
[image: Cover-Image]





Precarities of 21st Century Childhoods




Critical Childhood & Youth Studies: Theoretical Explorations and Practices in Clinical, Educational, Social, and Cultural Settings

Series Editors

Awad Ibrahim, Gabrille Ivinson, Michael O’Loughlin, and Marek Tesar

Mission Statement

Critical Childhood & Youth Studies is a scholarly series that is concerned with understanding the lived experiences of children and youth in economic, social, cultural, political and historical contexts, and addresses complex experiences only knowable through multidisciplinary lenses. The series seeks to address the following core questions: How do notions of childhood & youth differ across time and space? What new theories and methodologies can we employ to enhance our understanding and wellbeing of young people? What position and meaning is attributed to children and childhoods in/across different societies, and what are the public and political discussions concerning children’s general position in society? Is agency possible, or must children live in states of exception? What can it mean to theorize the conditions and processes through which children and young people embody a meaningful existence in light of the histories they inherit?

Advisory Board

Jennifer Adair, Sonja Arndt, Marianne (Mimi) Bloch, Gail Boldt, Steven Bruhm, Erica Burman, Hannah Dyer, Giorgia Dona, Lisa Farley, Joanne Faulkner, Peggy Froerer, Lise Paulsen Galal, Madeleine Grumet, Janette Habashi, Lucia Hodgson, Richard Johnson, Julie Kaomea, Helen May, Zsuzsanna Millei, Leigh O’Brien, Carol Owens, Lacey Peters, Valerie Polakow, Elizabeth Quintero, Jenny Ritchie, Richard Ruth, Paula Salvio, Shilpi Sinha, Margaret Somerville, Kathryn Bond Stockton, Joseph Tobin, Mathias Urban, Honey Oberoi Vahali, Joseph Valente, Dan Woodman, and Handel Wright

Books in Series

Precarities of 21st Century Childhoods: Critical Explorations of Time(s), Place(s), and Identities Edited by Michael O’Loughlin, Carol Owens, and Louis Rothschild

Critiquing Social and Emotional Learning: Psychodynamic and Cultural Perspectives by Clio Stearns



Precarities of 21st Century Childhoods

Critical Explorations of Time(s), Place(s), and Identities

Edited by Michael O’Loughlin, Carol Owens, and Louis Rothschild

LEXINGTON BOOKS

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London




Published by Lexington Books

An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

86-90 Paul Street, London EC2A 4NE

Copyright © 2023 by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: O'Loughlin, Michael, editor. | Owens, Carol (Psychoanalyst), editor. 
   | Rothschild, Louis, editor.  
Title: Precarities of 21st century childhoods : critical explorations of 
   time(s), place(s), and identities / edited by Michael O'Loughlin, Carol 
   Owens and Louis Rothschild.  
Other titles: Precarities of twenty-first century childhoods  
Description: Lanham : Lexington Books, [2023] | Series: Critical childhood 
   & youth studies: theoretical explorations and practices in clinical, 
   educational, social, and cultural settings | Includes bibliographical 
   references and index. | Summary: “This interdisciplinary collection of 
   essays explores internal and external precarities in the lives of 
   children. The goal of the book is to illuminate, promote, and help 
   situate subjectivities that are often blotted out for both the child and 
   society”-- Provided by publisher.  
Identifiers: LCCN 2022054380 (print) | LCCN 2022054381 (ebook) | ISBN 
   9781666907773 (cloth) | ISBN 9781666907780 (epub)  
Subjects: LCSH: Child psychology. | Child development. | Children--Social 
   conditions. 
Classification: LCC BF721 .P69 2023  (print) | LCC BF721  (ebook) | DDC 
   155.4--dc23/eng/20221114 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022054380
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022054381

[image: ]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.













This book is dedicated to the memory of Rosiane Cristina dos Santos (1976–2021) of State University of Campinas in São Paulo State, Brazil, coauthor of Chapter 2, who sadly passed away prior to the completion of this book.










Contents

List of Figures	xi

Foreword	xiii

Acknowledgments	xvii

Introduction: Meditations on Precarity in Childhood	1

Michael O’Loughlin, Carol Owens, Louis Rothschild

Part I: Times	17

Chapter 1: Found Objects of/as Re-Membering Through the Lens of Child as Method	19

Erica Burman

Chapter 2: “School Is a Time-Out in My Tough Life!”: Use of Pause, Bridge, and Intermittence as Resources for Student Development in School	37

Ana Archangelo, Fabio Camargo Bandeira Villela, and Rosiane Cristina dos Santos

Chapter 3: Making Space for the Unfathomable: Liminality in Inner City Schools	51

Aileen Schloerb

Chapter 4: Psychoanalyzing “From Both Sides Now”: At the Extremities of Adolescence—“The Tweenies” and “The Twenties” as New Geo-Psychical Positions	63

Carol Owens and Jamieson Webster

Chapter 5: Childhood and Adolescence: The Familiar Strangeness of Virtuality	79

Liora Stavchansky

Part II: Places	93

Chapter 6: “I Love You More”: Making Childing Visible—Children’s Emotional Labor in Affluent Libidinal Economies	95

Anne-Marie Cummins

Chapter 7: The Precarity of Children’s Mental Wellness in Aotearoa New Zealand	109

Kaye P. Cederman

Chapter 8: Storying: Re-Writing History of Children and Families in Migration	125

Elizabeth Quintero

Chapter 9: States of Nowhere-Ness in Children and Adolescents	143

Ionas Sapountzis

Chapter 10: Inconspicuous Precarity: The Impossibility of the Inherently Creative Child	159

Katherine Martin

Part III: Identities	173

Chapter 11: The Weaponization of Childhood in Mussolini’s Ethiopian Laboratory and Its Revenants in Present Day Italy	175

Paula Salvio

Chapter 12: Necrophobia as a Nihilistic Preoccupation in Paternal Fantasies of Maturation Gone Awry	193

Louis Rothschild

Chapter 13: Re-Finding Lost Boys: Lessons from Literature and the Clinic	209

Marilyn Charles

Chapter 14: Fractional Distillation: On Psychoanalysis’ (Mis)Formulation of Autistic Children	225

Ben Morsa

Chapter 15: Negotiating Agency in the Formation of Subjectivity: The Child, the Parental Other, and the Sovereign Other	241

Michael O’Loughlin

About the Contributors	269










List of Figures

Figure 11.1: Children in uniforms painting a map of Ethiopia, Eritrea colonial postcard (Aurelio Bertiglia, colonial postcard, 1936).	177

Figure 11.2: Italian soldiers “feeding” weak and hungry natives (Aurelio Bertiglia, colonial postcard, 1936).	180

Figure 11.3: Genti del Tigrai Tacazze (The People of Tigrai) (Aurelio Bertiglia, colonial postcard, 1936).	182

Figure 11.4: Ethiopian female and Italian soldiers singing Faccetta Nera (Aurelio Bertiglia, colonial postcard, 1936).	186










Foreword

Psychoanalysis looks to childhood origins, but goes further; it rewrites childhood, it rewrites memory, it rewrites the body, and it rewrites desire. This is a writing that goes on writing itself in the unconscious all our lives. What remains of childhood, of origins, is often unsayable, therefore of the Real, and perhaps the most precarious aspect of our lives.

