
Children are in the news every day. They are buried deep in complex 
statistics and highlighted as the main subjects of legislation. They 
come into view as victims and as perpetrators. They emerge as influ-

encers and among the too- easily influenced. They show up as refugees, as 
users of technology, as consumers, as prisoners, and as students. Occasion-
ally, they emerge as people with opinions. The understanding of childhood 
that frames all these stories is fuzzy at best and inconsistent at worst. Many 
assumptions about childhood go unspoken, and many myths about our care 
for the young go unchallenged. We’re even unclear on what defines a child—
is it a developmental stage? A legal category? Is there something universal 
called “childhood,” or does it vary by place and circumstance? As we report 
on their lives, we portray them in vastly contradictory ways, often incom-
pletely, and sometimes with surprise about what they know or what they can 
do. All of this confusion has consequences.

From Children in the News to Ideologies  
About the Child

In March 2018, thousands of students across the United States walked out 
of schools to protest gun violence and the policies that contribute to the 
stunning proliferation of school shootings.1 These protests were student- led, 
and even elementary- age youth participated, with or without the approval of 
school authorities. “The emergence of people not even old enough to drive 
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as a political force has been particularly arresting, unsettling a gun control 
debate that had seemed impervious to other factors,” reporters noted.2 Some 
youngsters saw important, exciting “parallels in a video they watched about 
youth marches for civil rights in 1963.”3 Hundreds of thousands turned out 
for the March For Our Lives, “in the most ambitious show of force yet from 
a student- driven movement.”4

In May 2019, more than a million students around the world walked 
out of school to demand that their governments do more to combat climate 
change; they had done this one Friday each month since February, initially 
moved by the posts of Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg (later recognized as 
time magazine’s 2019 “Person of the Year”). In this case, too, most of those 
on the streets were nonvoters, but they still felt called to urge their govern-
ments to act, and they demanded a response. Young people were experiencing 
themselves as meaningful political actors.

Children are in the news in less promising ways too. At the U.S.- Mexico 
border, reports are not of children calling for governments to be more respon-
sible but of young people being without the protection of any government. 
In unprecedented numbers, alone and with families, youth come “looking 
to escape dead- end poverty, violence and a lack of opportunities to study 
or work,” and along the way they “face a staggering array of threats, from 
thieves and rapists to hunger, loneliness and death.”5 At least six children 
have died in U.S. custody.6 It is not even known how many children have 
been separated from their parents at the border or how many are in custody. 
Even after “the [Donald] Trump administration announced it would end 
its practice of separating undocumented families,” the practice appeared to 
persist.7 Save the Children expressed “grave[] concern about the treatment 
and well- being of children from Latin American nations who are in the cus-
tody of the United States government after crossing the U.S.- Mexico border,” 
emphasizing the due- process rights that children possess and the trauma of 
separation for the children and their subsequent vulnerability to abuse.8 They 
urged focus on the best interests of the children and worried about “the loss 
of childhood” entailed in family separation and family detention.

In January 2019, a law was proposed in the Philippine Congress that 
would make people as young as nine criminally responsible, a change from 
the age of fifteen. As part of “President Rodrigo Duterte’s deadly antidrug 
campaign,” he wanted to go after “underage offenders working for drug 
gangs.”9 Even acknowledging gangs’ strategic use of children, child advo-
cates contested how widespread such practice is (perhaps two percent of 
crimes, they claim, are committed by children) and pointed to the dire eco-
nomic conditions of these children’s lives that make such work attractive. 
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They expressed concern about everything from the dangers to youth of being 
detained in crowded adult detention centers to the trauma that such young-
sters would endure in facing criminal trials.

How are we to think about these diverse stories? Our images of childhood 
do not easily accommodate the idea of young people as political actors. We 
think that they are too young to understand the complexities of politics, too 
inarticulate and inexperienced to be leaders in a movement, too immature 
to follow through on difficult, demanding tasks. And yet it may be adults’ 
perceptions of childhood that are the stumbling block rather than childhood 
itself, for those views flatten, exclude, distort, and constrain at least as much 
as they capture and celebrate.

