
1

Is Childhood Studies a 
Transdisciplinary Field? 

An Assessment

Martyn Hammersley

The Open University

Thomas Coram Research Unit, 
Institute of Education, University College London, 

September 2015

Background
• I have had a longstanding interest in whether 

the two ‘disciplines’ within which I’ve spent 
most of my career – sociology and education –
are in fact disciplines, and indeed in what the 
term ‘discipline’ means, whether it is good or 
bad to be a discipline, etc.

• Some years ago the ‘sociology of education 
discipline group’ at the OU was closed down, 
and I was ‘re-assigned’ to what was effectively 
a Childhood Studies department. That 
prompted the question: do I now belong to a 
new discipline?

What is a discipline?
My working definition:

• A community or network of specialist 
researchers; 

• Focused on a set of interrelated topics;

• Communicating to one another the manner 
and findings of their inquiries, and engaged 
in continual assessment of these.

It is important to note that this implies a 
considerable degree of closure in focus, in 
membership, and in audience.

Disciplinarity and its Others
• There is quite a substantial literature on 

disciplinarity, inter-disciplinarity, trans-
disciplinary, post-disciplinary, etc.

• While there is not much agreement on the 
meanings of these terms, the main distinctions 
are between: a discipline; an ‘interdiscipline’ (a 
field to which several disciplines contribute 
equally); and a ‘transdiscipline’ (a field that has 
transcended existing disciplines, without 
becoming a discipline itself, so that it is open to 
the outside, rather than bounded or closed and 
controlled). These are, of course, ideal types.

The emergence of Childhood 
Studies

• From the late 1980s onwards: growth of the 
‘new social studies of childhood’, the 
anthropology of childhood, the sociology of 
childhood, these also of course drawing on 
historical work concerned with childhood

• Even where located within an established 
discipline, the study of childhood was 
usually seen as part of a radical 
transformation of that discipline. This is 
exemplified by the work of Jenks (1990).

The commitments of Childhood 
Studies

• Children are worthy of study in their own right, 
independently of adult concerns;

• Childhood is a social construction: it is neither 
natural nor universally standard.

• Children are, and must be treated as, active in 
the construction of their own social lives, 
legitimately shaping local contexts and the 
societies in which they live;

• Qualitative methods, in particular participatory 
forms of inquiry, are the gold standard.
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Children are worth studying in their 
own right

• What does ‘in their own right’ mean? Note that 
this relies on a contrast between a child 
perspective and an adult perspective: Is some 
form of essentialism at work here? 

• Is it possible to study children without locating 
them in the wider context of adult societies?

• Is not childhood itself an adult concept?

These are not knock-down arguments, but they 
do point to antinomies within this founding 
assumption of Childhood Studies.

Childhood is a social construction
• There is socio-cultural variability in how 

childhood is defined, and in adults’ attitudes 
towards and treatment of children, as well as 
variation in children’s cultures. But does this not 
imply that the very concept of childhood is a 
reification, or reliance on biological difference?

• If we were to take constructionism to its radical 
or logical extreme the focus would have to be 
on the discursive or interactional practices 
involved in identifying some people as children, 
or on how researchers themselves constitute 
childhood in and through their work.

Children have agency 
There are two components to this, the ontological 
and the prescriptive, which appear contradictory:
• Children exercise agency, always have done 
and always will do (ontological claim).
•Children’s agency should be respected: they 
should be given the autonomy they deserve, 
in the sense of their rights (prescription).

What does ‘agency’ mean? Free from all 
constraints? Do adults have agency in this sense? 

The rights and interests of one person frequently 
conflict with those of others, so legitimate 
autonomy is always limited.

Participatory methods
• It is often argued that these methods represent 

the most appropriate means for conducting 
research concerned with children and childhood 
in contemporary societies. In what has become 
a very common phrasing: research should not 
be done on children but must be carried out 
with, or led by, them (Kellett 2005; Nind 2014).

• What does ‘participation’ mean?

• Research requires expertise. Unless adult 
researchers exercise control they cannot meet 
the responsibilities it involves. 

Is Childhood Studies 
transdisciplinary?

It certainly doesn’t transcend all disciplines. In 
fact, in many ways it seems to have been an 
attempt by sociologists and anthropologists to 
take over the field of childhood from 
psychologists, biologists and clinicians.

There would be nothing wrong with this if the 
new perspective were sound and those of 
psychology, biology and medicine false. But I 
have suggested that there are some serious 
questions to be addressed about the rationale 
for Childhood Studies. 

The ‘new materialism’
• Some of these problems have been 

recognised by others (notably Prout 2005). 
They have proposed that ‘dualisms’ such as 
culture/nature should be overcome (Lee and 
Motzkau 2011, Ryan 2011). There is 
something to be said for this.

• What they seem to propose is a single total 
perspective on childhood that blends biology, 
psychology, sociology and anthropology.

• However, in practice, this is not what is 
offered: the ‘new vitalism’ or ‘new materialism’ 
still amounts to social studies imperialism.
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And this is to be expected:
‘In short, if we take seriously the 
epistemological argument in the context of 
which the gospel of interdisciplinary study is 
so often preached, we will come to the 
conclusion that being interdisciplinary –
breaking out of the prison houses of our 
various specialities to the open range first of 
a general human knowledge and then of the 
employment of that knowledge in the great 
struggles of social and political life – is not a 
possible human achievement.’ 
(Fish 1994:237)

Perhaps there is no escape from 
disciplinarity?

• There are also questions about the viability and 
desirability of a totalizing, transdisciplinary 
perspective: surely all knowledge is 
perspectival. A discipline can only illuminate 
some aspects of the world by simplifying or 
even obscuring others (Gluckman and Devons 
1964).

• Of course, in using research knowledge about 
children for practical purposes we must find 
fruitful ways of relating relevant disciplinary 
perspectives to specific issues.

Value commitments
• It is important to note that the 

commitments of Childhood Studies I have 
outlined all have a normative character: 
they are in the nature of injunctions.

• This is obvious in the case of the first and 
the last, but it is even true of those 
relating to the social construction of 
childhood and the agency of children.

This raises questions about the proper role 
of practical values in social science.

Conclusion
Practical values frame Childhood Studies, and 

this is true of all social science disciplines, 
interdisciplines or transdisciplines. But:

• I think I have shown that there are serious 
internal tensions or inconsistencies within the 
commitments of Childhood Studies

• And those commitments are often treated not 
as working assumptions framing inquiry but as 
ideological tenets. In my view this is wrong in 
principle, but it is also likely to distort relations 
with other disciplines, and in a practice-related 
field this may be particularly undesirable.
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