Before I remark on my reading of this crucial book, I want to reconsider my childhood and say something about my approach to working with children clinically over many years. Childhood is a creation in language, shadowed by the unsayable. In my clinical work the unsayable expresses a link between language, the signifier, and traumatic experience, experience that introduces a gap in time, place, and memory (Rogers, 2006). Another way to say this, and the several authors of this book do so very well, is that precarities are omnipresent in childhood and beyond; missed encounters in childhood return to us in unexpected moments as adults.

Recently, in a visit to see my sister in St. Louis, Missouri, I reencountered my mother and our different precarious childhoods with her. Our mother died some time ago, in 1988. Mary had kept the documentation of her life in boxes for thirty-four years when we opened them. First, we opened her banking statements, bills to be paid, handwritten in blue, crossed out in red, and refigured to fit her budget. Our mother kept holy cards, train tickets, our letters from camp, report cards, arts awards. As we unpacked the boxes, there was no present, no past, only an unprecedented mixing of times. When we opened the box of her dresses, “the Ma’s” scent rushed out and there she was—all around us in the room, every dress empty and every dress inhabited. Much of what we found my sister re-boxed, although perhaps in better order.

My response to opening the boxes was to find something new of my mother and myself. I had been leaving her for much of my life, disappearing in childhood into nothingness, nowhere; in adolescence into psychosis; later into books she could not read; eventually completing my education and leaving her in St. Louis, moving to Cambridge, Massachusetts. Yet in her yearning to keep us alive and with her, I realized she had been alone, raising us in the aftermath of my father’s suicide when she was still young, and we were only five and six. What came to me out of those boxes was a sense of her love, imperfect as it was. That realization changed my childhood, a childhood fraught with fear, neglect, abuse, and loss. Those words are poor placeholders for what I have written elsewhere, and they say so little. It was curious to me, this love that was transmitted from my mother to me, that changed childhood itself, made of childhood a palimpsest of memories, moments in time like clouds in motion.

Reading Precarities of 21st century childhoods: Critical explorations of time(s), place(s), and identities is refreshing and deeply gratifying. This book adumbrates the experiences of children and our conception of childhood in new and surprising ways. I appreciate in particular the plurality of positions signaled to the reader in every part of this book; there are many precarities, likewise times, places, and identities, that children encounter and experience in the 21st‌‌‌‌ century. The book challenged me to consider more acutely and honestly the cruel markers of structural trauma, prohibitions that cross generations and geo-political borders, and the failure of language by adults to convey the singular subjective experiences of children and adolescents, rendering them all but invisible to us and to themselves. 

Reading this book allows me to see some of the limitations of my own lifetime of work with children and their families. My published writing carries my own peculiar preoccupations, preoccupations that were already present in the notes on which I relied as a source. My focus has been on the clinic, the inner life of a child unfolding in play and in speech. Too often what fell away was the wider context, that envelop of life at scale in various times, places, cultures, that has rendered this or that childhood particularly and acutely precarious.

This book invites us as readers to consider and situate subjectivities in various contexts of childhood, for example, to question the place of the child in parental fantasy in light of parental desire and its limitations. To consider, too, missed encounters in childhood, the experience of disappearing from view, situated in a particular place such as a school clinic designed to create a space of liminality for speaking and knowing. Not least, this book opens our minds and hearts to see and consider refugee childhoods, children living in peril of their lives, as well as childhoods lived under affluent conditions of fragmented social bonds and immersive technologies. Importantly, the authors of this book point toward and create in words specific markers of their own childhoods. As I read the book, including its introduction by the editors, it became an ethical imperative to bear in mind that these writers were once children, and that their lived childhoods have shaped their work.

Among the definitions the on-line Oxford English Dictionary offers concerning the word “precarious” is the following: “Dependent on chance or circumstance; uncertain; liable to fail; exposed to risk, hazardous; insecure, unstable.” This certainly strikes me as an apt word for the experience of childhoods conveyed in this book. Yet I also want to say that reading many of these chapters brings alive the creative work that children themselves undertake to make childhood bearable, even to make an unbearable childhood yield something rich and useful. Another word that shapes this book is “critical.” Again, the OED offers me an angle into my experience of reading. Critical carries many possibilities: “a decisive point turning point, a crisis with an effect, a close, skilled reading, and an investigation.” The field of physics refers to “critical” as “the value of the frequency of variation of a regularly varying light source at which it passes between being seen as flickering and being seen as steady.” This last definition spoke to me as an experience of reading. Moving along from chapter to chapter, and even within chapters, following closely each of the writers’ words, I would think I “had” what was being said, only to have it questioned, flickering along the horizon of thought, something in words near to me, near to my own thought, yet infinitely receding. It made me want to read again, re-read passages, read between the lines, follow that which flickered.

There are as many reasons as readers to open this book and return to it often as a reference. For anyone interested in psychoanalysis, whether with children, adolescents, or adults, the experience of childhood we find here, including many ways to think of it, can inform and inflect clinical practice. I cannot think of another book with the scope and depth of this one as a current reference. Foremost for me is that each and every writer keeps alive the subjective experiences of children rooted in their own particular childhood, while not turning from the very real unprecedented challenges facing children of the 21st century.

