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SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE

Texts and Contexts offers clear and accessible introductions to key literary fields. Each book in the series outlines major historical, social, cultural and literary contexts that impact upon its specified area. It engages contemporary responses to selected texts and authors through a variety of exemplary close readings, by exploring the ideas of seminal theorists and/or a range of critical approaches, as well as examining adaptations and afterlives. Readers are encouraged to make connections and ground further independent study through ‘Review, Reading and Research’ sections at the end of each chapter which offer selected bibliographies, web resources, open and closed questions, discussion topics and pointers for extended research.


PART ONE

CONTEXTS


CHAPTER ONE

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

GROWING PAINS

Childhood is a vague term and notoriously fluid regarding when it ends, dependant upon the historical period in which it is being addressed. It is also a concept that differs geographically and culturally. As such, ‘we need to distinguish between children as human beings and childhood as a shifting set of ideas’ (Cunningham 2005 [1995]: 1). Thus, ‘ “child” and “childhood” will be understood in different ways in different societies’, so, while ‘[t]oday in the West we do indeed generally associate childhood with such characteristics as innocence, vulnerability and asexuality’, on the other hand ‘people in, say, the slums of Latin America or a war-torn region of Africa, will probably not do so’ (Heywood 2001: 4). Further, there is a paradox: biologically, childhood ends at the onset of puberty with the beginning of adolescence. Historically, one was a physically a child for longer three hundred years ago than one is today. In the eighteenth century, for example, the average age of a girl’s onset of menstruation was 16, whereas today that onset is several years earlier. Culturally, however, childhood was significantly briefer in the eighteenth century because many children had to work in factories and picked up on adult attitudes that contemporary children would not be exposed to at such an early age. The majority of children in the 1700s were exposed to more birth, death and sexuality, given that houses had only one or two rooms. Likewise, until 1871, the age of consent was 12 years old. It is generally agreed that the concept of childhood was introduced around the eighteenth century. Prior to this, children were considered to be ‘little adults’, lacking in grown-up intellect and strength but, nevertheless, undifferentiated in treatment from their adult contemporaries, even wearing smaller versions of the same clothes worn by adults. In terms of parenting, the emphasis was upon obedience and punishment and instilling the values laid down by adults until youngsters became adults. In medieval Britain, it is estimated that the child mortality rate was around one in four failing to reach their first birthday. With this in mind, it is perhaps unsurprising that our modern associations with childhood did not exist in the Middle Ages, as one’s child years were fraught primarily with the anxiety of surviving into adulthood. Philippe Aries in Centuries of Childhood (1962) believed that ‘in medieval society the idea of childhood did not exist’ (Aries 1973: 125).

However, that is not to say, argues Cunningham, that the child was not a focus of philosophical debate in the medieval period and there is certainly evidence of societal intervention regarding child-rearing. Part of the shift in attitudes to children came in the move away from paganism, where children apparently were regarded as peripheral, to an emerging Christian culture that gradually centred the child as the focal point of family life. Baptism became a pivotal tool in associating the child with innocence, insofar as the ceremony involves a cleansing of human sin. Depictions of the infant Jesus with the Madonna increasingly generated an iconography of associations between child and mother, with connotations of the child being Christ-like. Thus, this imagery offered ‘an ideal of childhood that had considerable sway in the Middle Ages, certainly from the twelfth century onwards’ (Cunningham 2006: 28). But a discrepancy arose between the artistic representation and the lived experience of children, who were often the victims of parental violence, neglect or ignorance. In terms of discipline, there was the familiar sentiment that children were becoming increasingly misbehaved and that the only way to maintain obedience was for their parents to chastise them and to instil in them the manners expected by society. So books that were produced with children in mind were for the instruction of parents on how to rear their children in a satisfactory manner. Of course, large sections of the population were illiterate and, consequently, these books were aimed at the more privileged sectors of society. In terms of historical evidence relating to childhood (as with other marginal groups, such as women or the lower classes), it is restricted to what is written about them rather than produced by them and is often limited, given the ways in which such marginal groups are written out of history at the expense of those considered to be more worthy. Another difficulty is that much of the evidence gleaned about historical childhood is derived from fictional texts. The relationship between children’s literature and childhood, then, is utterly inseparable and somewhere in between these two spaces, real children exist. Heywood confirms that ‘[s]tudies of the representation of childhood also have a solid base in the literary and visual texts available to them’ (Heywood 2001: 6). This is heightened when trying to unearth early historical evidence, for ‘[m]edievalists face these problems in a particularly acute form’ (Heywood 2001: 6). Because of this, ‘They risk gaining a seriously distorted impression of ideas on childhood at this early period because they are forced to rely on a small number of texts, many of them fictional in character’ (Heywood 2001: 6).