We wrestle uncomfortably with how responsible youth of various ages 
are, especially (but not only) legally. At the border and in prisons, we are 
often “placing the burden on a child for failures of institutions meant to 
protect them.”10 When they engage in illegal acts, from “consensual” sex to 
prostitution to drug running to soldiering in rebel armies, we are unsure 
whether to treat them as criminals or victims. We seem to know that the 
circumstances of their young lives need to be understood, but we often 
want there to be limits to “extenuating circumstances,” such as extreme 
poverty and a history of abuse. Are children in need of protection, or are 
they (also) dangerous? Such issues reappear in the news regularly around 
the world.

In all these cases in the news, our treatment of children interacts with 
ideologies about them, reflecting and perpetuating inconsistent and often 
harmful views and allowing myths to persist—mollifying myths that resist 
needed change. Without question,

the predominant image we hold of the young child is one of inno-
cence and weakness, needing protection, although this has not always 
been the case and is not a universal image. As children enter adoles-
cence in our culture, their image often shifts to one of “barely  rational, 
un socialized, and unlawful” . . . needing to be controlled and pun-
ished. (Callaghan, Long- Wincza, and Velenosi 2017, 18) 

There are multiple images of youth to appeal to, from innocent to danger-
ous, and adults can choose from among them in their treatment of children, 
sometimes inconsistently, and sometimes for their own ends. Importantly, 
these images, even in their variety, are too often used to justify the silencing 
and the subordination of young people, which is not in their interest or the 
interest of the communities of which they are a part. 
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The characterization of children as innocent, and of childrearing as 
rightly geared toward protecting that innocence, has always proved problem-
atic. These ideals have never been universally applied. Children from lower 
classes have been put to work, for example, and those from racial minori-
ties have not escaped the demonizing characterizations commonly applied to 
their adult social groups. Further, such glib depiction of youth as untouched 
and unknowing fails to reckon with the complexities of young peoples’ lives, 
including the various traumas, challenges, and thrills they experience or the 
complicated sexual, intellectual, social, and political lives they lead. The asso-
ciation of youth with innocence persists, nonetheless, and it not only blinds 
us to important aspects of children’s lives but legitimizes our ignorance of 
their very real needs, desires, and contributions.

Too, the idea that we “protect” children is a myth that flies in the face of 
all kinds of statistics. According to Children International, one child in every 
seven will be born into poverty in the United States. Globally, more than 
three million children each year die from malnutrition.11 The United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) estimates that 150 million children worldwide 
are engaged as child laborers, meaning that “they are either too young to work 
or are involved in hazardous activities that may compromise their physical, 
mental, social or educational development.” It adds, “In the least developed 
countries, nearly one in four children (ages five to fourteen) are engaged in 
labour that is considered detrimental to their health and development.”12 
The International Labour Organization estimates that a million children 
“are in a forced labour situation as a result of trafficking.”13 The National 
Children’s Alliance reports that “nearly 700,000 children are abused in the 
U.S. annually,” primarily suffering from neglect, with the youngest being 
the most vulnerable.14 Armed conflicts around the globe bring special harms 
to millions of children and young people, many of which have lasting, even 
lifetime effects. They may witness the deaths of loved ones or be forced to 
bear arms themselves; some are raped, and others are forced into prostitu-
tion for subsistence; their educational opportunities are deeply compromised; 
and their very moral foundations may be shaken. “In the past ten years, as a 
result of armed conflict, over 2 million children have been killed, 6 million 
have been disabled, 20 million are homeless, and more than 1 million have 
become separated from their caregivers.”15

Girls face additional gender- specific traumas and challenges. According 
to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), “Traditionally, all societies have given preference to males over 
females when it comes to educational opportunity,” and still today, “virtu-
ally all countries face gender disparities of some sort.”16 Early marriage to 
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older men is another problem, one that ends girls’ educations and increases 
their chances of at- risk pregnancies, domestic violence, social isolation, and 
economic dependence. While around one in twenty- five boys will be sexu-
ally abused before the age of eighteen in the United States, perhaps one in 
seven girls will be victimized, 20 percent before the age of eight. Globally, 
around 7.4 million children ages five to eleven are domestic workers, as are 
3.8 million ages twelve to fourteen. Among the dangers these child domes-
tic workers face—and some two- thirds of them are girls—are physical and 
sexual violence.

