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Abstract: The article presents the theme which is connected with programme 
and syllabus of the department of teacher education and create a question what place 
the anthropology of child and childhood may take in Polish studies of the 21st century. 
After many years of laborious research on children’s culture, children’s folklore, ethno-
graphy of childhood, sociology of childhood, and children’s pedagogy and psychology, 
after the discussions about “childhood reinvented” and many “breakthroughs” in studies 
about the interdisciplinary nature of such research (from Ellen Key’s work, to Janusz 
Korczak, to Philippe Ariés and Paul Hazard), knowledge of children and youth’s litera-
ture and of children’s culture, eventually became a part of Polish studies’ programmes 
at the university level.

In modern times, an additional source of materials are journals and memoirs, which 
help understand both traumatic and ludic experiences of the child better.

Traumatic experiences often appear to be taboo. A special place is reserved for child-
ren’s reports of the Holocaust. Our times, which bring many threats to the young (crisis of 
family, drugs, sexual abuse, child prostitution, homelessness, religious sects, exploitation 
at work, excessive consumerism, Internet addiction, etc.), are a domain for sociology of 
childhood and adolescence. 

Therefore, it seems that a new field of knowledge about childhood is needed, a field 
that takes into consideration the following, previously neglected aspects: historical, socio-
logical, political-scientific, and ethnographic with the context of children’s folklore, also 
indeterminacy of child’s social role

Key words: Anthropology of childhood, children studies, anthropology of peda-
gogy, socjology of childhood, history of childhood, politics and ethnography of childhood, 
childrens culture

Streszczenie: Artykuł ma na celu pokazanie, jakie miejsce w akademickiej dydaktyce 
polonistycznej (w ramach programu specjalizacji nauczycielskiej) może zająć w XXI wieku 
przedmiot antropologia dziecka i dzieciństwa. 

Po wielu latach żmudnych eksploracji kultury dziecka, dziecięcego folkloru, etno-
grafii dzieciństwa, socjologii dzieciństwa, pedagogiki i psychologii dziecka, dyskusji nad 
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dzieciństwem „wynalezionym” i „odkrytym na nowo” oraz wielu „przełomów” w badaniach 
związanych z eksponowaniem interdyscyplinarności w tychże badaniach (od pracy Ellen 
Key, przez Janusza Korczaka, po Philipa Ariésa czy Paula Hazarda) wiedza o literaturze 
dla dzieci i młodzieży, a z czasem także i wiedza o kulturze dziecka znalazły się wreszcie 
w programach kształcenia polonistycznego na studiach uniwersyteckich.  

W czasach nowożytnych dodatkowy materiał źródłowy w obrębie tego przedmiotu 
stanowiłyby również pamiętniki i wspomnienia, pozwalające wnikać w świat przeżyć 
dziecka, zarówno ludycznych, jak i traumatycznych, nierzadko obarczonych stygmatem 
tabu. Osobne miejsce zajmowałaby tu nie tylko literatura, której tematem jest kultura 
pamięci i przeszłości, ale także świadectwa dzieci z okresu holocaustu (zagadnienie to – 
jak wiemy – weszło już na stałe do repertuaru szkolnej edukacji polonistycznej). 

Nasza współczesność, niosąca młodym pokoleniom wielorakie zagrożenia (kryzys 
rodziny, narkotyki, molestowanie seksualne, prostytucja dziecięca, bezdomność, sekty 
religijne, wyzysk poprzez pracę, rozpasanie konsumpcyjne, uzależnienie od Internetu itp.), 
to już domena socjologii dzieciństwa i dorastania, ale także związana mocno z antropo-
logią dzieciństwa. W obszarze polityki dzieciństwa natomiast należałoby usytuować takie 
zagadnienia, jak ochrona praw dziecka, ingerencja rządów w jego wychowanie i edukację 
czy też wykorzystywanie nieletnich żołnierzy w konfliktach zbrojnych. 

