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If the humanities focus in some way on “the human,” including its mean-
ings, diversities, constructions, and possibilities, then it would be curious to 
neglect the third of human beings who happen to be under the age of eigh-
teen. This situation would appear all the more peculiar if the humanities 
are charged, as many argue, with challenging normative assumptions and 
investigating historically marginalized voices. Yet to a large extent children 
and youth do in fact occupy the periphery in contemporary humanities 
scholarship, arguably more so than any other social group. The oddness of 
this situation is compounded by the fact that childhood studies have be-
come increasingly prominent in the social and biological sciences.

In this chapter, I take a critical look at my own fi eld of philosophical eth-
ics in order to propose a more  child- inclusive humanistic methodology. I 
argue for what I call a new “childism” that would be somewhat analogous 
to recent forms of feminism, womanism, race theory, queer theory, and the 
like. By “childism” I mean the eff ort not only to pay children greater atten-
tion but to respond more self- critically to children’s particular experiences 
by transforming fundamental structures of understanding and practice for 
all. Children will take a central place in humanities scholarship only if there 
is a revolution on a similar scale to the revolutions that have occurred in 
connection with other “minorities.” Art, literature, history, culture, philoso-
phy, religion, and the like would need to be considered narrow and stunted 
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if they did not account for age in addition to gender, sexuality, class, race, 
and ethnicity.

The fi eld of philosophical ethics is a useful test case for childism because 
here children are rendered  second- class citizens in especially profound ways. 
It is true that children are oft en considered objects of justice, care, and re-
sponsibility. But the fi eld almost entirely neglects children as ethical sub-
jects. The question I ask here is not how ethics can be applied to children, 
for ethics is  adult- centered to begin with. It is rather how a fuller under-
standing of children’s lived experiences in the world can transform basic 
ethical assumptions and norms, regardless of whether one is considering 
particular issues concerning children or not. Feminism has reconstructed 
ethical ideas, for both women and men, around new understandings of gen-
der, agency, voice, power, narrative, care, and relationality. Childism should 
similarly rearrange the ethical landscape around experiences such as age, 
temporality, growth, diff erence, imagination, and creativity.

As long as there has been scholarship, there has been scholarship about 
children, from the ancient Greek academy to  twentieth- century develop-
mental psychology. What is introduced by the new fi eld called “childhood 
studies” is a historically new sense of children’s agency and social construct-
edness. What I propose to call childism grows out of recent eff orts in this 
fi eld, led by the social sciences, but childism also takes the fi eld in trans-
formative directions that the humanities are especially suited to articulate. 
Allow me to use the feminist metaphor of “waves” to describe how to move 
from childhood studies to childism.

What may be called a “fi rst wave” of childhood studies (my own term, 
not one from the fi eld) arose in the 1980s primarily among sociologists 
who recognized that children are actors and constructors of meaning in 
their own right and within diverse social and historical contexts. This idea 
challenged what was perceived as the dominant Western norm of child-
hood as a period of passive development, a presocial and premoral time 
of  adulthood- in- the- making. As two founders of childhood studies put it, 
“Children must be seen as actively involved in the construction of their own 
social lives, the lives of those around them and of the societies in which they 
live.” Furthermore, childhoods are socially constructed, by children and 
adults alike, in relation to diverse and changing historical contexts. Finally, 
as social agents, children must be seen as legitimate subjects of human rights.
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A “second wave” of childhood studies can be identifi ed with increasing 
eff orts since the late 1990s to include children themselves as research and 
societal participants. The idea is that children should not just be studied 
and treated as objects of adult research and policy but also from the points 
of view of children’s own concerns and agendas. Children should be em-
powered to help formulate research questions, contribute to academic and 
policy conferences, and take part in larger social and political processes. 
Research should take a “dialogical approach” that “ engag[es] with children’s 
own cultures of communication.” This new movement has given rise to a 
variety of innovative scholarly methodologies such as using video, narra-
tive, drawing, and the internet. This second wave also takes up questions 
of social policy, investigating how children may be empowered as citizens, 
political participants, parliamentarians, legal self- advocates, culture mak-
ers, media users, and the like.