According to Cunningham, there is also evidence of childhood play that is not so different from our contemporary understanding of play. It was based around the seasonal cycle: so, for instance, in autumn orchards were raided by boys or in winter pigs’ bladders were used for games of football (Cunningham 2006: 44). The role of girls participating in play is less evident, though undoubtedly had more of a domestic basis, with an emphasis placed upon the importance of maintaining chastity, humility and deference. Likewise, girls were less educated and tended to be illiterate by comparison with boys. Local benefactors tended to provide any schooling that was available in England – again, mainly for boys – but in Scotland there was more of a state involvement, albeit predominantly for the privileged. On the rare occasions when girls were educated, it would often be restricted to reading English rather than any progression to Latin. So it is clear that both female and poor children suffered from lack of educational resources. With the Statute of Labourers 1405–06, they were ‘free to set their Son or Daughter to take Learning at any manner school that pleaseth them within the Realm’ (Cunningham 2006: 56). But the reality was much less straightforward, with the practicalities of securing an education proving a continuing burden.

SUFFER THE LITTLE CHILDREN

During the Reformation, British society shifted from Catholicism as the establishment of Protestantism became secured with the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688–89. This included the Church of England, the Puritans in England and Wales, and the Presbyterians in Scotland, the latter’s vehement rejection of popery led by John Knox. These religious and cultural shifts, then, had an impact on the attitudes towards children, who were seen as an important ideological vessel in the influencing of the population away from previous Catholic beliefs: the younger one was indoctrinated with the new cultural turn, the more successful would be the indoctrination’s embedding in society. Perhaps the main difference in terms of childhood involved a fundamental shift in the way in which children were associated with sin. According to Catholic belief, an infant leaves humanity’s original sin behind at the moment of baptism and is thereafter regarded as innocent; for Protestants, this ceremony did not offer such guarantees. Religious instruction, then, became paramount and required parents directly rather than priests to instil in the child a sense of its sin and need for repentance. As head of the family, as king was head of country and God of humanity, the father was expected to discipline his children in accordance with the conduct books produced for him. The emphasis was on it being the father’s duty not to ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’, though this was regarded as being necessary only if verbal discussion failed. William Gouge, a seventeenth-century Puritan minister, wrote in ‘A Prayer for a Childe to Use’ (1634) that children should regard parents ‘as Gods to their children’: any disobedience towards a parent was regarded as disobedience to their heavenly Father. Gouge produced its companion ‘A Prayer for Parents to Use’ (1634; in Cunningham 2006: 67), instructing fathers particularly to undertake their children’s provision and training, especially in teaching them biblical doctrine. With child mortality rates so high, it was paramount that parents saved their children’s souls; they could never be regarded as too young to receive religious instruction, because at any moment they might have to meet their Maker, so they must be prepared. When they did survive, children had very few rights or status. The view of children, for instance in Calvinist Scotland in the seventeenth century, was that they were nearer to the fall of humanity and, consequently, morally inferior to adults. As such, the sooner they grew up, the better and, until then, any signs of sin should be beaten out of them, even in the richer families.