Minority children in most cultures also face specific challenges based 
on their identities. In the United States, for example, Black children are 
hyperdisciplined, suspended, and expelled from school at higher rates than 
White children; are already targeted by law enforcement;17 are more likely 
to be removed from their homes by the child welfare system; and often live 
in “fragile urban neighborhoods” made more vulnerable by cuts to safety- 
net programs.18 Similarly, across Europe, Roma children are segregated in 
educational settings, often in decrepit buildings; are “as much as 27 times 
more likely to be diagnosed with mental disability than their non- Roma 
peers;”19 and “face bullying and harassment” in school and marginalization 
everywhere else.20

Other kinds of wrongs against the young are less easily quantifiable. Citi-
zenship is generally an all- or- nothing proposition, with little effort made to 
give the young as much voice in as many contexts as possible. Most educa-
tional environments are teacher- centered rather than student- centered, usu-
ally meaning that passivity and obedience are required of students and that 
“force- feeding” of material is the norm. In everyday conversations, children 
are interrupted and discounted at rates that surpass those of many other 
marginalized groups.

Simple slogans about how “children are our future” wrongly imply that 
we normally make their welfare and their voices our personal and social pri-
orities. We do not. We seem more often to begrudge them the resources they 
need to be healthy, safe, and well educated. We do not build communities 
that value them and provide them with opportunities to develop their poten-
tial and to give back. Child- friendly societies are by far the minority. And 
our fuzziness about childhood, the inconsistencies we tolerate, only grows.

The issues shaping the lives of children testify to the vulnerability and 
exploitation of a group of people—diverse themselves by age as well as by 
sex, race, class, ability, ethnicity, nationality, and religion—that every eman-
cipatory movement should recognize and address as systemic violations of 
fundamental rights. We don’t often think of children as a political group that 
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needs better treatment, and yet by the usual criteria, they do constitute such 
a group. We legislate differently for them as a class. Formally and informally, 
we regulate them in ways that we would never find acceptable for adults. We 
believe that adults and the state have responsibilities toward them, but we 
waver about how much we will really hold those actors responsible when they 
fail to fulfill those duties. As political scientist Elizabeth Cohen has so well 
documented, children’s status as citizens is complicated—they “inhabit an 
uncertain space between alienage and full citizenship” (2005, 221). 

Being a young person can be challenging when one wants to make one’s 
voice heard, to be treated decently, to love and to be loved—in other words, 
to be seen as a fully human being actively engaging with the world. This situ-
ation has existed in many eras, even as childhood has meant different things 
in different time periods:

It seems to be a particular condition of post- modernity that there are 
so many concerns around the need to preserve children’s innocence 
and so much legislation to protect children, while at the same time 
children have never been more exposed to realms that were previously 
the preserve of adults. It is critical that feminists engage in debate 
around these issues. (Spongberg 2008, 287)

It is indeed critical that feminists engage in debates about the conditions 
of children’s lives. In fact, one argument of this book is that feminists have 
long done so and that we need to remember and build on that rich history. 
Another argument in this book is that feminists are quite well poised to 
engage further in such work. In the instance just discussed, for example, 
we can easily see that long- standing feminist critiques of women’s supposed 
innocence, an innocence that was prescribed for and even demanded of 
them and that then was used to justify their exclusion from various jobs and 
civic duties, would be quite useful in raising questions about the supposed 
innocence of children—its truth and limits, its psychology and politics.21 
Feminist analysis is also necessary because “age always intersects with other 
socially constructed categories such as gender, race, and sexuality” (Field and 
Syrett 2015, 2), and intersectionality is among feminists’ principal methods 
used for understanding the dynamics of oppression.

Taking children seriously, whether as conversationalists, thinkers, or citi-
zens, does not require that we erase every distinction between those younger 
and older. It does mean thinking about children as members of various com-
munities, including families, schools, friendship circles, and civic groups. 
Young people come to understand themselves individually and socially in 
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such contexts, contexts that I, as a feminist political theorist, tend to charac-
terize as political—as involving collective, goal- based associations influenced 
by various other social formations and ideas, influencing members’ senses of 
self, and requiring and developing resources for joint action.