The analogy between these fi rst two waves of childhood studies and 
the fi rst two waves of feminism is not perfect, but it does suggest a shared 
 struggle to gain, fi rst, social agency and then, second, social equality. My ar-
gument is that it is now time for a “third wave” in childhood studies—which 
I am calling “childism” proper—that is still more radical. This would be 
modeled in certain respects on the kind of  third- wave feminism advocated 
by Luce Irigaray, Judith Butler, and Leslie Heywood. Third- wave feminists 
started to argue in the 1990s that the goal of research and activism should 
not be limited to gaining equality to men, since equality itself is framed by a 
history of male power. The goal should be to restructure basic social norms 
and power themselves in response to excluded female experiences. Work, 
politics, culture, academics, family, and sexuality should be fundamentally 
transformed in light of the diff erences and diversities of gender.

Along somewhat similar lines, childism would seek not only to under-
stand children’s agency and to empower children’s participation but also to 
ask how children’s diff erent and diverse lived experiences call for structur-
ally transformed scholarly and social norms. This task is already under way, 
albeit not under the name “childism.” The clearest example can be found in 
studies of children’s citizenship, where some now argue for a “children- sized 
citizenship” based on the idea of broad human interdependence instead of 
on the idea of adult autonomy. This reconstruction of historical structures 
does not necessarily follow the same lines for children as it has done for 
women and other groups, for children are not historically marginalized in 
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exactly the same ways. But the idea is the same: that it is not enough just to 
include excluded groups; in addition, social spaces need to be reorganized.

I would like to distinguish this notion of childism from the only other 
two uses of the term that I am aware of. One is the literary theorist Peter 
Hunt’s concept of a “childist” criticism for children’s literature, in which the 
critic “invite[s] adults to read as children” by “taking into account personal, 
sub- cultural, experiential, and psychological diff erences between children 
and adults.” Though I am sympathetic to this idea, it remains closer to 
 second- wave childhood studies in that it elicits children’s experiences but 
does not go further and seek to restructure norms and practices of reading 
for all literature. The other is the psychoanalyst Elisabeth Young- Bruehl’s 
use of the term on a par with negative terms such as “racism” and “sexism” 
as a means of identifying the ways that societies justify antichild prejudice 
and oppression. While, again, this notion is useful, it is important to iden-
tify not only what victimizes children but also what empowers them.

A  third- wave childism of the kind that I propose faces unique method-
ological challenges. Most obviously, children have generally had less experi-
ence than adults in standing up for themselves. One distinction of being a 
child is a relative inexperience in asserting one’s own diff erences. In some 
areas children have more experience than adults, such as of the internal 
workings of educational systems or the complexities of child soldiering. But 
taken as a whole, the younger a human being, the less experience she is 
likely to bring to restructuring the social contexts in which she lives. Age 
actually makes a diff erence when it comes to the educational, economic, 
and political resources that are available to one for transforming socially 
entrenched norms. Put diff erently, while many groups face social marginal-
ization, children’s marginalization is compounded by having, on the whole, 
less experience fi ghting marginalization in the fi rst place.

As a result, childism calls for a new methodological approach in the hu-
manities and the social sciences, one that I would broadly describe as a 
hermeneutical ellipse. An ellipse is a stretched out circle with two centers 
rather than one, like the orbit of the earth around the sun: a circle that is 
decentered, asymmetrical, distorted around a second focal point. This met-
aphor is meant to suggest an amendment to the traditional “hermeneutical 
circle” in which human experience is interpreted, fi rst, in relation to its prior 
historical and cultural contexts and then, second, from the interpreter’s own 
unique point of view in response to those contexts. But this procedure 
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favors the greater interpretive power of adults, of those with greater edu-
cational and social resources in the world. The notion of a hermeneutical 
ellipse stretches this methodological circle, in a broadly poststructuralist 
fashion, to make it responsive not only to social agency but also to social 
diff erence. Understanding and practice need constantly to be decentered 
around other lived experiences.