Depending on social class, boys received some education, often initially attending a dame school – for young children, run by a woman, often in her own home – and then perhaps onto further schooling thereafter. Apart from the affluent classes, boys had to balance education with work in order to support the family income. Boys from wealthier families could attend grammar school but would not go beyond this to university, the latter being the reserve of the privileged classes. Instead, boys tended to seek apprenticeships from about age 14 and in 1562 The Statute of Artificers introduced a compulsory seven-year apprenticeship for those who wanted to become craftsmen or tradesmen. Grammar schools increased, though were often detested by the boys attending them as places of strict punishment; but, again, they were not open to the poor. Girls in the seventeenth century, on the other hand, were restricted in their education on the grounds of gender inequality. This was a step backwards from the Tudors in the sixteenth century, whose more progressive ideas had been influenced by the Renaissance movement spreading from Italy. Sir Thomas More’s Utopia (1515/16) believed in a state education for both sexes, while in 1559 Thomas Becon questioned why, if ‘the youth of the male kind’ had access to schooling, then why not also ‘for the godly institution and virtuous upbringing of the youth of the female kind?’ (Cunningham 2006: 87). But even in the sixteenth century, this was limited, depending on a girl’s family attitudes and wealth. So the minority of girls received a good education, while the rest in both the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were taught at home or placed in service in another household and the end goal was always marriage. Becon wrote, ‘A maid should be seen, and not heard’, and this was very much a continuum from the Middle Ages, by which time females were regarded as being potential seductresses and corrupters of men, with the reminder of Eve ever present. It was thought that the pursuit of learning and wisdom in women, then, needed to be curtailed for these were believed to lead to dangerous passions; the emphasis was to raise girls to be compliant and passive and to be ever-vigilant lest they show signs of their sinful Mother Eve (Cunningham 2006: 89).

In the mid-sixteenth century, an increase in vagrancy and begging among the populace, including children, caused concern and fear among the authorities. In 1547, the Vagrancy Act granted the removal of such children between the ages of 5 and 14 from their parents by anyone who could occupy them up to age 20 for women and 24 for men, and should they run away, their new guardian could ‘use him or her as his slave in all points until it came of age’, although the enslavement part of the legislation was repealed two years later (Cunningham 2006: 95). Keeping children occupied seems to be the biggest concern, for in 1536 the Act For Punishment of Sturdy Vagabonds and Beggars granted public authorities the right to remove healthy beggars aged 5 to 14 and ‘apprentice them to masters in husbandry or other crafts’ (Cunningham 2006: 95). In 1626, the Orders for the Poor said, ‘That no child be suffered to beg but that all the children of the poor that are not able to relieve them be set to sewing, knitting, bonelace-making, spinning of woollen or linen yarn, pin-making, card-making, spooling, button-making, or some other handiwork as soon as ever they be capable of instruction to learn the same.’ Parliament continued to pass laws affecting poor children, with the 1597 Act for the Relief of the Poor and in 1601 when that act was changed slightly. These acts of intervention affected numerous children from the late sixteenth century until 1834, when it was amended again and was known as ‘the Old Poor Law’. The stipulations remained pretty much the same: churchwardens and overseers of the poor in each parish were required to apprentice out not only beggars but any child whose parents were not deemed capable of supporting them financially. A similar act was passed in Scotland in 1572, though it was harder to enforce, given a lack of national and local communication (Cunningham 2006: 96). With the expansion of the British Empire, there was a further response to the burden of poor children on the state: according to one account in 1627, ‘There are many ships now going to Virginia, and with them, some 1400 or 1500 children’ (Cunningham 2006: 98). Though some parents and their children opposed such exodus, their pleas were ignored and many of the exiled children did not survive the journey.

COMING OF AGE?

By the mid to late eighteenth century, childhood underwent something of a revolution. One of the seventeenth century’s most influential philosophers was John Locke, whose Some Thoughts Concerning Education was published at the end of the seventeenth century in 1693. Rather than seeing the child as being full of original sin, Locke regarded each child as being born with a ‘blank sheet’. The child, then, observed Locke, only has potential and is moulded by its environment, including parents, peers and education. Later, Jeremy Bentham and Robert Owen drew on Locke in emphasizing the importance of the environment to which a child is subjected. Locke believed that there should be more books written for children and starting around 1740 there was a significant increase in the publication of children’s books. This was a cultural turn that recognized the importance of seeing children as unique beings with their own idiosyncrasies, rather than seeing them as small adults. This led to a rise in the purchase of the increasingly available books and toys for children (toys were available from the medieval period but increased in number and variety from the end of the seventeenth century onwards). With the intervention of Locke, eighteenth-century toys tended to have an educational slant. Arguably, this change was influenced by a lower mortality rate and higher birth rate by the end of the eighteenth century. From 1750 to 1775, the death rate of ruling class children below 5 years old decreased by 30 per cent. Indeed, from 1800 to 1914, children under 15 were never less than one-third of the British population. As such, there was a steadily growing market for book publishers, especially with increases in literacy among all classes. In a
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