Children as Social and Political Actors 
Feminist analysis, I believe, encourages us to be wary of what Australian 
women’s studies scholar Barbara Baird calls “child fundamentalism”—focus 
on the “pure and innocent child, conceived outside of history and outside of 
politics” (2008, 293). Baird writes: 

Child fundamentalism is challenged when we refuse the child as a 
nostalgic object from a perfect past and as a symbol of a utopian 
future. Refusing child fundamentalism means allowing all that it 
disallows: the historical and political contingency of childhood and 
its variability; its gendered, classed and racialised nature; childhood 
desires and actions; and childhood excesses. (296)

Children are never really outside politics or beyond discussing in political 
terms. Nonetheless, one trait minimized in most conceptions of children is 
their existence as social and political actors, people who are affected by and 
trying to affect their circumstances for themselves and others, often in resis-
tance to structures and practices that want them or others to be subservient, 
obedient, or invisible. However, I believe that such a portrayal is (and has 
been) crucial to feminist understandings of childhood.

Bolivian feminist and labor activist Domitila Barrios de Chungara (1937–
2012) writes about how she and her father negotiated for her to be able to 
take her younger sisters with her to class, since otherwise she would have to 
have stayed home to care for them (her mother had died). Two years later, 
the school ended the practice, and Chungara left her siblings alone to go to 
school, against her father’s wishes, and leading to the death of one of them. At 
one point, having been thrown out of school, she watched the class through 
a window. Active in trying to obtain her own education, she concludes that 
there is a role that children do and should play in political action:

I think it’s so important for us revolutionaries to win that first battle 
in the home. And the first battle to be won is to let the woman, the 
man, the children participate in the struggle of the working class, so 
that the home can become a stronghold that the enemy can’t overcome. 
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Because if you have the enemy inside your own house, then it’s just 
one more weapon that our common enemy can use toward a danger-
ous end. (Chungara 1978, 36)

Egyptian feminist activist and memoirist Huda Shaarawi (1879–1947) 
also made autonomous decisions in her young life. Raised in the harem of 
an aristocrat who died when she was young, she formed relationships with 
older women with broader outlooks than her mother’s, including her father’s 
widow. She writes:

I loved Umm Kabira [literally Big Mother] immensely, and she 
returned that love and showed compassion toward me. She, alone, 
talked frankly with me on a number of matters. . . . She knew how 
I felt when people favoured my brother over me because he was 
a boy. . . . I withdrew into myself and resented those around me. 
I began to spend the afternoons in the garden amid the fruit and 
flower trees, and the birds, fish, and pet animals. I preferred the com-
panionship of these creatures to the company of humans who injured 
my self- esteem. (Shaarawi 1986, 34, 37)

She made decisions about with whom to interact about what and got the 
support she needed. 

Finally, Mary Harris Jones—better known as Mother Jones (1837–1930), 
the famed American labor activist—led children in at least two actions against 
child labor. “These little children were striking for some of the freedom that 
childhood ought to have,” she writes in her autobiography (1972, 73). Like 
Chungara and Shaarawi, Mother Jones understood how social institutions 
and practices can exclude, harm, or marginalize children (due to their gender, 
race, and class as well as their age) and how children often take self- affirming 
actions in response, sometimes in alliance with adults.

Other Ways of Characterizing Childhood
An oft- repeated idea is that prior to the Middle Ages, children were thought 
of and treated as “miniature adults,” a view that has to be somewhat over-
stated, since one cannot easily mistake a crawling, nonverbal, needing- to- 
be- fed, growing, one- year- old for an adult. Another view, probably sounder, 
is that they were property, belonging to their parents, whose authority over 
them was largely unchallenged and unchecked. Wikipedia defines a child as 
“a human being between the stages of birth and puberty.”22 Teenagers, then, 
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are something other than children. The United Nations (UN) Convention on 
the Rights of the Child defines a child as “a human being below the age of 18 
years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.” 
The UN thus concedes that the definition is political and acceptably variable.