The goal of scholarly and societal refl ection, whether about children or 
not, should then involve both historical criticism and historical expansive-
ness. No interpreter can pretend to understand human experience without 
responding to the experiences of those who exercise relatively less control 
over the very interpretive enterprise itself. Only in this way might children 
be included in humanistic scholarship as not only objects but also subjects. 
For children participate in such a hermeneutical ellipse just as much as 
adults. From the moment of birth (perhaps even earlier), children begin 
both to absorb historically entrenched social norms and to respond to the 
diff erences in the experiences and understanding of others around them. 
Indeed, children may be faced with this methodological task even more 
sharply than adults, since, being newer to the world, they are called on to 
expand their own horizons radically. The point, however, is that social un-
derstanding depends not only on interpretive agency but also on the more 
complex capacity for reconstructing worlds in response to diff erences.

Such a hermeneutical ellipse also off ers a more dynamic model for schol-
arly interdisciplinarity. What childism suggests is that diverse disciplines 
should not only work across normative boundaries but also open them-
selves up, in the process, to decentering and transforming their own dis-
ciplinary norms. The goal of an elliptical interdisciplinarity would be less 
the merging of disciplinary fi elds than the endless retesting of substantive 
and methodological disciplinary assumptions against diverse approaches to 
human experience.

Allow me to illustrate this childist methodology by refl ecting on my 
own fi eld of philosophical ethics. This fi eld is instructive because it has in 
fact practiced forms of childism in its long historical past, albeit in highly 
limited ways. Here I would like to examine, in broad terms, how Western 
philosophical ethics has thereby simultaneously humanized and dehuman-
ized children and how it may be restructured today along more radically 
childist lines.

The history of  Western ethical refl ection on children can be made visible 
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through a  three- part typology. One way childhood has been approached 
can be termed “bottom up.” In this view, children reveal humanity’s original 
capabilities for goodness and love, qualities that should ground all social 
relations and institutions. While individuals and societies tend to become 
corrupted over time, it remains possible to recapture humanity’s original 
inner purity. The dominant metaphor here is of human beings as plants: we 
are tender shoots that need to be nurtured from the ground up if we are to 
have fruitful, strong, and healthy moral societies.

This narrative has informed ethical thinking throughout history; it is 
manifested, for example, in the very fi rst command of the Jewish Bible to 
“be fruitful and multiply” (Genesis 1:28), where children are not only literal 
consequences but also symbolic exemplars of prefallen moral goodness. The 
New Testament gospels similarly describe Jesus as an infant incarnation of 
God and his disciples as “children of God,” and Jesus himself claims that 
“unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the king-
dom of heaven.” Early church theologians such as Clement of Alexandria, 
Origen, Cyprian, Gregory of Nyssa, and John Chrysostom consistently hold 
up children as images for adult imitation on account of their simplicity, 
freedom from desire, sexual purity, and indiff erence to worldly status and 
wealth. The  seventh- century Muslim Qur’an frequently describes children 
as “blessings” from Allah, by which it is meant that they are models of what 
societies should most value. Likewise, in modernity, the romantic philos-
opher Jean- Jacques Rousseau pictures children as “noble savages” whose 
natural freedom is the true basis for just and democratic societies. And the 
founder of modern Protestantism, Friedrich Schleiermacher, takes children 
to represent “the sacred sphere of nature” and the true “image of God” in 
this world.

This kind of  bottom- up ethics, still powerful today, has both strengths 
and weaknesses when it comes to responding to the experiences of chil-
dren. On the one hand, it has the obvious benefi t of humanizing children 
profoundly, since it considers children’s voices and agency to be socially 
foundational. On the other hand, it tends, as have similar approaches in 
connection with groups such as women and ethnic minorities, to sentimen-
talize children and thereby marginalize their actual moral struggles, com-
plexities, and diversity.