Annie G. Rogers, PhD 

Lismore, Ireland
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Introduction 

Meditations on Precarity in Childhood

Michael O’Loughlin, Carol Owens, Louis Rothschild

For this book we wished to locate internally focused, critical perspectives regarding the social, political, emotional, and mental growth of children. Through the radical openness afforded by psychoanalytic and related frameworks, the goal of this book is to illuminate, promote, and help situate subjectivities that are often blotted out for both the child and society. To that end, we sought writing that would open up thought to challenge developmental and linear assumptions, hegemonies, and a bias toward homogeneity about children and childhood in order to help us to re-imagine childhoods otherwise. As such we welcomed proposals for chapters that addressed the challenges involved in thinking about, and working with children who have experienced traumas of dis-location that do not fit neatly into normative theories of development (children who are poor, migrant, trans, of color, etc.). The emphasis throughout the volume is upon motifs of lostness and foundness, in terms of the geographies of the psycho-social, and how such motifs govern and regulate what have come to count as the normative indexes of childhood as well as how they exclude other real childhoods. For example, the notion of childhood innocence written into law powerfully legitimates regulatory as well as protective measures in societies. As psychoanalysis attests, what is “lost” in childhood finds its way into narratives of loss in adult functioning and these narratives are of interest since they allow us to re-theorize ideas of child, family, and society. To that end, we have curated essays that focus in and on dissociated places and moments across varied childhood(s). In addition to clinical and other writing on children, we also welcomed contributions in the form of autobiographical inquiry, historical, and literary exploration that interrogates un-corralled, refugee states with respect to post-colonial discourses of child-development. In keeping with this intent, and consistent with our belief in the importance of locatedness in scholarship, we decided to devote a substantial part of our introduction to interrogating the genealogies of our own concerns about childhood, and the inevitable rootedness of these concerns in our own sociohistorical and familial backgrounds and experiences.


Michael’s Statement

When I teach my undergraduate course, Childhood Development, a key organizing principle is the notion of life chances. What enhances a child’s prospects, and what are the personal, familial, and societal factors that serve as what Paulo Freire would call limit situations that inhibit or foreclose the possibility of freedom? Policymakers often use the technical term risk factors and protective factors to describe some of these constraints, while the psychologized term adverse childhood experiences [ACES] has gained wide popularity as a means of putatively quantifying a potential degree of risk from trauma for any child. A problem with the discourses of both risk and adversity is an essentialization of childhood experience and a rather fatalistic determinism. This is particularly true for groups of children who already risk relegation to what Giorgio Agamben (2005) called states of exception because of their essentialized status as poor, or undocumented, or because of their perceived membership in particular racial, ethnic, gender, religious, or ability categories. The shadow of Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s ascription of “a tangle of pathology” to “the Negro family” in the United States in 1965 serves as a salutary reminder of the hazards of such categorical thinking.

My training as a psychoanalyst causes me to reach to my origins for an explanation of my interest in childhood precarity. As my story illustrates, while precarity can produce foreclosure, sometimes it can also engender new possibility. Extensive hospitalizations during the first two years of my life—so severe that my parents were advised to prepare for my death—caused me to grow up feeling sickly and fragile. My mother’s persistent preoccupation with my potential death no doubt contributed to my fragility and caused me to develop a parentifying impulse as I sought to take care of her and ease her worry. On the other hand, my father’s insistence on transferring me to another hospital in town, and his successful insistence that I live, undoubtedly infused me with a desire for life. The precarity of my institutionalized hospital stays—where my parents were forbidden to visit often and were commanded to view me through a window because the staff insisted that their in-person visits upset me—were mitigated by one Nurse O’Halloran, who “adopted” me during my hospital stays and undoubtedly provided me with the kind of holding and containment that my fretting parents were forbidden to provide even if they had the capacity to do so.

And then I went to school. Having been planted in a rural community in a “council house,” a distinctively red-roofed structure that marked our family as recipients of government aid and members of an underclass, my family and others like us were treated as outsiders. My elementary education was punctuated by exclusion, physical punishment, and unremitting anxiety, and the pedagogical milieu was decidedly anti-thought. Secondary schooling required fees and I only managed to earn a space at secondary school by winning a scholarship. In my senior year, after my parents had scraped up enough money for the coach fare, I visited a local university with my class only to be castigated on my return by my guidance counselor for wasting my time as college was not in my future. He brusquely advised me to apply for jobs in banks or the civil service. In seeking to understand my persistence in the face of such negation I am drawn to another childhood memory. When I was just seven years old a visiting school inspector, apparently impressed with my performance, took me aside, and despite asking the inevitable questions to assess my family’s economic condition—and hence my life chances—urged me to consider university as part of my future. As surely as my father’s insistence on my living, and my mother’s lifelong passion for books, this singular intervention by a generous man was formative in my capacity to imagine myself otherwise. As Boris Cyrulnik (2010) would have it, a “silent but deeply meaningful encounter” can be mutative and can help mitigate occlusions and the foreclosure they may portend.

It goes deeper, of course. I grew up in Ireland, a society that had been colonized for perhaps 1,000‌‌‌‌ years and had suffered through endless wars and conflicts. The Cromwellian War of 1649–1653 was a genocide that eliminated perhaps 40 percent of the indigenous population and led to the enslavement of others. The poorest people, from whom I am descended, suffered a catastrophic famine in 1845–1852 that left a million people dead and that, through death and forced migration, halved the population from 8 million to 4 million within 25 years. The Irish language, which embodied millennia of history in its bealoideas (folklore and myth), was practically eliminated through a systematic linguistic and cultural genocide in the nineteenth century‌‌‌‌, a century which also saw the prohibition of education and the enforcement of sharecropping on the poorest people. What effect did these prohibitions have on the development of subjectivity of succeeding generations? In discussing the struggles of Aboriginal Australians, Judy Atkinson (2002) suggests that lorelessness—the absence of lore or cultural patrimony (coimcne in Gaelic), is catastrophic to the development of future generations as embodied and located subjects. Davoine and Gaudillière (2004) argue, similarly, that severance of social linkages can lead to intergenerational trauma transmission and potentially even to psychosis in future generations. Ruptures of genealogical filiation and the intentional severance of links to cultural patrimony are inherent in all wars, and inherent, also, in the very mission of colonization. These severances affect not only the approximately 100 million people currently displaced in the world, but also all who are descended from peoples who have suffered such ruptures and dislocations.

In my own family, the consequences for my parents’ generation in a now ostensibly liberated Republic of Ireland was unremitting poverty, denial of education, foreclosure of hope, disconnection from cultural patrimony, an unremitting fatalism, and a very Catholic belief that suffering was “the will of God.” Above all, there was a silence about these living conditions, a silence that produced a resistance to looking inward, and a pervasive powerlessness. Karima Lazali’s (2021) clinical documentation of emotional constriction and indeed wordlessness among indigenous Algerians due to the catastrophic consequences of the colonial conquest in that country is eerily familiar to me from the emotional milieu of my childhood.