Childhood has often been divided into developmental stages. According 
to the Child Development Institute, there are infants/babies (birth to age 
two years), toddlers/preschoolers (ages two to five years), school- age children 
(ages six to twelve years), and adolescents/teenagers (ages thirteen to eighteen 
years),23 although others break those large chunks into additional catego-
ries. Famed Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget (1896–1980) distinguished the 
phases intellectually: sensorimotor (birth through ages eighteen to twenty- 
four months), preoperational (toddlerhood through early childhood [ages 
two to seven years]), concrete operational (ages seven to twelve years), and 
formal operational (adolescence through adulthood).24 German developmen-
tal psychologist Erik Erikson (1902–94) divided the stages psychosocially, by 
psychosocial crisis and basic virtue: trust versus mistrust, and hope (infancy 
to age eighteen months); autonomy versus shame, and will (to age three 
years); initiative versus guilt, and purpose (ages three to five years); industry 
versus inferiority, and competency (ages five to twelve years); and ego iden-
tity versus role confusion, and fidelity (ages twelve to eighteen years).25 Thus, 
biological distinctions exist between adulthood and the stages that precede 
it, as do political, moral, and cognitive ones.26 All experts seem to agree that 
children are, in fact, “humans,” although it is not clear that we really treat 
them fully as such.27

The definition of childhood that we choose matters, because on such 
bases we ascribe rights and responsibilities. Based on their ages, we punish 
people differently (inside and outside formal criminal justice systems), man-
date attendance in schools (or forbid it in the paid workforce), and give people 
more or less decision- making power over their bodies (to pierce or tattoo or 
to have sex), to cite just a few examples. My goal is not a single, universal 
definition. There are so many criteria on which we can make distinctions, 
so many cultural considerations, and the fact that age matters more in some 
contexts than in others. But that complexity need not stop us from com-
ing up with feminist perspectives on childhood: looking at feminist views 
on widespread practices involving the young and imagining and working 
toward more just relationships and environments. In fact, the muddle of 
views should invite us to be more open to feminist thinking about the young, 
because the mostly-female authors have usually been in different relation-
ships with children than have the male authorities, and because their focus 
on issues of power and justice often brings different, neglected issues to the 
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forefront. Their ideas and practices are truly provocative and, dare I say it, 
original, a term that historian Berenice Carroll (1990) shows has rarely been 
applied to women thinkers.

Luckily, in this project, my goal is to start with what feminists have 
said about children and childhood rather than with an abstract definition, 
although those cited here provide useful points of comparison. Given femi-
nism’s commitments to equality and freedom from oppression, this approach 
allows me to explore whether certain understandings of childhood are, in 
fact, more conducive to liberatory ends, and how women’s often distinc-
tive experiences as girls and mothers inform their thinking about childhood. 
How inclusive is feminism, actually and potentially, when it comes to the 
wrongs against young people, and what understandings of children and 
childhood are most and least conducive to giving the young voice and get-
ting them respect?

The Form of the Book
I began my other books with a clear “table of contents” in mind—a picture 
of what I wanted the whole to do and look like. With this book, however, I 
struggled. How could I incorporate such dissimilar voices, disparate issues, 
and works from different time periods into a coherent whole? Could I make 
sense of what seemed to me exceedingly complex issues and avoid the tempta-
tion to turn away slyly from difficulties? I knew all the source that I had to 
draw from: current events; texts from the history of political thought, mostly 
by feminist social and political thinkers; autobiographies of historical feminist 
theorists; historical and contemporary feminist manifestos, where we can see 
how children appear on feminist agendas; academic and popular writing on 
particular issues of parenting and teaching; feminist science- fiction literature 
that envisions dystopian worlds where children are silenced and violated, and 
more utopian alternatives where young people thrive; and my analytic sharp-
ness, my political fight, and my tenderness.

In drawing on such diverse sources as well as my observations of and 
interactions with children of all ages, races, and classes, in all the locations 
discussed above and more, I follow my feminist foremothers, for they too 
read educational treatises, discussed childhood with friends and family, 
studied their own experiences through autobiography, and explored better 
alternatives in their nonfiction, their fiction, and their lives. Their lessons are 
linked to what we today might call critical pedagogy: in no necessary order, 
observe diverse practices; study a range of books; consider and converse about 
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them; and experiment. Be sensitive and critical, generous and demanding. 
Employ feminist skepticism and methods, including giving attachment and 
experience the central place they deserve. Repeat. The origin of this work, 
and the passion behind it, is particular stories and certain episodes engraved 
in my heart. I use feminist sources that I trust to wrestle with them. That is 
my “organizing principle”—my conversational method, about which I have 
written a bit elsewhere (Weiss 1998). 