An opposed childist approach to ethics can be labeled “top down.” This 
view understands human nature as starting out in childhood as fundamen-
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tally disordered and unruly, thus requiring an imposition from above of a 
rational, traditional, or divine order. Children here epitomize humanity’s 
inborn selfi shness, sin, or rebellion against moral law; because of this in-
born immorality, human nature must be civilized into higher moral prin-
ciples. The metaphors here are less likely to involve plants than animals: 
human nature needing training and discipline. The most infl uential ethi-
cist here is the ancient Greek philosopher Plato, whose two great works 
in social theory, the Republic and the Laws, discuss childhood in depth 
and call for humanity’s natural childish barbarism to be stamped out by 
a  philosopher- king’s imposition of rational order. Childhood is similarly 
understood as a model of moral disobedience in certain parts of the Bible; 
so we fi nd Paul, for example, issuing an injunction to “put an end to childish 
ways.” The early Christian theologian Augustine refers to babies’ tantrums 
and self- centeredness as proof of humanity’s “original sin.” The Qur’an at 
times uses children as models of the need for a higher “submission” (“Is-
lam”) to spiritual discipline. The Protestant reformer Martin Luther asks: 
“For what purpose do we older folks exist, other than to care for, instruct, 
and bring up the young?” And in the modern period, René Descartes de-
scribes children’s irrationality as the antithesis of his “ideal of cognitive au-
tonomy,” while Immanuel Kant views moral education as the discipline of 
“changing [children’s] animal nature into human nature.”

Top- down childism, also still widely infl uential today, has its ethical 
advantages and disadvantages too. The most important advantage is that 
it views children as engaged from birth onward in the full human moral 
struggle: between desire and reason, self and society, earthliness and tran-
scendence. The disadvantage is that children are thereby dehumanized in a 
diff erent way: they are seen as incapable of their own moral agency and so 
as in need of passive adult training.

A third childist ethics from history can be called “developmental.” Here, 
the start of human life is viewed as neither innocent nor unruly but mor-
ally neutral or blank. What is learned from childhood is that the moral 
capabilities of selves and societies must develop gradually over time. Hu-
manity’s natural potential turns out well or badly depending on its progress 
over individual life cycles and collective history. The metaphors here tend 
to feature nonliving objects: blank pages, lumps of wax, uncarved statues, 
uncut jewels.

For example, Aristotle argues that human nature is not initially irrational 
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but rather prerational, containing an implicit moral potential that may be-
come realized in stages. The  twelft h- century Muslim abu Hamid al- Ghazali 
views children as born “soft  like the soft  clay in which any seed can grow” 
or like “a precious uncut jewel devoid of any form of carving, which will ac-
cept being cut into any shape.” Similarly, the Christian theologian Thomas 
Aquinas views ethical reasoning as developing according to “natural law” 
over  seven- year phases of the human life cycle. The  sixteenth- century hu-
manist Desiderius Erasmus points to the ability of the child’s mind to ab-
sorb both good and bad teachings over time. And, most infl uentially today, 
John Locke argues that children are not unruly animals but “blank slates” 
or “wax” ready to be written upon or molded in gradual phases with all the 
skills and discoveries of science and reason.

Ethical developmentalism is also infl uential today, particularly in moral 
psychology and the politics of “developing” nations, but it too has both 
its pros and its cons. A key advantage is that it refuses to either sentimen-
talize or demonize children but instead emphasizes their increasing moral 
capabilities. But its major drawback is that it views children principally 
through the lens of what they are not yet, namely fully “developed” adults. 
In this view, then, childhood is by defi nition a time of moral incomplete-
ness or lack.

