
events such as ritwals, dance, music and so on.
Many anthropilogists have successfully fully
immersed themselves in all of those things.
However, work with children is much more
complicated. To be able to be with a particular
group of children constantly is probably only

possible where they are found in a small com-
munity where children neither attend schools
nor usually appear W be oul of sight for very
long other than when they go home to sleep,
Such groups are now few and far between and
fior that very reason tend to be subject of very
exact studies of the whole society rather than
small numbers of members of the usually iso-
lated community. Also, since there are only
small numbers of children in such isolated,
traditional settings the contribution 1o a wider
knowledge of children's lives tends to be mar-
ginal. As research with women has shown (for
instance; Moore, 1988), unless women are
looked at in relation to their access of means
of production, particularly in urban industrial
economies, their role in the state and every
other aspect of life then we do not even begin
to scratch the surface. Research with street
children {for instance: Swart, 1990} and chald
labour (for instance: Reynolds, 1991) has at-
tempted o go down those roads. Althowgh we
bezin to learn a great deal, the knowledge we
gain gives us only part of the whole.

Another part of this eguation is also that
adult and children’s dynamics and world
views often contrast broadly and that adult in-
terpretations are frequently not truly represen-
tative of children's perceptions. The dynamics
of being a child escapes the note of far too
many researchers. Thus far, many studies
have taken ploce in either controlled environ-
ments or what adults may consider virual cha-
os: playgrounds, kindergariens and class-
rooms, children’s homes, other institutions
such as hospitals bt seldom family homes or
immediate neighbourboods where children
normally spend most of their lives. Very few
adults have cither the vitality of younger chil-
dren or the frequent and natural spontaneity.
Adults usually have longer atlention spans
combined with less patience where irregulari-
ties are concerned. This has often lead o a pre-
occupation with behavioural aspects of chil-
dren’s lives rather than everything that sur-
rounds that. Furthermore, until adolescence
very few researchers and children are of simi-
lar height or physical stature so that some of
the most pronounced differences are also

physical,
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The many rules that affect children that are
miade by adults will almost certainly intervene
in the dynaumics of adult w child ineraction.
Beside that, as the awareness of all forms of
child abuse grows there is also increasing re-
luctance from adult caretakers to allow chil-
dren to spend long periods alone or in groups
with “strangers”. This, in turn, also mfloences
children’s world views of the adult dominated
environment they live in and how far they can
respect or trust adults. Since the adult resear-
cher tends o be a total stranger and children
are told not to ik w people they do not know,
even in the protective environment of school
or imstitution, a shadow of doubt may remain.
In those places there is, however, vsually a
teacher or social worker 1o oversee the outsid-
er’s activities. This, in turn, undermines the
potential of the researcher 1o work with chil-
dren as at least notional peers. He or she has,
thus, o gain the confidence of the adult as well
as children but will always remain under the
scrutiny of that person who will retain control
over the limits of activities within their own
discretionary framework that is probably mea-
sured against their understanding of what is
poied For children,

The owtcome is, thus, that schools, residen-
tial instimtions and other locations where chil-
dren are gathered tend to be the only places
where participant observation is as close as
anywhere to being a viable proposition. Since
in those places children are usually used to
adult authority, the proposition is extremely
flawed. [ have the deepest concern that people
who choose them as research sites tend o o
into their work far too quickly for the children
to be able to grasp the fact that the adult re-
searchers are attempting to work with them as
at least nobonal equals. This is often imposed
on them as a condition of their research and is
part of a way of controlling or limiting the dis-
ruption classroom or institwtional fGeldwork
may cause.

Fine and Sandstrom do not really go that
far, their observation is far less participant
than the title of their book may lead us to
imagine. Their work takes very young chil-
dren as subjects and relies very much on the
facilitation of play and role-play for data.
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They are participant in the sense that they are
within the sitoation and most certainly do use
observation methods 1o gather data. That hard-
Iy makes it participant observation in the so-
cial anthropological tradition,