My struggle to come to be—what Judith Butler (in Butler and Athanasiou, 2013) calls “the vexed thematics of agency”—has been a struggle with the occlusions and erasures in my family, occlusions that are necessarily embedded in larger ancestral, sociopolitical, and sociohistorical contexts. The invitation of this book for me, therefore, is to illuminate, promote, and help situate subjectivities that are often blotted out for both the child and society. I have long questioned developmental and linear assumptions and hegemonies and sought to re-imagine childhoods otherwise. In contrast to developmental theorists who conceptualize growth uncritically as linear and normative, and in contrast to some psychoanalysts who conceptualize growth as exclusively intrapsychic, acknowledging only the narrowest parameters of maternal or familial influence, I locate my understanding of child subjectivity in sociohistorical circumstance, mediated through familial and cultural socialization. The complexity of entering into subjectivity, of experiencing agency and the possibility of freedom, must be understood in terms in terms of family dynamics, the genealogical inheritances that suffuse the family, and the role the family and societal institutions such as schools have as conduits for ideological and political socialization. The question, then, is how a child can acquire familial and cultural elements of subjectivity without, as André Green put it, being “forbidden to be” (1972).

It would be remiss of me not to acknowledge that the capacity to experience being and agency is a privilege reserved for the world’s elite, an elite that often imposes perpetual and even intergenerational precarity on those who are destined to live in states of exception. Of the 100 million people currently displaced or in refugee status, some 36 million are children according to UNICEF. In just one conflict, the war in Yemen, the death toll among children is in excess of 10,000‌‌‌‌. In the current war in Ukraine, UNICEF estimates that two thirds of all children are either internally displaced or are refugees. Much of this precarity is defined by a world order based on a realpolitik demanded by neoliberal capitalism, struggles over resource allocation, and a colonial legacy that simply values certain categories of children over others, and prizes the appropriation of resources over the self-determination of peoples. What we are dealing with then is not an abstract concept of child precarity, but a political problem of understanding how historical and contemporary geopolitical forces deprive some children permanently of agency and the possibility of freedom.



Carol’s Statement

I spend about 25 hours a week listening to adolescents speaking about their lives, hearing about the ups and downs, the ins and outs, the highs and lows of this odd, liminal time, this strange seemingly interminable place, this ridiculously precarious identity. The rest of the time I’m listening to grown-ups. Sometimes they are remembering, repeating, and working-through the residues and lost chances, the missed encounters, the regrets and losses of their childhood and adolescences. A near 80-year-old man has been speaking with me for a couple of years now, and he says with a sob, “my God, my mother, she really hated me when I was a little child. How can I bear this?” It is still to be borne, still to be reckoned with, after all these years. Indeed, for much of the time, the childhood precarity I am most often bearing witness to with my patients is the one Lacan referred to as that which is coordinated with the desire and/or rejection of the parents for the child (Lacan, 1975). The precariousness of this parental desire weighs heavily on the one who is the child; the child insofar as they occupy the place in the parental fantasy as a necessary supplement, or its opposite; a problem, an afterthought. When I started my formation as a psychoanalyst almost 25 years ago here in Dublin with Cormac Gallagher, he would encourage us to try to hear in our patients’ speech the place they occupy in their parents’ desire.

Myself, I was a “love child,” an expression which my lovely mother would chastise my sweet father for using in public, denoting as it did, in Ireland in the seventies when I was a little girl, a child born outside of marriage. I wasn’t as it happens. But, Ireland in the seventies would not have been smilingly benevolent towards a “love child.” What my father meant by this mis-use of a tricky signifier was that I was the result of an act of love, highly desired. My unfortunate much older siblings (14, 18, and 19 years older) were the result of, well, let us say, something more urgent, less loving, and on my mother’s part, less welcome. The precarities of my older siblings’ childhood were associated with low-income, and poor cramped housing; my parents and their three young children shared a two-room flat in a tenement house divided into many cramped, cold over-populated flats. My mother came to hate my father for his ability to add to this already precarious situation by having his desire for untrammeled sexual expression with her sanctioned by the Church; at one point my mother went to the priest to ask how she could avoid getting pregnant again and was unceremoniously told to go home and “do her duty.”

By the time I came along, the three oldest were all grown, the eldest two on scholarships in secondary school, my sister at the convent school, my brothers working at the nearby jam factory and bringing in small incomes, and although my father’s income was still low, it was easier all around. Like Michael, we had a council house and although looked down upon when we mentioned where we lived, the street was friendly, safe, and hospitable to our childhood games and goofing around. Although the worst thing I could have done to my mother when I was an adolescent was to “get pregnant,” in fact the actually worst thing I did was to move to England (sometimes going to England was the consequence of “getting pregnant” during the time of my adolescence, in the absence of accessible birth control and abortion in the place of my adolescence, Ireland). England, oh England, where anything could happen to an Irish girl in the eighties! After goofing around for another couple of years and picking up work, boys, and drugs from time to time, I eventually wound up studying Psychology at the University of Reading. There I met one of the most influential people of my life, Rex Stainton Rogers; my undergraduate dissertation supervisor, my teacher, my PhD supervisor, my mentor, my friend. Rex saw something in me that I had not seen in myself, and he nurtured my intellect and my passion for learning. He was one of the leading critical thinkers of his generation and a key part of the whole critical psychology and critical developmentalism movement in the UK in the late eighties. With his partner, the great educationalist Wendy Stainton Rogers, he created a “home” for nerdy “orphans”; they fed us (real food), and often housed us (real beds), but also fed us on scholarship, on reading, on the necessity to trouble and challenge prevailing hegemonies, critically examining the warrants and essentializing practices of mainstream psychology. For the first time in my life I understood that childhood was not a given, but a construct, a set of stories, practices, ideological warrants, serving distinct political and economical operations (Stainton Rogers and Stainton Rogers, 1992). Schooled in this critical tradition, me and my fellow “orphans” read Freud with Lacan, with Winnicott, with Derrida, with Baudrillard, with Deleuze and Guattari, with Butler, with Haraway, and with Spivak.