Such an analysis of history constitutes only half of our hermeneutical 
ellipse. It is also important, if philosophical ethics is to be transformed in 
light of children’s experiences, to imagine new and more  child- responsive 
understandings of ethical norms for today. Children’s moral lives must not 
only deconstruct history but also reconstruct it more expansively. While 
the social sciences have much to learn from the kinds of humanistic history 
I have been describing, the humanities can in turn learn a great deal from 
social scientifi c descriptions of actual childhood experiences. Here I briefl y 
sketch the outlines of a more fully childist ethics that I have formulated 
more extensively in my Ethics in Light of Childhood. I do so in response to 
three of the more basic ethical questions that are pursued throughout hu-
manist history: What does childhood teach about humanity’s basic moral 
being? What does it suggest about societies’ true moral aims? And what 
does it require when it comes to moral obligations to one another? My an-
swer, in a nutshell, is that being ethical means creating ever more expansive 
responses to one another’s diff erences with respect to lived experience.

What can most importantly be learned about moral nature from child-



76 John Wall

hood is that it is neither passively determined by social contexts nor purely 
free and agential but rather interdependently creative. By “interdependent 
creativity” I mean that, from birth to death, human beings reconstruct their 
already constructed moral worlds. This essentially poststructuralist view 
envisions human moral nature as traversing an endless moral ellipse: always 
already culturally constructed but always also de-  and reconstructing. On 
this view, children are not passive recipients of top- down values, bringers 
of  bottom- up moral agency, or blank slates developing their moral reason. 
Rather, they are active participants who engage in the same moral dynamics 
as adults by reconstructing their moral surroundings over time.

Consider the example of Ying- Ying Fry, a girl adopted from China as 
an infant by a family in San Francisco and author of a book titled Kids 
Like Me in China, which she wrote aft er revisiting her original orphanage 
at the age of eight. Having been abandoned outside a police station when 
she was only a few days old, Fry is profoundly shaped by larger forces in 
her moral environment: the likely painful decision of her birth mother, the 
larger context of her biological family, Chinese cultural norms, the desires 
of her national government, national global economic realities, and so on, 
beyond any conclusive reckoning. At the same time, even as an infant, she 
is faced with the moral task of creating meaning for herself, which she does 
by reinterpreting the sights, smells, and sounds that she now encounters, 
forming bonds with new caregivers and other children, engaging social and 
cultural constructs, and in general making sense of her experiences and 
relationships. Likewise, when she writes her book at age eight, Fry fi nds 
herself already conditioned by all her infant experiences plus a vast range 
of further infl uences, such as U.S. cultures, the beliefs and actions of her 
adopting parents, their larger families, and an endless array of social, class, 
economic, political, and global realities. Still, her moral nature continues 
to consist in the ability, as her book attests, to recreate the meanings of her 
experiences in the context of evolving moral horizons.

Studying the experiences of children like Fry allows philosophical ethi-
cists to arrive at more profound and complex understandings of human 
moral nature overall. Methodologically speaking, the ethicist’s task is no 
diff erent from Fry’s. Both must reconstruct their own already constructed 
moral horizons in light of new experiences involving diff erent others. The 
diff erence is a matter only of degree: the time an adult ethicist has had to 
incorporate wider reaches of life. The moral task for every human being 
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is to create moral worlds from within a constructed, contested, and inter-
dependent moral terrain. Or, put diff erently, it is to engage in moral play.

If so, then childism also provides new perspectives on the age- old ques-
tion of what moral life should strive to accomplish, what teleological aims 
or purposes it should pursue. As we have seen, various childisms of history 
have come to diff erent conclusions. The moral aim can be understood vari-
ously as the achievement of higher social order, the fuller expression of in-
born instincts, or the gradual progress of moral reason. My proposal is that 
the moral aim should be understood instead as the creation of increasingly 
expansive social horizons.

Let us take the example of new work in childhood studies on the diverse 
experiences of child soldiers. Throughout history and still today, children 
have fought in wars, revolutions, and resistance movements and have com-
mitted acts of mass violence and terrorism. They have been both heralded as 
heroic and liberating agents and bemoaned as manipulated and traumatized 
victims. Around fi ve hundred thousand children are soldiers today. Perhaps 
the most famous is Ishmael Beah, author of a memoir recounting his experi-
ences fi ghting for the government army as a young teenager in the Sierra 
Leone civil war. At age thirteen, Beah lost his entire family and village to 
rebel soldiers, wandered with friends for months in the countryside, was 
recruited to participate in countless killings, genocides, and rapes, and was 
eventually rescued by unicef and became a un consultant.