Wszystkie wymienione powyżej aspekty wskazują na fakt, iż narodziła się wielka 
potrzeba wyłonienia nowej dziedziny wiedzy o dzieciństwie – przedmiotu o charakterze 
interdyscyplinarnym (child studies, children studies), uwzględniającego niedoceniane do 
tej pory aspekty: historyczny, socjologiczny, politologiczny i etnograficzny, połączonego 
wyraźnie – szerzej – z antropologią pedagogiki i edukacji.

Słowa kluczowe: Antropologia dzieciństwa, child studies, antropologia pedagogiki, 
socjologia dzieciństwa, polityka dzieciństwa, historia dzieciństwa, wiedza o kulturze dziecka

Our article aims to present what place the anthropology of child and 
childhood (within the programme of teaching specialization) may take in 
Polish studies of the 21st century.

After many years of laborious research on children’s culture, chil-
dren’s folklore, ethnography of childhood, sociology of childhood, and 
children’s pedagogy and psychology, after the discussions about “child-
hood reinvented” and many “breakthroughs” in studies about the inter-
disciplinary nature of such research (from the works of Ellen Key and 
Janusz Korczak, to Philippe Ariés and Paul Hazard) (Key 2005; Aries 2010; 
Hazard 1963; Korczak 2007), knowledge of children’s and youth literature 
and of children’s culture eventually became a part of Polish studies’ pro-
grammes at the university level (Norton 2003, Kiefer 2010; Galda, Cullinan,  
Sipe 2006; Sipe 2008).

It took place in the second half of the 1970s, when the teaching special-
ization was introduced. On top of psychology, pedagogy and methodology 
of teaching, such knowledge was meant to prepare students for teaching 
Polish culture and language in elementary schools, which is mostly based 
on texts written specifically for children. That change showed a need for 
new textbooks and for specialized academic staff, as so far the special-
ization had been taught by pedagogy experts, which implied a focus on 
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instrumental functions of children’s literature and related educational sys-
tems and goals. The change in Polish studies shifted the focus to literary 
studies, especially the aesthetic aspect of literature that is connected with 
inherent poetics and the historico-literary process. The first to emerge was 
the history of children’s and youth literature, which from the methodolog-
ical perspective was a reflection of general history of literature – with its 
characteristic hierarchy that is more interested in lives and works of most 
prominent writers, and development of periodical press and literary cri-
tique within movements of the period, than in historical poetics or broad 
cultural contexts of texts. It was because of literary communication and 
works of Edward Balcerzan, Stanisław Barańczak and Jerzy Cieślikowski 
that the category of child’s recipient within the text was coined (Balcerzan 
1973; Barańczak 1973; Cieślikowski 1974). Cieślikowski advanced the 
research by placing such a recipient within its relevant cultural and histor-
ical contexts. It helped question the established periodization of the history 
of children’s literature, which cannot be limited to a framework defined 
by important historical events. It also helped define children’s literature 
not only in relation to literary and pedagogical trends, but first and fore-
most in relation to children’s subculture seen as a domain of fun, which 
encompasses child’s ludic imagination, and the need for games and other 
forms of creative expression that are a source of fun. Cieślikowski’s works 
helped make an anthropological breakthrough in the concept of child as 
a recipient of literature, acknowledging that the child and childhood are 
not only existential and psychophysical categories, but also the essence 
of art that aims to educate (literacy tuition), entertain, and bring back the 
paradise lost. Therefore, Cieślikowski called for foundation of paidology, 
that is an interdisciplinary field of knowledge aimed at studying “the child, 
childhood, and works for children and by children” (Cieślikowski 1979). 
The child, as homo ludens, was acknowledged as a measure of worth of 
literature and art for non-adults.