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, Freud had me at the first mention of repression. For it was to Freud I would return after having my own babies and to begin my study of psychoanalysis. And it was to Ireland I would return to pursue my own formation as a psychoanalyst. As an analyst, as an Irish woman, as a mother, I am deeply mindful of how the times of our lives are correlated with the places in our lives, and who we are, and who we may become. I am passionate about working with adolescents for this very reason; where and when, and how we come of age becomes key in our narratives of becoming. The Ireland I came of age in, was a very different Ireland to the one Michael grew up in, to the one my parents grew up in, and very different again to the one in which 21st century Irish adolescents are growing up in. I have written elsewhere about the changes in the social and cultural landscape of Ireland today (Owens, 2020). On the one hand constitutional amendments permitting divorce (1996), same-sex marriage (2015), and abortion (2018) have created grounds for the perception that Ireland is progressive, liberal, or at least catching up with the rest of advanced Western societal models. On the other hand, lingering effects of post-Tiger austerity, an unprecedented housing crisis, the rise of violent drug and gang crimes, new family structures, and inadequate provision for young people suffering poor mental health, together and interdependently, mobilize an array of new social, cultural, and psychical symptoms

The massive changes in the Irish constitution over the past two decades have created the conditions for new family complexes, and new social bonds. It is entirely significant that the various changes to the constitution leading to lawful divorce, same-sex marriage, and abortion in Ireland have entered the constitution as “amendments.” Etymologically speaking, the term “amendment” from its early thirteenth century use through to its later sixteenth century expansion includes notions of rectitude: to correct, to set right, to improve, and the fact that each of these amendments was the result of a referendum indicates the push for rectitude and improvement of the Irish socio-familial order by the Irish themselves. But after Lacan, and the research and clinical contributions of psychoanalysts during the past couple of decades, we are also seeing that these changes to the Symbolic order mobilize the invention and experience of new social, cultural, and psychical topographies, and new social, cultural, and psychical effects and symptoms. I believe that the precious chapters in this volume that Michael, Louis, and I have assembled, each and together, testify to how childhoods are themselves both the effects as well as the symptoms of our social order(s). We need to continue to understand childhoods as manifesting precarity, since the subjects of childhood continue to bear the experiences of those manifest precarities in their lived lives.



Louis’s Statement

In considering some introductory remarks, one obvious thought occurs to me: Due to asymmetry, much of the writing about and for children is done by adults. As adult selves, we attempt to make sense of children’s utterances in what is drawn, verbal, and felt, in order to share our sense in a re-illustration of another’s perspective. Some of the writing assembled here is fittingly critical of this practice. Frequently, the stated motivation in sense making is that of aiding child development while also laboring to make the world safer for children. In keeping with basic feelings of empathy and compassion, there is often good in this desire to be of help. However, as clinicians who have resonated with the posts of post-structural and post-colonial if not also of thinking considered post-humanist, we know that what occupies and preoccupies is not one sided in simplicity. Part of professional and adult humility or maturity entails a capacity to situate fault lines or breakdowns in one’s own and others development in a manner that affirms the assault of misreadings and promotes the rebirth found in recovery. There, in appreciation of breakdown and recovery as a rhythmic cycles in life (Eigen, 1999), our own histories are awakened. As therapists in clinical encounters, we speak of counter-transference as a patient’s cries stimulate our own. In his dedication to Playing and Reality, Donald Winnicott (1971/2005) thanks his patients for paying to teach him. Indeed such work entails sitting with profound and challenging states of mind on a daily basis, and in that Winnicott’s peer, Wilfred Bion (1981) recommends cultivating a relationship to awe, while adding that appreciation through awe is a state easily lost. With similar concern, Erik Erikson (1976) considers that a capacity for play needs to be integrated into each stage of adult development. Simply, if dissociated, a loss of being, an attitude considered an essence of childhood, leaves us poorer. Freud (1925) considered that educational and clinical work have similar ends, as each works to afford an enrichment that helps a child settle in and find a way to keep on keeping on. In the interminable project of reclaiming and reworking, I am reminded of some moments in my own development that dovetail with my interest in this volume.

While in graduate school, I made the trip uptown to the New York Psychoanalytic Institute to hear Elizabeth Young-Bruehl present a paper where afterwards, another member of the audience asked if she was in fact arguing that pre-Oedipal development mattered. She replied that she had been well understood. I was taken aback by the idea that such a thought still warranted discussion but pressed on because I had been reading her work for my dissertation on essentialism and prejudice, and was hopeful to meet a former student of Hannah Arendt. After the talk I had a chance to speak with her, and as our brief exchange concluded, she pinched my cheek exclaiming, “Keep the faith, kid.” Such a sharing in faith is at the core of this book. Keeping or rekindling faith is no simple matter, and for me, associations to Arendt awaken that challenge. There, in keeping with my pinched face, and in the spirit of childhood, I will remain concrete: As an undergraduate, I returned to my parent’s home and found a volume of some of Arendt’s writing on one of their bookshelves. I was shocked that in travel across the country, what was new to me, was known to them. That volume among many others was lost to Hurricane Katrina, and decades later, the fragmentation and displacement related to that storm is still being felt. In and though its damp walls, New Orleans knows that themes of rebirth are found in jazz (cf., Rothschild, 2021), and this knowledge harmonizes in professing that we find a way to sing “in the gnarled center of ourselves” (Eigen, 2007, p. 92). As many of the chapters in this volume show, we come to our work finding children in search of a song or a capacity from which to sing.

Some years after I found Arendt in my parent’s home, on another visit, I ran a 5K race at a local park. It turned out that the cross country team from my former school was volunteering to help out with the organization of that race. As I crossed the finish line, I encountered my old coach who knew me as an asthmatic kid who would in addition to inhalers, require a back brace for scoliosis before graduating high school. He was happy to see me, a former student who around age 12, after flying through the air and briefly blacking out in response to a rather gentle practice block, left American football for track and soccer. Beside an adult marathon medal is a childhood fourth place ribbon that I earned on the track in middle school. I cherish both. I was not a great athlete, but I do remember seeing excitement in my coach’s face on the day I found my stride in practice. Then, I too was smiling. Decades later, we were smiling again. As an adult, sport has been a site of rejuvenation, affirming that sometimes, what we need is time, and an engaged witness who is willing to take development seriously. As a mid-life adult, a triathlon coach taught me how to do flip turns in the pool. That process was fun, but also stressful enough as to afford a profound experience of my attachment issues regarding faith in continuity. Writing during the COVID pandemic, I’m grateful to my wife who was finally able to teach me how to play tennis during lockdown. Taken literally and as a metaphor, possibilities present like shards of light in what otherwise could be a dark time.