What can be hoped for a species that, even in its earliest years, can em-
brace the worst kinds of violence but also achieve the heights of redemption 
and renewal? The answer cannot be found in collective order, individual 
self- expression, or developed rationality. Rather, both children and adults 
are called on to confront their own  always- too- narrow perspectives and to 
struggle for more expansive relations with others around them. Like Beah, 
each of us is embedded in limited moral horizons that are nevertheless also 
capable of being broadened (or narrowed) through experience. Put diff er-
ently, childhood reveals a deeper complexity to moral life’s temporality. 
Inherited moral assumptions from the past ought to be continually decen-
tered, over individual lifetimes and shared histories, in order, hopefully, that 
we might move in the direction of more fully interdependent human rela-
tions in the future.

Perhaps the most complex ethical question to consider from a childist 
point of view is that of obligations to each other. This question is particularly 
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diffi  cult today because, ever since the Enlightenment, it has primarily been 
answered on the basis of respect for individual autonomy. This construct 
tends to suggest a distinction between morally competent and independent 
adults and morally incompetent and dependent children. Children’s sup-
posed lack of moral autonomy has been understood in various ways: in 
terms of their captivity to immediate wants and desires (Kant), their weak-
ness in the face of worldly pressures (Rousseau), and their lack of moral 
development (Locke). But in all cases, children become secondary players 
in moral relations.

Consider, however, the example of Michael, a  fi ft een- month- old playing 
with a friend, taken from Gareth Matthews’s studies of children’s philo-
sophical thinking: “[Michael] was struggling with his friend, Paul, over a 
toy. Paul started to cry. Michael appeared concerned and let go of the toy so 
that Paul would have it, but Paul kept crying. Michael paused, then gave his 
teddy bear to Paul, but the crying continued. Michael paused again, then 
ran into the next room, returned with Paul’s security blanket, and off ered it 
to Paul, who then stopped crying.”

Michael is not acting premorally or amorally but morally. He recognizes 
that his friend is in distress and decides to respond. He may not respond 
in the same way as an older child or adult, but he recognizes at least two 
important things: that his own actions are causing his friend pain and that 
he has an obligation to come up with a creative solution that responds to his 
friend’s particular experiences. Ethicists will miss these moral dimensions 
if they reduce moral obligations to mere respect for autonomy. Yes, Michael 
respects his friend. But, in a more complexly  passive- active sense, he re-
sponds to his friend’s diff erent experience. He not only acts but also allows 
his friend to challenge and reshape his own thinking. His action is moral 
because it creates a new response to his friend’s previously unseen alterity.

This more dynamic sense of moral obligation is better explained through 
poststructuralist ideas of responsibility to lived experiences of diff erence. 
As Emmanual Levinas puts it, “My exposure to another in my responsibil-
ity for him . . . is exposure to the openness of a face.” I cannot enter into 
the details of poststructuralism here, but I would suggest that it too could 
use a degree of childist revision. A pure openness to otherness would still 
marginalize children, because, on the whole, it assumes a subject who is 
resistant to openness (a critique already made by feminists), and it fails to 
recognize that children demand not only openness to them but also agency 
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on their behalf. As the example of Michael suggests, ethical obligations are 
more accurately described as responsibilities. These responsibilities do not 
require the destruction of the self as moral center but rather the decentering 
of its existing moral horizons. This elliptical obligation is neither to fi nd a 
common rationality with the other nor to allow the other to deconstruct 
the self altogether. It is instead to respond to one’s own and others’ diff erent 
life experiences by creating more expansively human relations over time. In 
this case, like Michael, each of us is forever just starting out on a journey of 
moral growth.