Another anthropological breakthrough is taking place right now. It 
began when a famous French historian and demographer Phillippe Ariès 
published his work titled L’enfant et la vie familiale sous l’ancien regime 
(1960), in English known as Centuries of Childhood. In this book the author 
suggests that childhood is something more than a biologically and psycho-
logically conditioned period of human development; it is also a cultural con-
struct shaped by religious, social and civil changes. Childhood needs were 
ignored in medieval societies and then discovered during the Renaissance, 
which manifested itself also in art. However, Ariès fails to mention fiction 
for children, which emerged in the 18th century thanks to French tutors. 
This topic was, however, of interest to a French historian of ideas Paul 
Hazard, the author of an article titled Les livres, les enfants et les hommes 
(1931, English title: Books, Children and Men) where he expressed scath-
ing criticism of the aforementioned “tutors’ literature”, since it had been 
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refused by children, who had preferred books valued by adults, such as Don 
Quixote, Gulliver’s Travels, Robinson Crusoe or Baron Munchausen. As if 
anticipating Ariès’s approach, Hazard titled the first two chapters as fol-
lows (own translation): “Chapter 1. Men Have Always Oppressed Children” 
and “Chapter 2. How Children Fought Against Adults”. This opposition 
between overtly didactic literature for children and freely chosen literature 
that reflects their emotional needs, elevated children’s literature to the 
level of countercultural defiance. In Cieślikowski’s works, this opposition 
is reflected in the juxtaposition between Stanisław Jachowicz’s moralizing 
tale for children,  which represses their spontaneity, and Juliusz Słowacki’s 
fable about Janek who made shoes for dogs (in: Kordian), which promotes 
nonconformist attitudes. In both cases the focus is the literary construct 
of childhood, which is understood differently by the bourgeoisie (the 
Biedermeier mentality) and by the gentry (Romantic) mentality. However, 
historians of childhood are more interested in the status of the book in the 
intelligentsia or gentry families of the time than in the book itself. They 
also study family relations between parents and children, home education, 
day routine of the child, child fashion, toys, games, food, hygiene, etc.1.

This is why, besides homo ludens, we should mention, as Grzegorz 
Leszczyński did, other cultural images of the child: homo legens, homo 
domesticus, homo scholasticus, homo artifex. (Leszczyński 2006; Badinter 
1980; Flandrin 1998; Żołądź-Strzelczyk 2002, 2008, 2010; Pachocka 2009).

In modern times, an additional source of materials are journals and 
memoirs, which help better understand both traumatic and ludic expe-
riences of the child, which often appear to be taboo. A special place is 
reserved for children’s reports of the Holocaust. However The Diary of 
a Young Girl (1947, 1952 in English) was very seldom an obligatory school 
reading in Poland (nonetheless, the subject of war and the Holocaust is 
nowadays present in many textbooks2). This is also true for memoirs of 
Polish children that were deported to the USSR during the war. Moreover, 
in recent decades we have witnessed a growing number of memoirs about 
growing up in the Polish People’s Republic – they are an intriguing coun-
terpoint for children’s literature of that period, which often distorted the 
reality3 (Górnicka-Boratyńska 2010). An extraordinary book that could 
enrich the list of obligatory readings is Jacek Dukaj’s Wroniec (2009, trans. 
Crowman). This is a quasi-memoir, dark phantasmagoria about the Martial 
Law period in Poland, presented from the perspective of the culture of 

1  A proof of it may be an impressive series of monographs, mostly by French writers, under the 
common title “Daily Life in…”. Nearly every text contains chapters on children and their upbringing. 
Another example is a monumental, 5-volume work titled Histoire de la vie privée [trans. History of 
Private Life], Ariès P. and Duby G. (ed.), 1985- 1999.

2  Including fragments of Emmanuel Schmitt’s Noah’s Child, fragments of Roma Ligocka’s The 
Girl in the Red Coat, Markus Zusak’s The Book Thief, and short-stories by Ida Fink (such as The 
Garden That Floated Away, Warszawa 2002).

3 See: photography exhibition “Childhood in the Polish People’s Republic”: http://swidnica24.pl/
dziecinstwo-w-prl-u-w-galerii-swidnickiej/ [accessed on 14.11.2015]; One can learn a lot about the 
daily life in the Polish People’s Republic from the novels by A. Bahdaj, E. Niziurski, Z. Nienacki or 
K. Siesicka.
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remembrance (both collective and individual) – it is a grotesque depiction 
of a totalitarian system enriched with surreal illustrations.

