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Abstract 

The thesis begins by arguing that the mid 1990s witnessed a proliferation of popular, 
political and academic discourses of childhood and technology, which characterised 
children as ̀ digital natives' and which presented children's seemingly natural facility with 
digital technology use as heralding the potential for new relationships between children 
and adults. In order to understand the implications of these representations, the thesis: 

1. Conducts a review of the literature of childhood studies, and of childhood in the 
context of new formations characterised as the ̀ information society'; 

2. Examines the relationship between language and society, exploring specifically 
the concepts of `hegemony, articulation, recontextualisation, and 
appropriation/colonisation' drawn from Gramsci, Laclau and Mouffe, Bernstein 
and Hall's analyses of the role of discourse in political and social change; and 

3. Develops a metholodology based upon Critical Discourse Analysis, in order to 
provide an account of the relationship between discursive representations of 
childhood and the social practices and institutions in which these representations 
are enacted or resisted. 

The data analysed in the thesis comprise: 

1. New Labour political speeches between 1996 and 2001, focusing specifically 
upon Tony Blair's speeches and upon the chain of texts linking Blair's 1996 

conference speech, the Stevenson Report and the National Grid for Learning 
2.997 newspaper articles from the years 1997 and 2001, analysed through both a 

corpus analysis and detailed textual analysis of selected articles 
3.5 Interviews with 6 families in the home conducted between 1998 and 2000 

On the basis of this analysis, the thesis contends that, while children were repesented as 
having significant agency and `natural affinity' with digital technologies in this period 
(representations which did challenge traditional adult-child relations of the `dominant 
framework') this new form of agency was colonised within wider educational policy to 
act as a warrant for a `personalisation' of educational provision and a de-articulation of 
childhood from the institutions of home and school. This process of colonisation serves 
to obscure the differences in resources available to different children in achieving agency 
in the context of the `information age', and serves to create equivalences between 
different social groupings acting with very different political and social agendas. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

... something important is happening in the reconfiguration of adult-child 
relationships and [... J technology is implicated in it (Pmut, 2005: 121) 

In the 1990s there seemed to be an emergence, in political, media and academic 

spheres, of a discourse that represented young people, through their use of 

information and communications technology, as an `entirely new' generation, able 

to act powerfully and effectively in the techno-social formations characterised as 

the `information society'. In these discourses, relationships between children and 

adults were turned on their heads as young people were presented as competent 

`digital natives', while adults were presented as `digital immigrants' reluctantly 

struggling to keep up with young people's facility with these new technologies' 

(McGrath, 1997; Negroponte, 1995/1996). In the popular press, anecdotes were 

recounted of young people making millions from websites set up in their own 

bedrooms, or hacking into Pentagon computers. Children's television of the period 

included a number of characters with significant powers as a result of their digital 

technology use (we need think only of Willow in Ba[ the Vampire Slayer whose 

technical facility for hacking was set up in opposition to the adults' reliance on 

antique books and ancient runes). Major advertising campaigns for AOL and BT 

set up an opposition between parents unable to understand the new technologies 

and children who would patiently explain what email was for. In debates on the 

future of the so-called `information society' within the political domain, children 

were presented as spearheading the information revolution: 

Our children are already moving into the digtal future. They are quickly 
mastering the tools that they will need for the new century. Some of us need to 

catch up. Qohn Battle MP, Hansard, 1997) 

Representations of the active and technically competent child were, in turn, 

countered by anxieties that we were witnessing a `contemporary crisis of childhood' 

(Steinberg and Kincheloe, 1997). These apparent instances of children's precocious 

I Marc Prensky popularised the terms 'digital natives' and 'digital immigrants' in his book 'games 
based learning' in 2001, but he acknowledges his debt for these terms to )C herz who coined them 
in the 1990s. 
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behaviour were greeted in some quarters as evidence of a decline in values and 

standards and as the potential corruption of the young by corporate interests (see 

Buckingham, 2000; Roszak, 1996; Rushkoff, 1996). The technologisation of 

childhood spaces, notably the home and the school, were presented as an erosion 

of traditional childhood practices of `play' and `creativity' and as potentially 

increasing socio-economic inequalities (Buckingham and Sefton-Green, 1998; 

BECTA, 2002; Rudd, 1998,2002). 