This revisioning of ethics is of course merely an illustration of the pos-
sibility for childist scholarship. I would like now to show, very briefl y, how 
a childist ethics might be applied to a concern that has been central in the 
fi eld of childhood studies, namely, children’s rights. So long as children’s 
rights remain the province of the social sciences alone, they cannot be pro-
vided the needed fundamental critique of their historical conceptual under-
pinnings. More specifi cally, what is needed is a radical reimagining of the 
meaning of human rights. Rights language has proven vital over history to 
the well- being of men and women and increasingly now also children. Yet 
when it comes to children in particular, the very notion of rights is faced 
with the peculiar challenge of having historically been grounded exclusively 
in the experiences of adults. Such is the larger historical and ethical context 
of the situation described by Annette Appell in this volume. The reason 
children lack so many rights today is not just that rights have not suffi  ciently 
been applied to them but more fundamentally that supposedly “human” 
rights are in fact primarily grounded in adulthood.

Human rights were conceived of by their Enlightenment architects as de-
marcating an explicitly adult public realm. This argument is made in three 
ways that roughly parallel the three historical forms of childism I have de-
scribed. Locke, the very founder of the modern concept of rights, views 
rights as the way governments support individuals’ “self- preservation” 
against each other; but, owing to his developmental perspective, he argues 
that children must therefore be treated as the “property” of their parents 
until they are rational enough to hold rights to self- preservation with-
out harming themselves or others in the process. Rousseau claims, in a 
 bottom- up way, that human rights exist to ensure that all citizens are equally 
included in the formation of a society’s “general will,” except children must 
be excluded because they need a prolonged seclusion in the private home in 
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order to become strong enough to withstand being corrupted by society. 
And Kant views rights in a top- down fashion as humanity’s submitting it-
self to self- legislation by higher moral reason, as opposed to ruling itself 
by force or tradition, but, again, rights must be denied to children because 
children are overwhelmed by passion and desire and therefore incapable of 
rational autonomy.

Despite this unpromising ethical groundwork, however, the lives and ex-
periences of children have provoked child advocates, governments, and the 
international community to respond by increasingly applying rights lan-
guage to them. This is most visible in the gradual expansion of interna-
tional children’s rights frameworks. The very fi rst truly global agreement 
in the history of humankind, in fact, is the League of Nations’ 1924 Geneva 
Declaration of the Rights of the Child, a one- page document that calls for 
what have since been termed fi ve “provision” rights for children: to receive 
the means for development, nutrition, health, shelter, aid relief, and educa-
tion. Provision rights are essentially Lockean or developmental rights to 
the basic social goods needed for self- preservation. On what basis are they 
now extended to children? The implication is that complex and globalizing 
societies can no longer assume that children can solely depend on families 
for support, which is similar to what the then growing international labor 
movements and antipoverty drives (both of which already included chil-
dren) likewise suggested. Locke’s dichotomy between independent adults 
and dependent children ignores the ways in which both adults and children 
are in fact interdependent both in families and across societies.

The next great international children’s rights agreement is the United 
Nations’ 1959 Declaration of the Rights of the Child, which calls for guaran-
teeing children ten rights: six “provision” rights along with four more that 
have been called “protection” rights. These are not rights to something but 
rights against harm from others: including, in this case, against racial, sex-
ual, religious, political, and other kinds of discrimination; neglect, cruelty, 
traffi  cking, and exploitation; child labor; and separation from parents. Pro-
tection rights are basically Kantian or top- down kinds of rights because they 
impose a larger public order upon humanity’s otherwise violent tendencies. 
They are now, however, extended to children on the basis, it appears, not so 
much of children’s autonomous freedom as of their passive suff ering from 
abuse by those with greater power. The founding purpose of the United Na-
tions, as expressed in its 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (an 
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almost entirely protection rights document), was to prevent future horrors 
of the kind that had been perpetrated during World War II. The mass vio-
lence and genocides of this period not only did not spare children but very 
oft en they aff ected children more than adults. Indeed, children may be the 
social group most in need of societies’ protection rights, and so protection 
rights themselves must be understood less as preservers of social order than 
as responses to social vulnerability.