Our times, which bring many threats to the young (crisis of family, drugs, 
sexual abuse, child prostitution, homelessness, religious sects, exploitation 
at work, excessive consumerism, Internet addiction, etc.), are a domain for 
sociology of childhood and adolescence (Matyjas 2006, Zwoliński 2012). 
Still, literature provides many examples of such threats, as convincingly 
described by Grzegorz Leszczyński4, among other authors. Speaking of spe-
cific titles, we should mention Marcin Szczygielski’s Czarny Młyn [trans. 
The Black Windmill] (2011), Anna Onichimowska’s Hera, moja miłość [trans. 
Hera, My Love] (2003) and Lot Komety [trans. Flight of the Comet] (2007), 
John Green’s Looking for Alaska (2005), and M. J. Hyland’s Carry Me Down 
(2005), E. Przybylska’s Dzień kolibra (The Day of Humming-bird) (1997).

In terms of the politics of childhood, we should mention such issues 
as children’s rights protection, governments’ influence on education and 
upbringing, or military use of children. (Carrisi 2007; Leszczyński 2010; 
Papuzińska, Żurakowski 1985).

Obviously, this is not an exhaustive list of disciplines connected with 
childhood. Before they emerged and complemented history of pedagogy 
and sociology of education, there existed ethnographic studies on customs 
and practices connected with birth and upbringing in exotic and/or indig-
enous cultures, which were not influenced by norms of the so-called west-
ern civilization. Children’s folklore was the first to be noticed when German 
Romantics took an interest in it. Only later did that interest include customs 
connected with birth and inclusion of the child to tribal/family/communal life 
of adults – the latter usually entailed specific rites of passage the child had 
to undergo (Mead 1929; Malinowski 1984; Eliade 1909; Biegeleisen 1929; 
Simonides 1988; Gennep 2006). Such studies have an ethnographic and his-
torical value, similarly to works about traditional games and toys for children 
– these ludic needs, however, are today satisfied with different means (televi-
sion, comic books, computer games, the Internet), which is a research sub-
ject in sociology of childhood (Maciejewska-Mroczek 2012; Zasacka 2008).

Therefore, it seems a new field of knowledge about childhood is needed, 
a field that takes into consideration the following, previously neglected 
aspects: historical, sociological, political-scientific, and ethnographic. In 
the English-speaking world, this field of knowledge is referred to as chil-
dren studies (Szymborska 2014), however we would like to propose a dif-
ferent name – anthropology of childhood. This name is analogous to Polish 
well-established names of such interdisciplinary fields as anthropology of 
words, anthropology of body, or anthropology of performing arts – fields 
that are already present in academic programmes. In the case of children’s 

4  The scholar interprets the net-generation’s prose of initiation, discusses axiologically lost char-
acters, and describes issues that make up the ethical complexity of the modern world (the chapters 
of his book have significant titles, such as: “Generation nobody”, “Meeting yourself, meeting the 
Other”, “Game of values”, “Literature of anthropological sensitivity”, “The great escape”). 
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literature, as seen by Polish teachers and educationalists, history of child-
hood lets us pose questions about its origin and development as related 
to the process of discovering the nature and needs of the child (which 
may also be a subject of texts for adult readers). The sociological aspect 
helps study children’s literature in relation to, for instance, contemporary 
morality. The political-scientific aspect reveals connections with contempo-
rary ideologies and politics. Finally, the ethnographic aspect aims to show 
relations to exoticism, initiation practices, folk pedagogy (folklore for chil-
dren), and children’s sub-culture (children’s folklore). 