Elsewhere (for instance: Har, 1992: 17-22)
we find a forerunner of what has become PRA
in participatory action research. [ assumes
the researcher o be a democratic participant
in the process that provides data. In this pro-
cess the researcher provides advice and tech-
nical support to people he or she feels commit-
ted to working with and will eventually share
analysis with. This type of research is, howev-
er, very specific because the participants iden-
tify a specific issue or problem and focus on
that with little expansion away from that
theme. It then examines the issue in such a
way that participanis thus identify and can ad-
dress the matter as they see fit, In that respect
it has been understood that the research has
been carried out by or with the people whose
problem or gquestion the research explores. In
fact, the rescarcher usually facilitates and me-
diates in the process that leads to the choice of
issue, Since this type of work bas been tried in
schiools, homes and other instilutional set-
tings, the amount of time spent with the chil-
dren is relatively short. In many cases, and
most particularly where children return home
each day, researchers have only a few hours
each day and probably five days each week as
a rule. It is hardly qualifiable as total immer-
sion and most certainly does not meet exact
criteria for participani observation, OF course,
this critique is ot intended o invalidate the
method but simply aims to point out that it
omly identifies a limited amount of knowledge
about children’s lives and that it should never
be presented as though it was capable of defin-
itive data collection potential. If there is to e
a niche within the anthropological world that
could come to be formally accepted as an an-
thropology of children then this would not be
the means to that end.

Al 2 time when there is a developing inter-
est in children’s participation in civil society
and democratic events and processes that set
out 1o give them a more representative role in
citizenship, is it not time to address the issue
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and seek new ways of studying children? The
growing interest in children’s participation is
showing just how far their competence to
make decisions and carry out complex tasks
has been underestimated. It is also beginning
i show how little interest there has been in
children’s imtellectual capabilities to observe
and analyze life events in the world around
them.

In development and aid work where a grow-
ing awareness of children’s rights has changed
attitudes radically in favour of increased in-
volvement of children, they are being used
within research processes and project imple-
mentation. Some organizations are already
beginning to use children as researchers with-
in the framework of PRA. They often prowve to
be better at collecting data from their peers
than the adults who previously carried out this
work. Yet unlike adulis they have only a mini-
mal amount of training, certainly nothing as
sophisticated as degree level education in-
cluding quantitative and qualitative methods
or analytical research methods. Whilst their
task 15 to collect information rather than ana-
lvze it, to conform with the intention of Article
12 of the Unired Nations Convention on the
Righrs of the Child their opinion about the data
they have helped collect is occasionally and
increasingly being included in final process-
ing and presentation of the children’s contri-
bution to such research. Whilst this is usoeally
experimental and very much at the discretion
of individual researchers, it begs the question:
I's this not perhaps how the raw material for
ethnographics of children should be gathered
in the future ?

The answer demands a great deal of cer-
tainty in the assertion of whether or not this
approach goes beyond participatory action re-
search and is able to provide a wide enough
range of data in any research site to not be con-
sidered issue bound. The advantage PRA of-
fers is that it has mostly been anempled by re-
searchers who are in the field for reasonably
lengthy periods and are most frequentdy exam-
ining more than one issue. The type of work
described by Johnson et al. {1995); Milne
(198%6h); Baker (1996); Narayanasamy et al.
{1996); Sapkota and Sharma (1996); or Theis

{1996} identify the problems that arise as well
as the benefits. In this area of research there is
often a great deal of resistance from adulis,
Many of those adults are themselves involved
in NGO policy and practice, implementation,
research and training rather than the children's
family, neighbours, etc. within the communi-
ties being studied. There are differing views
on how far children can be involved and which
activities are pertinent. Haker, Milne, Maraya-
nasamy and Theis all present different varia-
tions of what participation means and the
range of possibilities for children’s involve-
ment, Very often these are limited (o very spe-
cific tasks and tests generally regarded as suit-
able for children, in others they guite obvious-
Iy do what adults do. Beyond these problems
there are also cultural and beliel based criteria
that must be respected. Where children are
clearly defined in a particular social frame-
work and because of long held traditional
views on childhood that do not coincide with
international standards such as the Convention
on the Rights of the Child, for instance where
gender separation is based on beliefs or whene
age hierarchies even exclude most adulis from
participation in decision making processes,
then even PRA is a dubious proposition. Also,
whilst the researchers are usually with their
subjects for extended but not lengthy periods
and may use observation methods w supple-
ment the PRA data, that is not the locus of data
gathering, It rarely, if ever, paints as true 4 pic-
ture as participant observation,