In this contested environment, it was unclear what precisely was happening to 

children themselves, but what seems certain is that ideas about childhood were 

changing in the context of the emergence of ideas of an `information society'. As 

Alan Prout, leader of the new Social Studies of Childhood movement, argues: 

ICTs destabilise the boundary between the public and private spheres and 
between adulthood and childhood. They help to create conditions in which the 
dependency of the child becomes problematic and in which the voices of 
minorities, including children, might be constructed and ampqied. (Prout, 
2005: 141) 

That new technologies should herald a debate on the nature of childhood and the 

future of society was not without precedent, indeed, by the 1990s, the changing 

media/technology landscape had been mobilised in the call for a radical 

reconceptualisation of education, of learning and of the relationships between 

adults and children for over twenty years albeit with little noticeable impact on the 

familiar institutions of childhood. Ivan Illich, in 1971 for example, argued that 

information was now so widely available and easily accessible, that schools, even 

adults, had lost their role as the sources of knowledge in our society (Ilich, 1971), 

and ßaugham and Claggett had argued in 1983 for a complete rethinking of 

schooling as a result of observing children's facility for learning mathematics 

through computer gaming. 

By the 1990s, however, information and communications technologies were 

increasingly presented not merely as marginal entertainment or business efficiency 

tools, but as central to all aspects of economic and social life. A new `planetary 

vulgate' was emerging which presented these technologies as responsible for a shift 

towards a new sort of society, variously an `information society', `digital age' or 
`knowledge economy' (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2001; Woolgar, 2002). 
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By 1996, then, discussions of children's seemingly `natural' facility with digital 

technologies were no longer the concern only of those traditionally concerned with 

children's education, but of all those with an interest in the potential reshaping of 

society, economics and culture in the light of changed socio-technical formations. 

By 1996 Seymour Papert, a long-time advocate of educational change and 

computer use by children, was able to mobilise three overlapping discourses to 

argue for radical changes in the adult-child educational relationship: first, he argued 

that the interest of the telecommunications industry in searching out new markets 

in education would inevitably lead to changes in computer-based education; 

second, children's self-directed experiences of learning and working with 

computers in the home would lead to demands for new approaches to education 

for adults and children alike; and third, the growing emphasis on lifelong learning 

as a necessary outcome of changing work practices within an information society 

would lead to a need for new models of education. 

Papert was able to locate the idea of the `digital child' not only in the context of 

education and families, but the centre of the dominant discourse of political debate 

at the time, namely the debates over state and societal responses to the 

`information society' (Papert, 1996). This new `centrality' of childhood in changing 

socio-technical formations, he argued, would see an urgent need for change to 

happen in adult/child relations, and quickly. 

What is of primary interest in this thesis, then, is whether in the mid-1990s this 

conjunction of new discourses of the `information society' with ideas of children as 

`natural' computer users (as ̀ digital natives') served to reconfigure ideas of children 

and childhood in ways which had previously been unachievable by earlier 

commentators. 

1.2 Aims of the thesis 

In this context, the overarching aims of this thesis are: to understand how the twin 

narratives of childhood and the `information society' were articulated together in 

this period of emergence, to explore how competing discourses of childhood were 

played out and ̀ fixed' in this articulation, and, beyond this, to examine whether the 
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articulation of these discourses created conditions which could be said to be 

`destabilising the boundaries between adulthood and childhood'. 

These aims are not simply of theoretical interest; the boundary between childhood 

and adulthood is central to significant social institutions such as education and 

families, and its erosion potentially impacts on a wide range of areas of social life, 

from the public sphere, to the home, to the workplace. More significantly, 

`childhood' acts as the `cultural other' (Christensen, 1994) of `adulthood', it is 

through defining the child that we understand what it means to be `adult' (and vice 

versa). Understanding how childhood was reconceptualised in this period may 

therefore also allow us to explore how we are coming to understand `adulthood' in 

the discourses and practices of the `information society'. 

Understanding any changes which may be emerging, developing a framework for 

such analysis, and exploring how the multitude of different voices at this period 

may come to be organised around new `commonsense' understandings of 

childhood, is therefore clearly of pressing concern. This is particularly the case 

when, as some commentators have argued, the discourses of the information 

society may be understood to be reproducing and intensifying relations of social, 

cultural and economic inequalities (Schiller, 1996). 