Sometime in my early 40s while shopping, I came across a pair of tan oxford saddle shoes with reddish soles that struck my fancy. I thought of them as so conservative as to be ironic, and purchased the saddle shoes from a catalog with that sense of enjoyment in mind. Upon seeing these shoes on my feet, a patient reminded me of the distinction between an internal reverie and external translation when he jokingly wondered if I would next arrive in my consulting room wearing a zoot suit. Indeed, there is precarity in simply showing up, and in that I am grateful for good humor. However, my intent in writing about these funny shoes points to another location and subjective experience. Upon first putting these saddle shoes on, I was transported to my five-year-old self. While tying the laces, I suddenly remembered having once owned a much smaller pair. The memory that took hold of me was of my smaller self putting that first pair of saddle shoes on with dress pants and a turtleneck because my mother had told me that I was missing school for an important appointment. I had dressed up for what started as an X-ray of my lungs and quickly turned into a hospital admission for acute asthma. Sitting on the side of my adult bed, remembering tying shoes from my childhood bed there was sadness. As an adult in my now larger shoes, I could grieve the state of mind of a little boy who despite pulmonary dysfunction, did not know that he was sick. This, in part, is what is frightening about precarity. How could one have such distress at such a young age and manage to, like a frog in water heated slowly, to miss or dissociate not only from a song, but from the air needed to express it? Considerations of an as-if mode of functioning come to mind, and I am fortunate and grateful that this level of distress was impossible to maintain. The occasional wearing of these shoes as an adult affords a sense of play that may have been harder to come by in years past. Yet, childhood memories of wrestling, running, and laughing co-occur with those of distress. Indeed, to embrace psychoanalytic work is to recognize complexity while betting on the possibility of transformations that are uncertain and have no clear end point. Awareness of my childhood precarity was not unknown to my adult self. In my own development, I had worked with my feelings around that hospital admission long before purchasing these shoes, and was aware of the significance of my then alienation from my own body beyond the physiological. Good psychological treatment alters becoming an adult and a therapist. Still, the attraction to and experience with those saddle shoes facilitated increasing depths. Some years before this new pair of shoes transported me into a traumatic grief-struck reverie, a massage therapist became agitated while working on me. She said that my breathing was off due to what I heard as her interpretation of unresolved pre-Oedipal issues that she had located near my hip. An experience like that is well worth a trip to California and was thoroughly enriched through my earlier work in psychotherapy. Over time, I have learned that there is still a need to discuss the pre-Oedipal, and that going for a run, swim, or round of tennis feels a bit better if I can remember to use my inhaler and remember to breathe.

A Note on Organization

The reader will already have noticed the appearance of three key signifiers in our individual statements; time, place, identity. These were also the signifiers that beckoned to us again and again as we read through the essays that now form the contents of this book. As such, it seemed to us that certain essays “spoke” more to one of these signifiers than to another and so we grouped them into three sections, but, as time, place, and identity are overdetermined, non-singular, and non-extant with respect to childhood, we have thus rendered each signifier in the plural form. The title of the volume also deals with pluralities: precarities, childhoods. What follows via our organization of this material is one distillation among others, which we are aware nonetheless may inflect the reader’s parsing of the contents. There were no doubt, countless other ways we could have organized the essays. This one, felt good for all three of us.

So, let’s take a look at the first section, which we’ve called times . . .

We lead with Erica Burman’s beautiful chapter which finds her noticing objects on or near the streets of Manchester (UK) where she lives and works; discarded and/or lost objects of childhood—mittens, dolls, shoes, school reports, pushchairs—which she photographs and thinks about. Coining the concept “Found Childhood” as illustrative of some of the ways childhood is bound up with notions of temporality and memory (as well as hegemonic ideals about the child and its fragility), Erica goes on to contemplate how the these found objects of childhood mobilize considerations of the temporary matter of childhood, and the places where it meets its cultural correlate of childhood as a state, a biologically marked psychosocial condition. Her arguments allow her to reflect upon Found Art as well as her own key invention of the notion of Child as method, an approach that reads children and childhood as key axes and dynamics (both psychic and material) of the geopolitical (Burman, 2019).

We follow with the co-written piece by Ana Archangelo, Fábio Camargo Bandeira Villela, and Rosiane Cristina dos Santos. Their chapter considers the ways that time operates in the experience of the child as pause, as gap, and as “time-out”; and how the “times” offered by schools function as inimitable resources for a child in times of precarity. In particular they reflect upon and argue sympathetically for an understanding of how schools in Brazil offered to children returning after the pandemic lockdowns the opportunity for pause, but also what they call bridge and intermittence, all scansions of time allowing children to manage time-space, relations with others and “return to digesting what was to be digested.”

The third chapter here also asks us to think about school and time. This time though, it is the kind of intervention that can be positioned in a school—understood by Aileen Schloerb—as the creation of a liminal space aimed at allowing a child to work through what is unfathomable (in her history, in her experiences) with a psychoanalytically informed clinician. This remarkable account of a clinical case in the school clinic (run by The City Project, itself an initiative of the local Psychoanalytic Institute), asks us to consider how the installation of a liminal time makes certain things possible in the world of a child.

By contrast, the fourth chapter in this section jointly authored by Carol Owens and Jamieson Webster focuses upon the stretching out of the liminal in adolescence. Looking at adolescence from “both sides now,” Carol and Jamieson examine first of all the group of young speaking beings called “tweenies” who jump into adolescence as an apparent flight from the precarities of childhood, and secondly the group of older speaking beings at the recently expanded perimeter of adolescence, who, in their early 20s, appear to tarry in the liminal in an effort to defer entry into the precariousness of adulthood. Carol and Jamieson comment on the effects of neo-liberal ideology and capitalism upon the times and symptoms of adolescence, via the examination of a number of clinical vignettes.

The last chapter in the section we call “times” is also a reflection on the changing time(s) of adolescence especially with regard to the rise of what author Liora Stavchansky calls the “virtual bond,” and which she coordinates with the pandemic effects of social distancing together with its correlative experience of the unheimlich. Arguing for an interpretation of the adolescent as a foreigner of time, as a “familiar stranger,” Liora examines adolescence as a frontier-space for indefinite stays of time, within which the territories of waiting, transition, and boredom dialogue. Far from being the radical anomaly so often conjured up by scientific narratives, Liora situates adolescence as the time par excellence of irruption and rupture, as event in the sense of Badiou.

Our next section is called places. The key preposition we are dealing with here is “in”; in “affluent libidinal economies,” in “Aotearoa,” in “migration,” in “nowhereness,” in “conspicuous.” Each of our authors is profiling a certain type of precarity associated with a certain place, state of existence, or state of inexistence, invisibility, or being(s) hidden.

First up is Anne-Marie Cummins’s piece on the emotional labor carried out by children in affluent libidinal economies. Describing what she defines as the hidden subject of the emotional load carried by children on behalf of their parents’ happiness, she examines this emotional work and the ways in which (she argues) children have become responsible for that parental happiness. The corresponding parental anxiety which exists as a contingent effect of the failure to produce perfect childhoods for their children is also analyzed.