Yet to retumn to the benefits of PRA it can
always be convincingly claimed that the meth-
o5 advocates are fast to recognize its limita-
tions. Beyond that they are also the first to say
that thus far PRA has been used for very specif-
ic tasks that meet the aims and objectives of
NGO programmes rather than making in-depth
anthropological type studies. In the light of its
recent development, the approach has a long
way to go to increase the number of methods it
uses as a means of data collection and how those
data are used. It has heen used in some cases (o
substitute long term studies that would include
thorough observation methods of data collec-
tion. [tis almost inevitably bound by the second
letier "R" in the acronym that is coming to mean
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rapid more often than the rural it originally
stoond For because of the economic situation that
limits most research 0 minimal funding. thos
shorter spells in the field. Both participatory
action research and PRA are very dependent on
gamcs, wests and other measuring tools that have
been developed by economisis, planners, psy-
chologists and statisticians, They also tend to be
best suited to small, contained feld sites and
therefore are valuable tools for rural research
that still need o go a long way to fulfil the cri-
teria for successful urban studies. At present
PRA is going very hesitantly down that road,
however, it appears that the outcome is siill
patchy because of the daily dispersion of city
dwellers throughouwt their metropolis. Asacon-
sequence litile iime can be afforded o observa-
tiom methods and more has to be given to games
and tests when people are back in the commu-
nity. An urban anthropology of children is a
very long way off although the many excellent
siudies of sireet children already have covered
at least that particular research area and give us
numerous clues for how o ke other topics
forward,

Where PRA is used to study or include chil-
dren it at least tends to fully accepi the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child as a set of
guiding principles although not as a rigid
framewaork that designates how it should pro-
ceed. The Convention is now a henchmark
that all disciplines can use to influence the
progress of methods and methodological prin-
ciples. The outcomes of PRA studies probably
do qualify as good ethnographies in many cas-
es but do not, nor should, they claim to be an-
thropology. As with what has gone before,
PRA is, at best, a single contribution to the
many components that may one day give us
research methods with results that may even-
tually become an anthropology of children. It
does give us examples of how we can use other
disciplines to find our way into finding con-
vincing participatory methods of working
with children and may be one of the catalysts
that enables us to break the mould of conserva-
tism and take field work beyvond the plateau it
firmly sits on.

At this point in time we have a very long
wary 1o go before we could convincingly call
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whiat we have collectively accumulated within
our discipline a definitive anthropology of
children. It is at least the foundation upon
which it could be built. Where a great deal has
to be dong is in coming to a conclusion about
whether or not we can talk aboul participant
observation legitimately. From all that has
gone before in this essay a key question arises:
If we can accept that adult and children’s dy-
namics and world views oflen conirast so ex-
tensively and that adult interpretations are nol
truly representative of children’s perceptions,
then is it nor above all else time 1o begin 1o use
children as partners in ethnographic re-
search?

Participant observation would be exactly
what it is intended to be because it would be
carried out by age peers rather than adults im-
posing themselves in situations that influence
the way children hehave toward them, as
against the way they interact with each other
when grown ups are not observing them, Adult
conservatism within the research commumnity
will almost inevitably stand in the way of de-
bate and evenival resolution, yvet it needs w
begin somewhere. Whilst the guestion of us-
ing children as researchers will be heavily de-
bated for many years to come, it is probably
the only choice available in the long run. Tt
also demands complementary research meth-
ods that make every field based study involve
working with rather than being abowt our sub-
jects, OF course, the most important decisions
have 0 come from the body of social science
itself. As we move inlo a new millenninm we
should allow Durkheim, Mauss, Levi-Strauss,
Wax, Bourdieu, Habermas or Giddens, 1o
name but a few of the many people who have
descnbed methods, methodologies and theo-
ries of social enguiry, to take their place in this
century. Then, as we move forward into the fu-
ture, we will be able to move on to new theo-
ries and practices in order to meet our ohliga-
tions to human beings. That is to say, to apply
our knowledge to the good of homanity in or-
der that we can begin to find the solution to
those problems that have often been the theo-
retical base of our work, This is naturally not a
critigue of those who gave us our theoretical
working base but of those who have slavishly
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adhered to them, thus not allowing what in
their time were innovative ideas o move for-
ward.

Whilst such high ideals may appear to devi-
ate from the subject of this essay, it is often
said that things should be done for future gen-
erations. The starting point of ench generation
is childhood about which we know relatively
little as yet and where we stund 1o make those
breakthroughs that may take us down the path
1o those greater objectives, If research can wll
us what children do and thank, identify their
needs and give them a far more appropriate
place in the greater scheme of things and much
more beyond, then it is almost certain we
could justifinhly wlk about an anthropology of
children. In its turn that would be the Last com-
ponent in the whole picture of our race, As re-
gards the guestion of participant observation,
that 15 unguestionably the first challenge to he
fought through and. Thope, resolved. I think it
is likely to be a long and tortuous debate, This
essay throws down the gauntlet and asks that it
will now proceed. The first step is that those
who think that work with children does not
need either to go down this road or indeed o
go any further at all stop kidding themselves.
Who has been kidding whom? Inmy view they
have been kidding themselves. 1 believe they
Are Wrong.
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