Many researchers have studied children's interactions with technology in this 

period, and mounted a trenchant critique of the universalising discourses of the 

`digital child' of the 1990s by paying close attention to the lived experiences of 

children and families (see, for example, Facer et al, 2001; 2003; Holloway and 

Valentine, 2003; Sefton-Green, 1998; Buckingham, 2000; Livingstone and Bovill, 

1999). Indeed, it was through a study specifically intended to challenge the `grand 

narratives' of the digital generation that I became involved in research in this area 

(Screenplay Project, ESRC 1998-2001). There is some concern however, that while 

these different ethnographic interventions serve to problematise universalist claims, 

they may do little other than offer multiplications of different contexts rather than 

support the creation of social theory that can inform social action (Woolgar, 2002; 

Lee, 1998). As Strathern argues: 
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... the more ethnographically local studies became, the more new contexts (and 
new areas of ignorance) were opened up; every new perspective meant loss of 
others (Strathem, 2002: 303) 

Instead, Strathern argues, rather than attempt to find ever more contexts in which 

to locate technology (or childhood) we should attempt to understand why certain 

possibilities of action are already excluded/included in our ideas about and 

representations of technology (or childhood). In other words, we should 

... consider instead how it is that virtual phenomena are retarded as `out of 
context' in the first place. That is, what phenomena do the purveyors of virtual 
realisier regard themselves as exogenous? What `missing' realities are already 
contained in the way people think about virtual reality? (Strathern, 2002: 304) 

My aim in understanding `what was happening' in the production of childhood in 

the late 1990s, then, is not to oppose the universalising discourses of the digital 

child with the lived experiences of particular young people, nor to attempt to 

uncover the `real' child behind the discourses, but instead, to attempt to understand 

how the many and diverse potential `realities' of children were selected and 

represented as commonsense views of childhood at the period. The aim is to 

understand why and in what contexts particular ideas of childhood in the 

information society were excluded, promoted, rejected or realised, and to explore 

how these different views may have come to be stabilised as `commonsense' 

understandings of childhood which serve to inform social action. 

The discursive struggles of this period, however, could be seen as not `merely 

discursive' but as having distinct social effects. Different representations of 

children in the information age served as calls for action to reformulate education 

policy, to purchase computer equipment and hardware in homes and schools, to 

reconceptualise children's relationships with digital and physical space or to 

establish research programmes. These diverse representations of childhood and 

technology were mobilised as calls to construct new configurations of the material, 

discursive, technological and institutional arrangements of childhood across the 

multiple spaces of state institutions, domestic settings and virtual environments. If 

we have an interest in understanding whether, and if so how, childhood was 
`changed' in the 1990s, then we need to engage not only with the `ideas' we have 

about children in this period, but with the ways in which these ideas were mobilised 
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in creating consent for the establishment of new material, institutional and 

technological arrangements. As Buckingham argues: 

There is a kind of circularity here. Children are defined as a particular category, 
with particular characteristics and limitations, both by themselves and by others 

- by parents, teachers, researchers, politicians, policy makers, welfare agencies, 
and (of course) by the media. These d finitions are codified in laws and policies; 

and they are embodied v thin particular forms of institutional and social 
practice, which in turn help to produce the forms of behaviour which are seen as 
typically `child-like' - and simultaneously to generate forms of resistance to 
them. (2000: 6-7) 

1.3 Research questions 

Drawing on the above discussions, the thesis aims to address the following 

research questions: 

1. how were children's relationships with digital technologies represented in 

the public domain in the late 1990s ? 

for example, how did political and media discourse represent narratives of 
childhood and technology at ibis period? When and by whom were certain 
narratives presented or excluded? What structural constraints operated on the 

representations of childhood? What were the ways in which new representations 
of childhood were incorporated into or challenged historical representations of 
childhood? 

2. how were the discourses of childhood and technology in this period 

mobilised to create consent for the reconfiguration of material and social 

practices in homes and schools? 

For example, how and when were representations of childhood and technology 

used as warrants for the creation of new institutional and material childhood 
practices? To what extent did there practicer serve to challenge or reproduce the 
public discursive productions of childhood and technology? To what extent were 
new configurations of childhood in conflict or accordance u7th pre-existing social 
practices? 

3. to what extent were these representations and reconfigurations of material 

and social practices implicated in the redrawing of the boundaries between 

adulthood and childhood at this period? 