Chapter 7 in this section is an examination of the state of child and adolescent mental health in Aotearoa in New Zealand. Reflecting on the pahekeheke (precariousness) of children’s mental wellness against the utopian ideals of recent government aspirations to create the “best place in the world for children and young people,” Kaye P. Cederman argues that this utopian vision needs to be critically assessed. Ruminating upon the effects of intergenerational trauma, racism, marginalization and disadvantage on the one hand, and the fragmentation of social bonds and values, degradation of familial roles, hyper-individualism and immersion in digital technology on the other hand, Kaye envisages a long and protracted journey towards that utopia.

Betsy Quintero’s chapter 8 looks to the dissociated places and experiences across varied childhoods during several global refugee crises in recent decades. She describes instances and stories from her varied experiences of working in Bilingual Family Literacy programs from as early as the 1980s on the El Paso border, to the 1990s working with recently migrated families and children from Laos, Vietnam, and Somalia. From there, she takes us to a primary school in Northeast London whose population is comprised 97 percent of Asian and Black children, and finally to listening to asylum seekers in Southern California. Her use of story as method is compellingly rich, reminding us that stories make meaning, but also interrogate meaning.

From somewhere, or anywhere, in the cases of the young migrants in Betsy’s chapter, we move with our next author in chapter 9 to read about the child and adolescent who withdraws or retreats to nowhere. Ionas Sapountzis describes what he calls “states of nowhere-ness” in children and adolescents who experience inner turmoil and negativity that engulfs their lives like a psychic envelope. Children who exist without the validating presence of the other or for whom the other’s gaze is deeply threatening try to cope—Ionas theorizes—by not seeing and by not thinking. Such a strategy for survival leaves children without the internal and external links they need, and results in them feeling “nowhere” as subjects. Once there is what Ionas calls a facilitating Other, one who determines to find the nowhere-child, such a child can evolve into a state of somewhere-ness.

The last of the chapters in this section (chapter 10) also deals with a hidden place of childhood precarity, hidden, that is, by inconspicuousness. Katherine Martin deconstructs the notion of the inherently creative child revered as a natural attribute and situated as an emblem of modern Anglo-American youth identity. In her essay she questions how children can embody both the malleable, imaginative individual brimming with creativity and, what she calls the “every-child” posited as a linear development model. This line of critical enquiry leads Katherine to ask where the children identified outside of the inherently creative ideal fit and how our thinking can be encouraged to shift to include these children in histories of childhoods as opposed to viewing such children as an abstraction.

We have called the last section identities.

What do we make of children? What do we make of our children? How do we think of their formation/de-formation? How shall we speak of their identities as subjects? How shall we speak about their identities as subjects of fascism, reductionism, authority, and fantasy (literary, parental, sovereign . . . )?

Paula Salvio examines the Italian fascist imaginary via the scenes depicted on Italian colonial postcards (especially those of Aurelio Bertiglia) circulated during the second Italo-Ethiopian war in order to mobilize a critical reading of what she nominates as the weaponization of childhood and childhood innocence. These postcards depicted Italian soldiers and Ethiopians as children but as Paula demonstrates (and illustrates with images) vividly in her chapter, the child, and its apparent innocence served various meanings and purposes; children drawn as cherubs representing Italian soldiers could be read as performing divine fascist duties for Mussolini, whereas Ethiopian children were rendered with racialized facial features resonant of the picaninny, an anti-Black caricature circulating in the United States and British Empire in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In chapter 12, Louis Rothschild examines two monographs written as letters from fathers to teenage sons as revealing what he calls “a dire press” to break out of a dehumanized frame of dissociative indifference in order to cultivate loving bonds between fathers and sons. The question: What is a father to do to protect his son from other men, or from the horrors of the ideals of masculinity is immanent in both. Louis detects in Coates’ Between the World and Me and Black’s A Better Man: A (Mostly Serious) Letter to my Son a common position; a shared sense of the real and imagined dangers their sons face in light of the prevailing ideals of toxic masculinities and masculinist bravado practices under neo-liberalism. Reading the fear that he detects in both monographs as a necrophobia of sorts (the nightmare of present-day terror), Louis compares and contrasts the two monographs and reads their fears and their pessimism with Freud, with Fanon, and within the context of his own embodied, Jewish boyhood, and that of his consulting room.

Chapter 13 is also concerned with what happens to boys, how their identities are developed and shaped, how they become the subjects they later become. Taking her lessons from literature and the psychoanalytic clinic, Marilyn Charles comments extensively on the complexities of young male identity development in A. S. Byatt’s The Children’s Book from her understanding of the theories of Bion, Klein, Winnicott, Lacan, Fonagy, and Levinas. The whole business of the mother and child relationship is examined for what can be made available to the one by the other; suffering denied, destructive fantasmatic entanglements. From there, and by way of contrast with the stories of The Children’s Book Marilyn goes on to illustrate how in the psychoanalytic clinic, a young man may be given the opportunity of a “different ending,” one in which both parent and child can each survive and perhaps finds themselves and one another in the process.

Chapter 14 considers the identity-formation of the Autist per-formed as a gross categorization (by the field of mental health) which author Ben Morsa compares—chillingly—to the process known as fractional distillation. This process by which crude oil is salvaged by its subjection to iterative cycles of intense heat and pressure in a fracking column, also yields mixtures of oils distilled and siphoned off at various levels of purity/impurity. The parallel Ben is making immanent here is between this distillation process and the one he claims is deployed by Applied Behavioral Analysis and Psychoanalysis; regarding autism as a panoply of developmental deficits/gifts and endeavoring to remove/remediate a child’s autism as if the two were separate. This view, Ben argues, identifies autistic people as fractional humans, and leads to the fostering of treatment approaches which seek to “rescue” children from the sticky crude of autism by distilling their higher functioning parts.

The final chapter in this section, and in the volume as a whole, is Michael O’Loughlin’s. Michael’s focus and purpose in his chapter is to consider how the child constructs subjectivity—becomes a subject—through perilous encounters with the parental and sovereign Other. On the one hand, the child faces the potential perils of an encounter with a parent whose—perhaps—unconscious occlusions, foreclosures and misrecognitions can greatly complicate the construction of subjectivity and limit the child’s “going on being.” On the other hand the child who is indigenous, refugee, orphaned by war or genocide, trafficked for child or sexual labor, othered by caste, class, ethnicity, race, and/or religion, suffering from (after Arfuch) the radical disparity of the gaze, fails to attain the status of the human. From the writings and observations of André Green to those of Maurice Sendak, from Kristeva to Bion, and from his own autobiography (O’Loughlin, 2009), Michael compels us to interrogate precarities of identity and subjectivity in childhood writ both large and small.

