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Synopsis
The Rhetoric concerning Childhood
Tae Yamamoto

Today it is customary, in discussing the modern situation in relation to
children, to say that “the child was discovered in the modern age,” i.c., the
concept of childhood as we understand now is a modern concept. It seems to
me, however, that the term—the ““discovery of the child”—has been repeated
rather carelessly, ignoring the fact that it was used in rather different tones by
critics and scholars.

Two books seem to have been particularly influential in propagating the
thesis that “the child was discovered in the modern age”: Peter Coveney’s
book The Image of Childhood: The Individual and Society: A Study of the
Theme in English Literature (1957) and L’enfant et la vie familiale sous
I’ Ancien Régime (1960) by Philippe Ariés, translated into English in 1962
(Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life).

A French historian, Ariés claims in his book that the Child as we understand
it now did not exist in the middle age; the modern concept of Child developed
as the bonds of the community in the ancien régime were weakened and the
modern nuclear family came into being. His book had great impact because
it emphasized the relativity of our concept of childhood by putting it in
historical contexts. Books written under his influence therefore tend to
question, and try to displace, our concepts of Child, parenthood, family
relationship, and so on, by stressing their relativity and dependence on historical

situations.
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While Ariés treats the situation in France from the middle age to the 18th
century, Coveney concentrates on the English literary scene at the turn of the
19th century, going down to the early 20th century. He explains how, at the
beginning of the 19th century, the image of “an Innocent Child” became an
important vehicle by which great Romantic poets and great novelists,
particularly Dickens, expressed their messages and views of life; for them,
the child became the symbol of Nature itself and of their objections to the
ugly industrial age. Both Ariés and Coveney discuss the development and
change of the concept of child in historical contexts. As Coveney’s argument
of the Romantic view of childhood was acclaimed and repeated in books and
articles treating the image of the child in English literature, however, the
arguments concerning the “discovery” of the child seem to have acquired a
rather different tone from that of Ariés and his followers. Sometimes the
change which occurred in the Romantic period was explained as the process
in which the inherent value of childhood and the true nature of the child,
which had been wrongly ignored up until then, were finally discovered and
appreciated.

These examples show how the thesis that “the child was discovered in the
modern age” could be interpreted and described in different ways by means
of the rhetoric used by the writers of the texts. It is not my intention here to
discuss which way of viewing the child is better or right; rather I want to call
attention, through these examples, to the fact that our view of the child or
childhood is molded by this rhetoric.

The Japanese historian Hiroko Hasegawa proposes a new way of examining
historical documents. So far many historjans have regarded documents as
evidence reflecting the facts and situations in the past, through which they

might get at the realities and trends of thought of the previous ages. Hasegawa
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suggests, however, that it is possible to think that a document itself, in being
written, may have constructed “reality” and “trend”’; when something is written
on paper in a certain situation, that written text provides the people concerned
with a framework through which they might comprehend the situation they
are involved in, though they may not have been conscious of their situation in
that way before. I think this way of thinking is applicable to examining the
rhetoric of literary texts and criticisms. Examining a passage from
Wordsworth’s The Excursion in this way, for example, we can analyze how
the poet's rhetoric constructs the framework which could be summarized as
the opposition of factory vs. country life, and puts all the elements described
in the passage into that framework. ‘Once the “reality” in which they live is
put into words in this way, people come to grasp the “reality” through that
framework, and the interpretation and criticism of the poem written later also
help to strengthen and give credence to the framework.

Every text concerning Child invites us to see the “reality” it constructs by
means of its rhetoric. To trace the changing image of childhood in literature
should be regarded as an attempt to examine how such rhetoric has been written,

and how we have interpreted such rhetoric.