Finally, and most importantly, the United Nations’ 1989 Convention on 
the Rights of the Child is the most widely ratifi ed document in all of history 
(every country except the United States, Somalia, and South Sudan is party 
to it). It outlines forty children’s rights and in signifi cantly greater breadth 
and detail than before. Approximately eighteen are “provision” rights and 
approximately sixteen are extensions of “protection” rights. But it contains 
a third and new kind of right for children, the six so- called “participation” 
rights: the right to be heard, the right to freedom of expression, freedom of 
thought and religion, freedom of association, the right to privacy, and the 
right to access to media and information. Participation rights are closer to 
Rousseau’s  bottom- up model in that they seek to include in the general 
public will the agency, voices, and citizenship of all. The main, though not 
the only, reason these rights are now extended to children is because of a 
growing sense of children’s social agency led by the then new childhood 
studies movement, which was instrumental in the convention’s draft ing.

I cannot enter here into the various explanations that have been off ered 
for why rights should be extended to children and not just adults. I would 
just like to observe instead these types of children’s rights movements ul-
timately demand a fundamentally transformed understanding of human 
rights as such. For what is really happening, however implicitly and incom-
pletely, is that the very notion of human rights is being expanded in re-
sponse to children’s previously excluded lived experiences. This shift  can be 
described, using the ethical considerations I have outlined, as a movement 
toward a view of human rights as societies’ creative responses to human 
diff erence. On this view, the purpose of rights is not to guarantee, encour-
age, or protect individual agency but to decenter collective life around hu-
manity’s widest possible experiential diversity. Existing structures of social, 
cultural, and power relations should constantly be deconstructed and re-
constructed in order, all at once, to provide for those they exclude, protect 
those they do harm, and increase participation for those they silence. In 
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short, human rights exist to help societies expand their moral imaginations 
and thereby grow in humanity.

I have proposed that childism off ers a more transformative method for re-
sponding to children’s experiences, both in scholarship and in societies. 
Rather than simply applying  adult- constructed norms to children’s lives, 
thinking and action should engage in a self- critical hermeneutical ellipse 
in which children’s diverse diff erences are able to decenter historical as-
sumptions and practices. What is more, childism is not just for children. 
It also aims to off er new methodologies for thought and action in light of 
considerations of age. I have shown how this method might be put to use in 
my own fi eld of philosophical ethics, both as a means for gaining new per-
spectives on historical constructions and as a catalyst for imaginative new 
thinking. Ethics should move beyond its traditional  adult- centered bases in 
autonomy, social order, and rational development to embrace more broadly 
humanistic bases in responsiveness to the diversity of experience. Likewise, 
human rights will be adequate to children’s lives only if they are fundamen-
tally reconceptualized as social responses to human diff erence.

Childism also has implications for larger humanistic study. The humani-
ties, in my view, do not live up to their name if their very practices and 
concepts systematically marginalize a third of the planet’s human beings. 
Given, however, that it is chiefl y going to be adults who conduct humanistic 
scholarship, a more elliptical methodology is needed in which diff erence 
is empowered to transform historical assumptions. Childism can function 
similarly to feminism in many respects. But it should go beyond feminism 
and not fi nally depend on the othered group in question having to lead 
the scholarly and political charge. Childhood suggests that a more inclusive 
methodology means not only giving voice to experiences of otherness but 
also, in an endless cycle, expanding structures of shared understanding in 
response.

Finally, childism has implications for the fi eld of childhood studies. This 
is an area in which the humanities can contribute to greater methodological 
complexity. My view is that the distinction between humanistic and sci-
entifi c scholarship, while useful for establishing disciplinary boundaries, 
can also obscure larger scholarly goals. In the case of children, the larger 
goal should be not only to understand children’s constructed agencies, or 
even to include children as research participants, but above all to respond to 
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children’s lived experiences by transforming understandings and practices. 
Only in this rather elliptical way, I submit, can the table be reconstructed to 
include children.
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