Martin Woodhead writes [own translation]:

Interest in “childhood research” is sometimes regarded as a result of frustration 
over fragmentary depiction of childhood in academic discourse, over research 
methods, and as an objection to the traditional „division” of childhood between 
psychology, sociology, and anthropology. These disciplines objectify childhood and 
submit it to such constructs as developmental processes, socialization, and accul-
turation. The call for interdisciplinary research on childhood entails a more inte-
grated approach to research and education, as they are connected with life and 
welfare of children; it also calls for a more “shared and common” vision of “the 
child in context”, which has become a priority also for politics and professional 
education (Woodhead 2008, 12).

* * * * *
Dynamically developing research within children studies in Western 

Europe and the USA emphasizes the role of school as a public institution 
whose aim is, among other goals, to describe, analyse, and promote chil-
dren’s culture5 (Kehily 2008; Mouritsen, Qvortrup 2002). At the end of 
our deliberations, we should mention Russian childhood studies that led 
to emergence of another new discipline called pedagogic anthropology. It 
stands for knowledge about man, which is meant to facilitate education of 
children (in its broad definition, it entails school education), and is based 
on the assumption that a specific character of any human being is shaped 
in childhood and manifests itself through common but regular symptoms, 
such as: child’s whims, fears, reading choices, formation of one’s sexual 
identity, religiousness, or modes of upbringing and education.

In a Russian textbook on pedagogic anthropology, a thematic selection 
of autobiographical fragments (written by people from different classes, 
professions, and nations of Europe) is preceded with a suitable introduc-
tion, while the student, having read them, is supposed to answer a number 

5  According to the Danish scholars (Mouritsen and Qvortrup), the child’s culture is formed by: a/ 
adults and their specific understanding of “quality” of products for children and their purposes: edu-
cational, entertaining, artistic; b/ adults and children; c/ children only. When analysing the modern 
culture of the child, it is worth looking at web portals for children and adults (e.g. www.czasdzieci.
pl), where one can notice as their (i.e. children’s and adults’ – parents, teachers, educationalists; 
here not only as carers but also consumers) interests converge. See J. Qvortrup, Child Culture – Play 
Culture – Sociology of Childhood: Conceptual Liberation, 2002, in: Childhood and Children’s Cul-
ture, ed. by Flemming Mouritsen and Jens Qvortrup, University Press of Southern Denmark. 
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of questions. Some of the examples are as follows: What reasons persuade 
writers to share autobiographical reflections? Who defines professional 
future of an individual better – a child, a parent, a teacher, a psycholo-
gist…? In your childhood, have you ever experienced the challenge of 
overcoming yourself, training your willpower, etc.? What helped to you in 
such situations? To what extent do education theories you know answer 
the question of how to cope with child’s whims? What is the role of fear 
in children’s games and imagination? Who chose readings for you when 
you were a child and in what manner were they chosen? Is there a con-
nection between the state of infatuation and creativity? If so, what is that 
connection? As a child, what was your relation to God? What emotions and 
feelings define the relation between the child and their parents? What can 
cause child’s negative attitude to school? (Bim-Bad, Koszeleva 1988).

ACADEMIC PROPOSITIONS
As an academic course, anthropology of childhood may adopt the fol-

lowing subjects and highlight the aspects mentioned below: 

1. Study of the child and childhood as a socio-cultural phenom-
enon which includes the following issues:
b. childhood as an experience;
c. child and childhood as an artistic and literary construct; 
d. historical and social dimensions of childhood; 
e. child’s subjectivity in various educational systems; 
f. formation of human rights, political interventions; 
g. analysis of notions about childhood, and reconstruction of chil-

dren’s individual points of view (James 2008).
2.  Study on socio-cultural differences in the notion of childhood:

a. traditional approach (processes of socialization and education);
b. a global perspective (e.g. discussions about multiculturalism, 

migration, war, gender, adoption, the media and technology; 
including such topics as “street children” or “child soldiers”

3. The concept of the child as a subject of social life, coming from 
critique/revision of fields traditionally associated with research 
on childhood: developmental psychology and pedagogy (Lenzer 
2001). At this point we should mention Freudian attention to child 
sensualism, and exploration of early childhood and its traumatic 
characters, which were crucial for the development of childhood 
research at the end of the 19th c. “Regardless of discoveries that 
became widespread in the 20th c., this subject had been present in 
literature even earlier, in various forms but usually in an indirect 
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way (e.g. L. Carroll, Alice in Wonderland, 1865 or J. Barrie, Peter 
Pan -1911)” (Sztachelska 2014, 49). 