It is our hope that the reader will be surprised, stimulated, and intrigued to discover for themselves the treasures which we feel are waiting to be found within the pages of these richly critical accounts and interrogations of the precarities of 21st century childhoods.
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Times










‌‌Chapter 1 

Found Objects of/as Re-Membering Through the Lens of Child as Method‌‌ 

Erica Burman

In this chapter I offer some reflections arising from a project that I have entitled Found Childhood as illustrative of some of the ways childhood is bound up with notions of temporality and memory. Such temporalities and memories are constructed by adults as well as, correspondingly, by and for children. Questions of desire and loss, of possibility and its disavowal, emerge as central in this project: the desire for childhood, the loss of childhood, the possibilities—whether realized or thwarted—of childhood. All these are very much part of the cultural baggage adults in the Global North bring to their understandings of children and childhoods, and which—through the global hegemonic power accorded Northern gendered and class-specific notions reverberate far beyond.

What is less obvious, perhaps, until more closely analyzed, is how unstable or even contradictory the supposedly (at least in mainstream popular discourse) near sacred commitment to children and childhood is. In this sense, it is precarious, and still more so when its under-interrogation arises (to a psychodynamic eye) as a psychic defense of brittle refusal to tolerate questioning. This refusal is, as I have discussed elsewhere (Burman 2019a), a version of the psychoanalyst Octave Mannoni’s (2003) analysis of the structure of ideology, where the confrontation with contradiction is overlooked, or, even when fleetingly acknowledged, somehow put aside; that is, disavowed.

Commitments to and about children seem especially subject to this dynamic; for example, that children should be protected and cared for etc., but such claims coexist with the patent, even banal, actuality that a major proportion of the world’s children—including those most local to Global Northern commentators—precisely are not. If we add into the mix the kinds of reactions surrounding ideas of what can and cannot be spoken of in the presence of children (sex, sexuality, violence etc.), then it becomes clear (again, from a psychoanalytic perspective) that the fragility attributed to children is a displaced version of the adults’ vulnerabilities who, in supposedly protecting children, are instead defending themselves against challenge to their own social investments and commitments. These commitments concern children but also highlight how the matrix of communicational relations to and about children not only reiterates, but even precisely provides, a key crucible of wider culturally sedimented meanings demanding urgent interrogation.

As The Simpsons’ meme “Won’t somebody please think of the children?” parodically highlights, claims to act on behalf of, or for, children function as an unquestionable imperative or social good, that pre-empt rather than prompt critical thinking about what should be thought about children, what children might think (for and about themselves, and about others), and indeed which children are included and excluded from the generalized category of (presumed incapable and in need of protection) childhood. As has often been commented upon, childhood seems to function separately as a moral entity beyond specific, live, embodied, racialized, and classed children, a disjunction which can then be turned against children to assess the extent to which they qualify for the indulgences or privileges of its status (if such indeed exist).

The reflexive empirical project of Found Childhood (Burman, 2019b) offers a different way into these discussions, circumventing overt challenge to but nevertheless subverting hegemonic yet patently partial (in the dual senses of being motivated and incomplete) constructions of children and childhood. As an analysis of material objects discarded during children’s trajectories across the over-developed post-industrial and post-imperial city in the Global North where I currently reside, the objects themselves animate stories of desire as well as loss. These objects—large and small, weather booties, mittens, school reports, toy packaging or even rocking horses and pushchairs—are left behind, perhaps dropped accidentally, or discarded willfully—for the intentions giving rise to their presence in public space cannot be known. In both physical and psychodynamic senses, then, such objects may be lost as well as found (by me). They may be part objects, whether rejected or treasured, but we cannot know. Indeed rather than (over)humanize, essentialize or indeed sentimentalize children, or even the adults or others accompanying them, I attend to what remains after. While this focus on space and place could be situated within a posthuman frame, and I hope also an ecological one (see Andreotti 2011; Payne and Wattchow 2009), my focus is less on what can be read from the presence or intra-actions of the objects left behind by child-human-plus (perhaps)-adult assemblages on streets, pavements, hedges or in parks, than on what affective resources come to mind in interpreting these scenes. Rather than visualizing the children, then, I attempt to explore what can be discerned from the records of their traversal across everyday public space. Such space is too often considered as a non-place in Augé’s (1995) sense, as devoid of meaning or social significance notwithstanding having been created by (what he calls) supermodernity. Augé’s examples of the airport and shopping mall perhaps highlight the fluidity of such categorizations—for these nonplaces appear to have acquired the status of places in their own right. Nevertheless, the ambiguity or instability of meaning generated by these objects found in such settings is fruitful, productive in a psychoanalytic sense, indicating cultural imaginaries that both enact and transgress dominant narratives of childhood, whose projections invite divergent interpellations across national and cultural contexts.

This last point is important since, both when observing everyday practices in different countries and also discussing this project with other childhood scholars across a range of national contexts, it is evident that those different geopolitical and cultural conditions give rise to very different scenes, as well as interpretations of those scenes. Indeed, many countries generate almost no such debris or stuff of childhood to be dropped or left behind. There are likely many intersecting reasons for this, some concerning the ways childhood functions in postindustrial economies, and others around the more biodegradable character of childhood toys, clothing and equipment outside the overdeveloped plastic-centric North. What can be seen here obviously concerns exhibitions or displays of class and cultural positioning, but also community—since colleagues from cultural-national contexts different from my own have pointed out that typically lost clothing or equipment would be quickly returned to the child or family. That is, community relationship comes to the fore.

While this may sound like a romanticist orientalist gaze of a viewer from the Global North (which of course it also is), I should emphasize what my key point is here: while I have seen horrific amounts of debris, rubbish, and mess in many poor, as well as rich, countries, I have seen little obvious childhood-marked “mess.” Perhaps Found Childhood, then, might be thought of as a particular lens on the peculiarly English character of individualism that Marilyn Strathern identified in her book After Nature (1992), in which family organization and especially (small) numbers of children conceived and reared form a key topic. When showing the archive of photographs to colleagues some years ago, those in my locality responded with a sense of recognition; such scenes had, it seems, become second nature; while across other national-cultural contexts they evoked a sense of abandonment, urban decay, desolation and social alienation.

I will return to alienation and its alternatives later.
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