I have long struggled and experimented with form in my writing. While 
I mastered the academic journal article and book early in my career, by the 
time I wrote my second book, I was already straying and experimenting. My 
motives for departing from the norms and traditions of academic writing are 
probably common: readers and writers can find academic arguments to be 
tiresome, formulaic, elitist, and even deadening. In school, I was directed to 
edit the passion out to make my work appropriately scholarly, even though 
that passion motivated me to do the work well and made it interesting to 
read. Too, much of the historical work I was reading varied in form. So, just 
as young artists often begin by imitating the “masters,” I tried writing via 
lists, dialogue, and letters, as did my feminist predecessors, explaining the 
origin of each piece I wrote and making the process of thinking through 
things more visible (instead of just presenting and defending my conclusions). 
Due to my working- class origins and my politics, writing fairly plainly comes 
easily to me, though no doubt over the years my vocabulary and references 
have become more those of an insider to the academy. You definitely hear my 
voice in these pages.

I include examples and stories in the book (my own and those of the 
authors I use) to support a point and to begin an inquiry. As my friend Amber 
Knight pointed out to me, it seems especially appropriate in a book on child-
hood that stories be present, given the role of stories in children’s lives. We 
create story- time hours at the public library, emphasize reading in many 
classrooms, and encourage reading stories aloud to the young at home. Fur-
ther, children love to tell stories: ghost stories around the campfire, tales of 
adventures among their toy animals, and reviews of what happened at school. 
The forms their tales take—less linear and more meandering, sometimes 
mixing the “real” and the “imagined”—tend to lead to their dismissal; how-
ever, adults lose out on knowledge and show disregard for the ways of young 
people by discounting or ignoring them. I counter this trend by centering my 
encounters, my stories, with various young people. I use them to introduce 
two main sections of the book. I also include stories from adults in the final 
section.
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The Contents of the Book
In addition to these introductory thoughts about who/what is a child, I add 
to Part I a second chapter that asks why feminist reflections on children are 
particularly important or useful. What does that lens have to offer? And 
aren’t feminists, after all, sort of opposed to the family structure and to child-
rearing? While the whole book is, in essence, an argument for the relevance 
and importance of feminist reflections, these early comments help open the 
door to such a perspective.

Part II, on voice and silence, starts with a set of stories that should ground 
the book, emphasizing themes of voice and recognition. Then, in Chapter 3, 
“The Everyday Silencing of Children and the Feminist Politics of Voice,” I 
follow up on these stories and lay out some of the problems to be addressed 
in this book by centering the silencing of children, a problem in itself and 
related to the invisibility of children’s concerns in many contexts. I have three 
goals in this chapter: make clear the place that silencing has in the everyday 
lives of the young, touch on some representative practices that reinforce that 
silence, and explore whether recent feminist consideration of voice and silence 
is broad enough to capture the silencing of the young.

Part III, which I call “Historical Threads,” contains three chapters that 
explore various contributions of historical feminists to the topic of child-
hood, a history that I argue has largely been lost to us but that we will ben-
efit mightily from reclaiming and expanding. I begin, though, with another 
set of stories that sets the stage for the inquiries that follow, focusing on 
such political themes as freedom, participation, and community. Chapter 4 
then examines how political concepts, such as tyranny and resistance, that 
have been used to understand and critique sexual inequality and to argue for 
women’s freedom are also used with surprising consistency and efficacy in 
early feminist discussions on the status and treatment of youth. This appli-
cation is not the result simply of “adding and stirring”—of taking concepts 
used in one arena (sexual equality) and employing them in another (the sta-
tus of youth)—but a case of the concepts being developed through study of 
the inequality of women and children, among others. It is my great pleasure 
to work in this chapter with the writings of Mary Wollstonecraft, Frances 
Wright, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Ellen Key, and Simone de Beauvoir to 
showcase this long tradition.