4. Thought about the child that is based on an ontological and 
epistemological difference between “childness” and so-called 
“adulthood”
At the turn of the 19th century, “the banner of childhood, that 
cult of youth, energy and immaturity that appeared in names of 
new literary groups (Young Scandinavia, Young Germany, Young 
Poland, Jugendstill), undoubtedly masked the crisis of culture” – 
writes Jolanta Sztachelska (Mills J., Mills E. 2000; Cataluccio 2006; 
Paczoska 2004).

5. Children’s readings as formative factors (here: from the 
patriarchal to the feminist model – a gender perspective) (Lasoń-
Kochańska 2012).

6. The child and art (here: childhood as represented in paintings, 
music, films, etc.) (Bobowski 2012).

7. Geography of childhood (categories of place and space) – 
a topographic turnaround in research on anthropology of child-
hood (geopoetics, cultural geography, place studies, urban studies) 
(Rybicka 2008).

8. An ethical turnaround – an ethical dimension of social research 
on the child and childhood, ethics of authenticity – a subject studied 
by, among other authors, a philosopher Charles Taylor (an expert on 
individualism), a childhood sociologist Doris Bühler-Niederberger, 
and a literary scholar Lisa Sainsbury6 (Bühler–Niederberger 2004; 
Sainsbury 2013; Yokota 2010). 

9. Comprehension and description of the phenomena of child 
and childhood in the context of the most important aspects 
of modern culture (e.g. in popular and mass culture; in the tra-
ditional and new media; the child as an interactive recipient); 
and the attempt to recreate the category of childhood in a fluid, 
ever-changing reality (Ohar, Michułka 2013/2014).

A number of specific and hard to define traits might pose a challenge 
in creating a cultural image of the child, while at the same time they will 
play a significant role in that process (Sztachelska 2014). These traits are 
as follows:

1. Age categories of children – “this trait is concerned with an unspec-
ified boundary between childhood and adolescence or adulthood, 
which is nowadays freely and often redefined” (Sztachelska 2014, 51).

6  Among Polish examples, we recommend novel written by Tomasz Tryzna – Panna Nikt [trans. 
Miss Nobody] (1996).
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2. Child’s wildness – “this trait arises from Rousseau’s thought that 
emphasizes the unclear origin of the child’s odd behaviour, amoral-
ity, asocial nature” (e.g. Kaspar Hauser –  ”orphan of Europe”, a man 
from nowhere, of unknown identity, wild, illiterate, a Tarzan figure, 
Mowgli – protagonist of Kipling’s The Jungle Book. A pop-culture 
version of such a character can be found in Nell, a 1994 film by 
Michel Apted).

3.  Indeterminacy of child’s social role – “this trait highlights child’s 
irrationality in terms of comprehending the world around them, 
unfamiliarity with social rules; it is the basic assumption to under-
stand the child as an [individual – D.M.] that exists [in a way – D.M] 
in the margin of social life” (Sztachelska, p. 51).

In research on the cultural image of the child and anthropology of child-
hood, the following aspects, however they are difficult to study and define, 
will play a key role: imagination, and child’s sensitivity and emotionality. 
As Sztachelska claims, their sources are always fascinating, despite being 
natural, unidentified, and sometimes “dark”.

In conclusion, not only a childhood historian but also a teacher (of the 
humanities) – despite studying them from a different perspective – should 
treat these issues similarly and draw similar conclusions. Since not the labels 
are important here, but the attitude of the scholar, who sees childhood as 
a world of the Other who needs to be understood and familiarized with it.
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