
Anthropology of Children and Childhood: An Emerging Field of Research and Teaching 
 
My lecture will primarily focus on an emerging area of research and teaching in anthropology. In recent years, a 

distinct “anthropology of childhood” has emerged as a subfield within the disciple anthropology. Herskovit (1948) 

defines „cultural anthropology‟ as a scientific study of man and his works. The subject matters of social/cultural 

anthropology are social structure and network of social relationships. Children constitute roughly 35% of a given 

human population. Are children then NOT “human beings”? Are they NOT part and parcel of social structure and 

network of social relationships? Then, how can we ignore “children and their childhood” from the subject matters 

of anthropology? Baring few, children are almost invisible in classic ethnographies. Hardly any anthropology de-

partments in India offer a course on “anthropology of children and childhood‟.   

It is important for all of us to realize that childhood is no more the domain of developmental psychologists. The 

stance of developmental psychologists is increasingly questioned by cultural/social anthropologists. Children are 

held by developmental psychologists to be initially immature, irrational, asocial, and in need of a long developmen-

tal journey towards becoming mature, rational, and social adults. Developmental psychologists still see children as 

incomplete adults and have endorsed a strong separation between childhood and adulthood. Scholars of anthropolo-

gy see children as rational human beings with their own rights. They also highlight the heterogeneous nature of 

childhood and the impact that gender, age, birth order, and ethnicity have on children‟s experiences and daily lives. 

This subfield suggests a great diversity in definitions of, and ideas about childhood and the different roles and ex-

pectations placed on children according to their cultural backgrounds. Children create their own social structure 

which is part of the larger social structure. Children just have their own rules for doing/acting.   

Against the backdrop, my presentation will raise some critical questions relating to „anthropology of children and 
childhood‟. Some of those are: Should there be a separate sub-discipline „anthropology of childhood‟? How then 
childhood has to be defined within the proposed sub-discipline „anthropology of childhood‟? Why don‟t anthropol-
ogists like children? Why children have not been taken seriously by anthropologists? Why children are less visible 
in anthropology? What are the wrong perceptions of adults on children and their childhood? What is children‟s 
agency? How is that viewed within anthropology? What are the major anthropological literatures focusing exclu-
sively on children? Has the nature of childhood changed, and if so, how is childhood placed in changing social and 
cultural contexts? What are the methodological issues working on and with children? 
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