In Chapter 5, I take a deeper look at two other historical thinkers—
Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Emma Goldman—to emphasize some of the 
diversity of feminist critiques and visions of childhood rather than com-
mon threads and traditions. This chapter makes visible two different frames 
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that feminists have used to understand and revision childhood: an anarchist 
feminist perspective and a socialist feminist one. We get to see how one’s 
political commitments make visible different wrongs to children, and espe-
cially how they lead to different priorities in rethinking and restructuring 
children’s lives.

To finish out the historical section but also begin the transition into con-
temporary work, in Chapter 6, I draw on my recently published collection of 
collectively authored feminist declarations and manifestos from around the 
world, documents that emerged from feminist gatherings, organizations, and 
conferences. I was struck as I amassed those documents by where and how, for 
centuries, children kept showing up on feminist agendas; again, the centrality 
of these issues to feminism was not very familiar to me in my own decades 
of feminist thinking and activism. Yet in these manifestos, which lay out the 
wrongs of patriarchy (and racism, classism, and colonialism) and offer visions 
of a more feminist world, children’s issues are definitely visible. I try to capture 
something of the evolving sense of what issues surrounding childhood were 
deemed important to the authors as feminist activists and thinkers.

Altogether, my major contributions in Part III are the rediscovery of a 
thrilling and radically feminist tradition advocating for the liberatory treat-
ment of youth and a demonstration of how women we know primarily as 
feminist thinkers and women we know primarily as feminist activists have, 
in fact, important and distinctively feminist takes on childhood.

Part IV moves from historical to contemporary analysis. I look at the 
contributions that recent feminist- friendly theorizing might make to more 
liberatory childhoods. Chapter 7, titled “Learning from Feminist Epistemol-
ogy,” argues that the silencing of children, the theme so central to this book, 
constitutes an injustice that we should be prepared to address. I use a book 
very important to contemporary feminist epistemology—Miranda Fricker’s 
Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing—to convey the serious-
ness of the wrong—the injustice—of the everyday silencing of young people. 
I consider why Fricker virtually ignores conversational norms between chil-
dren and adults in this path- breaking book and look to see whether the idea 
of being wronged as knowers can nonetheless help us rethink where, when, 
with whom, and about what children should be invited to participate in 
conversation. 

Chapter 8, “Learning from Feminist Disability Theory,” looks at the 
contributions that feminist disability theory might make to recognizing the 
voices of children. Disability theory pays a great deal of attention to rela-
tions between unequals (especially patients with impairments and doctors) 
and argues for the importance of all perspectives, even in unequal relations. 



16  |  CH A P TER 1

Because the relationship between adults and children is also in some ways a 
relation between unequals, I tap disability theory for what it might teach us 
about more respectful interactions between adults and youth.

Chapter 9, “Learning from Queer Theory,” rounds out considerations of 
contemporary feminist- friendly theorizing. Queer theory has especially been 
interested in youth who are, for some reason, “different.” It includes stud-
ies of the effeminate boy and the tomboy, for example, as well as gay youth. 
It is also very thoughtful about what it means to talk about “the child” in 
destructive or mindless ways and how we might do better. Overall, these 
three chapters take the conversation from historical feminist contributions to 
childhood studies to contemporary trends that do or might offer us visions 
and strategies for more constructive adult- child relations.

I close out this section by again bringing together historical and contem-
porary sources, this time in a united tradition of speculative fictional stories 
that offer quite a bit of information on what feminists think makes childhood 
(un)livable. In all the secondary literature on these books, childhood is not 
a theme that gets much attention. I remedy that. And I leave readers with 
visions of what kinds of social arrangements we might want to avoid in the 
name of that respect for young people that I argue is intrinsic to feminism, 
and where we might want to direct our energies in restructuring homes, 
schools, and communities. I end that with a short afterword.

Politically, respectful treatment of young people is near the top of my 
own agenda, as my book shows that it has been for innumerable other femi-
nists. Combining that concern here with my love of historical feminist theory 
and activism, presenting a feminist history of reflections on childhood, has 
been a journey of intellectual and political discovery, excitement, and com-
mitment. May my readers experience even part of my fascination and joy at 
this recovery!

NOTES

1. For a list of school shootings that is sure to astound, see https:// en .wikipedia 
.org /wiki /List _of _school _shootings _in _the _United _States. Accessed on April 20, 
2018.