For example, did the new configurations of childhood of eer children social agency, 
challenge adult authority, create new relations between adults and children? To 

what extent were these new configurations incorporated into existing patterns of 
relationships between adults and children in dýffemnt social contexts? How were 
`adults' viewed to be changing in these contexts? 
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1.4 Methodology 

This thesis takes as its focus a specific historical conjuncture (1997-2001) and a 

particular set of political, media and domestic discourses. It does so for two 

reasons. First, this particular period is selected because it coincides with the first 

term of the New Labour government in the UK, a term that was characterised by 

significant interest in both technologies and childhood, and also because this period 

in the UK and internationally represents a significant flowering of `cyberbolic' 

discourse in which the `planetary vulgate' (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2001) of the 

information society was beginning to become established in diverse social, political 

and media fields. 

Second, the thesis focuses on discourse because of an understanding that the ways 

in which we represent both childhood and technology are central to the ways in 

which these come to be `enacted' in our social lives. Since Aries (1973) Centuries of 

Childhood, the representation of childhood has been understood to be significant in 

shaping how it is we come to `know', identify and classify children. This is not to 

suggest that children, per se, do not exist, but to suggest that the ways in which we 

represent children serve to act as filters through which we interpret their 

behaviours and, in turn, come to structure the contexts and practices of childhood. 

The classification of a person as `child' makes available to that person certain 

actions and behaviours (Austin et al, 2003); and changes in the ways in which we 

classify `childhood', in the meanings we attribute to it and in the behaviours we 

associate with it, are significant in shaping the institutions and practices we build 

for children. Similarly, discourses of `technology' or the `information society' are 

seen not as simple reflections of some external technical reality, but as practices of 

signification which serve to construct particular ways of interpreting and acting 

upon technological possibilities: 

The social science of electronic technologies requires not just that we recognise the 
extent to which talk of definitive effects - the discourse of the definite - penvade r 
rationales for the analysis of technology. It also requires us to understand the 
constituencies and networks within which such discourse takes hold and 
flourishes[ 

.. 
] W'e cannot simply take at face value the terms of the agenda set 

out in [these] rationaler[... ]the very fact that they work, make sense to, and 
mobilize an array of social constituencies means that it would be unwise simply 
to dismiss them. Their constitutive function makes them part of the phenomenon 
to be understood (Woolgar, 2002: 8) 
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This thesis, then, does not attempt to `reclaim the real child or technology' of the 

late 1990s, but instead aims to understand how the different representations and 

ideas of childhood and technology emerged in this period to construct particular 

possibilities of new relationships between adults and children. 

In so doing, in draws on the long history of debates in the social sciences 

concerning the relationship between discourse and society (for example, Gramsci, 

1971/1987; Foucault, 1981/2000; Hall, 1980; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985/2001). 

While the resolution of this theoretical debate is beyond the scope of this thesis, it 

draws on the recent move away from the `linguistic turn' in social sciences, which 

viewed social life as wholly discursively constructed, to a more dialectical view of 

the relationship between discourse and social practice (Sayer, 1992/2000; 

Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999). First, it adopts the view that the discursive 

production of `commonsense' ideas of the world serves to act as a resource by 

which people come to organise everyday life and second, it draws on Gramsci's 

concept of hegemony to argue that the production of `commonsense' ideas of the 

world is not a neutral nor disinterested process, but one which is deeply implicated 

in struggles for social power, in which social actors are differently positioned both 

in relation to the production of discourses and in relation to their internalisation of 

discourses in practice. 

In respect of the first point, that `commonsense' ideas act as a resource for social 

action, the thesis acknowledges both the power and the limits of the discursive; it 

acknowledges that the discursive realm (concretised in institutions such as the 

media, or political debate) serves to construct narratives, or legends of the world 

which make it more or less easy to conceive of certain possibilities of social action. 

At the same time, and in respect of the second condition, this view sees 

`commonsense' ideas as both socially produced, and therefore implicated in pre- 

existing social relations and historical and cultural periods and as socially enacted, in 

which there are limits to the `power' of the discursive in radically reshaping social 

reality (Silverstone, 1999). The distinction between this perspective and other 

`stronger' versions of social constructivism can be summed up in Fairclough's 

argument: 

8 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