2. Vivian Yee and Alan Blinder, “National School Walkout: Thousands Protest 
against Gun Violence across the U.S.,” New York Times, March 14, 2018.

3. Christopher Carbone, “National School Walkout: Students Protest Gun Vio-
lence, Call for Action One Month after Parkland Shooting,” Fox News, March 14, 
2018.

4. “March For Our Lives Highlights: Students Protesting Guns Say ‘Enough Is 
Enough,’” New York Times, March 24, 2018.
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5. “Detentions of Child Migrants at the U.S. Border Surges to Record Levels,” New 
York Times, October 29, 2019.

6. “Six Children Died in Border Patrol Care. Democrats in Congress Want to 
Know Why,” ProPublica, January 13, 2020. 

7. Geneva Sands, “81 Children Separated at Border since Trump’s Executive Order 
on Dividing Families,” CNN, December 6, 2018.

8. “U.S. Border Crisis,” Save the Children, 2019, available at www .savethechildren 
.org /us /what -  we -  do /emergency -  response /us -  border -  crisis.

9. Jason Gutierrez, “Philippine Law Would Make 9- Year- Olds Criminally Liable,” 
New York Times, January 22, 2019.

10. Ibid.
11. “Global Poverty,” Children International, available at https:// www .children .org 

/global -  poverty.
12. “UNICEF Data: Monitoring the Situation of Children and Women,” UNI-

CEF, available at https:// data .unicef .org /topic /child -  protection /child -  labour/.
13. “Trafficking in Children,” International Labour Organization, available at 

http:// www .ilo .org /ipec /areas /Traffickingofchildren /lang -   -  en /index .htm.
14. “National Statistics on Child Abuse,” National Children’s Alliance, available 

at https:// www .nationalchildrensalliance .org /media -  room /national -  statistics -  on -  child 
-  abuse/. 

15. Robert T. Muller, “The Invisible Trauma of War- Affected Children,” Psychol-
ogy Today, April 27, 2013, available at https:// www .psychologytoday .com /blog /talking 
-  about -  trauma /201304 /the -  invisible -  trauma -  war -  affected -  children.

16. “World Atlas of Gender Equality in Education,” 2012, available at https:// www 
.macfound .org /media /files /UNESCO -  world -  atlas -  gender -  education .pdf.

17. Crystal Webster, “Black Children Have Always Known State Violence,” Wash-
ington Post, June 15, 2020. 

18. “Families for Kids of Color: A Special Report on Challenges and Opportuni-
ties,” available at https:// www .issuelab .org /resources /9261 /9261 .pdf.

19. Gwendolyn Albert et al., “Segregation of Roma Children in Education—Suc-
cesses and Challenges,” 2015, available at https:// library .parenthelp .eu /wp -  content 
/uploads /2018 /02 /segregation _of _roma _children _in _education _ -   _successes _and 
_challenges _ -   _final -  1 .pdf.

20. “Segregation, Bullying and Fear: The Stunted Education of Romani Children 
in Europe,” Amnesty International, April 8, 2015, available at https:// www .amnesty 
.org /en /latest /news /2015 /04 /the -  stunted -  education -  of -  romani -  children -  in -  europe/.

21. The overlap of issues between children’s and females’ “invisible” domestic work 
has largely, ruefully, been missed in Peru’s movement of working children, a movement 
of some ten thousand working youth, where there has not been “a sustained discussion 
of feminism in the movement,” and “there is a loss here,” complicated by the question of 
whether children have a right to work (Villarin and Taft 2018, 258–260).

22. “Child,” Wikipedia, available at https:// en .wikipedia .org /wiki /Child.
23. “The Ages and Stages of Child Development,” Child Development Institute, 

available at https:// childdevelopmentinfo .com /ages -  stages / # .WO -  ePlPyuV4.
24. “Piaget Stages of Development,” WebMD, available at https:// www .webmd 

.com /children /piaget -  stages -  of -  development #1.
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25. Saul McLeod, “Erik Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development,” Simply
Psychology, 2017, available at https:// www .simplypsychology .org /Erik -  Erikson .html.

26. It is interesting that we do not as readily divide adulthood into developmental
stages.

27. An interesting philosophical podcast, What Is a Child?, can be found at https://
soundcloud .com /philosophytalk /what -  is -  a -  child.
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