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1. Introduction

The aim of this paper is to contribute to a process of developing a theoretical

framework for understanding what we mean when we talk about ‘children’s par-

ticipation’. It does this by mapping some of the territory denoted by ‘children’s

participation’, reviewing some of the criticisms that have made of participatory

practice, and looking at some ways of conceptualising the field using a combina-

tion of existing models and new concepts from political and social theory, in par-

ticular from the work of Young and Bourdieu.

2. Defining Children’s Participation

‘Participation’ can refer generally to taking part in an activity, or specifically to tak-

ing part in decision-making.1 It can also refer either to a process or to an outcome.

In what follows the prime focus is on participation in a process of decision-mak-

ing, by children and young people. There is also a distinction between participa-

tion in collective decision-making and in decisions about children’s individual

lives. In this article the main focus is on collective decision-making, although an

attempt is made to locate this in relation to other forms of participation.

Distinctions have been drawn between participation and consultation, and

between different levels of participation. A number of typologies of children’s

participation have been developed, some of which are discussed later in this arti-

cle (Hart 1992, Franklin 1997, Thoburn et al. 1995, Treseder 1997, Shier 2001,

Lansdown 2001, Matthews 2003, West 2004). For some ‘consultation’ is a sub-

category of participation, while for others it is a separate category. Sinclair (2004)

notes that in practice participation is often used simply to mean being listened

1) Confusion between the two senses occasionally causes misunderstanding in policy and practice;
for instance in relation to young people’s ‘participation’ in education.
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to or consulted, in contrast with active participation where children ‘have reason

to believe that their involvement will make a difference’ (pp. 110–1). Hill et al.

(2004) define consultation as ‘seeking views’ and participation as ‘the direct

involvement of children in decision-making’ (p. 83). For Shier (2001) the cru-

cial distinction is that in consultation children ‘do not participate at the stage

where decisions are actually made’ (pp. 113–4) whereas in higher levels of par-

ticipation they do.

The purposes of children’s participation have been variously identified. Sinclair

and Franklin (2000, cited in Sinclair 2004) offer the following: to uphold children’s

rights; to fulfil legal responsibilities; to improve services; to improve decision-

making; to enhance democracy; to promote child protection; to enhance chil-

dren’s skills; to empower and enhance self-esteem. Matthews (2003) distinguishes

three alternative arguments based on: education for citizenship; fitting young

people into society; and strengthening young people’s status in relation to adults.

In each case, he suggests, it is accepted that ‘participation is an essential and moral

ingredient of any democratic society–enhancing quality of life; enabling empow-

erment; encouraging psycho-social well-being; and providing a sense of inclusive-

ness’ (p. 270). He cites de Winter (1997) as identifying ‘three positive benefits that

reflect the different forms and purposes of participation’, from ‘a sense of fitting-

in and belonging’ through ‘feelings of empowerment and social worth’ to ‘con-

sciousness of democratic citizenship’ (Matthews 2003, p. 269).2

All these are ambitious claims, but with varied implications. If the primary

purpose of participation is to improve children and young people’s sense of per-

sonal efficacy or self-worth, this will have different consequences for how it is

done, and for how it is evaluated, than if the main objective is seen as being to

improve decisions about the provision of public services. If the principal aim is

to strengthen democratic citizenship, then the demands made on the process

may be more complex altogether, as we see below.

3. Growth in Children’s Participation

The last few years have seen dramatic growth in activity under the banner of

‘children’s participation’. Hart and Lansdown (2002) comment that at the World

Summit in 1990 children ‘had only one role: nicely dressed in national costume,

they ushered delegates to their seats’, while 12 years later at the United Nations

200 Thomas / International Journal of Children’s Rights 15 (2007) 199–218

2) An alternative reading of de Winter is that he regards participation for ‘fitting in’ as of little value,
and participation for ‘empowerment’ as being more relevant to non-western countries where children are
more actively oppressed, but considers that in ‘democratic welfare states’ the main focus of participation
should be on ‘education in democratic citizenship’. One might take issue with some of the assumptions
behind this argument, but it does reflect more accurately what de Winter writes (1997, pp. 42–3).

CHILL_15_02_01-Thomas  6/11/07  12:46 PM  Page 200



Special Session several hundred children held their own three-day forum and

participated throughout the main event as members of delegations, chairpersons,

speakers and contributors from the floor. Hart (1997) gives a wealth of examples

from around the world, particularly Europe, South Asia and Latin America, of

children taking an active part in social and political life with more or less support

from adults (see also Lansdown 2001, O’Kane 2003, Daly 2004).

In the UK the growth of ‘participatory’ activity at all levels has been very rapid,

particularly in relation to governmental activity. Whilst Prout in 2000 was still

able to point to the absence of opportunities for participation, only a few years

later commentators remarked on just how much was happening (Sinclair 2004,

Badham 2004, Matthews 2003). Sinclair suggests that the impetus has been a

convergence of new ideas from three perspectives: the consumer movement and

the demand for ‘user involvement’; the children’s rights agenda, in particular

Article 12 of the UNCRC; and a new social science paradigm which challenges

the perception of children as incomplete adults.

Kirby et al. (2003) surveyed 146 organisations, most of which had been

engaged in participation activity for some time. The report captures a wide range

of organisations engaged in participation work and a wide variety of activity with

children and young people. It suggests that ‘most participation is locally based

and in small organisations or agencies, and is more likely to involve generic youth

work or community regeneration than other areas’; that ‘a very wide range of

children and young people are involved . . . but the most common age group is

12–16 year olds’; and that ‘most participation focuses on service development or

delivery with less attention given to policy or strategic development’ (p. 6).

There is an increasing amount of work going on which is better described as

consultation, particularly in response to a perceived need on the part of central

and local government to ‘listen’ to children and young people when developing

policy or planning services. Much of this consultation is filtered through ‘partic-

ipatory’ organisations such as youth forums and youth councils, some of whom

have had to develop strict gatekeeping procedures to protect children and young

people from what might be called ‘consultation overload’. Other projects seek to

avoid the dichotomy of ‘participation/consultation’ by focusing on dialogue

between children and policy makers–for example the ‘Investing in Children’ ini-

tiative in County Durham (Cairns and Brannen 2005).

Questions are increasingly being asked about the real impact of children and

young people’s participation, and recently attempts have been made to assess this.3

Kirby (2002) reviewed some 27 evaluations of participatory projects, and concluded

Thomas / International Journal of Children’s Rights 15 (2007) 199–218 201

3) Assessing impact is sometimes confused with monitoring standards, which is a different activity
(see Badham and Wade 2005).
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that young people were having little impact on public decision-making, although

there was evidence that ‘good participatory work’ improved young people’s confi-

dence and skills as well as giving them opportunities to make friends (p. 5).4 An eval-

uation of the ‘Investing in Children’ initiative concluded that the projects had been

‘very successful in improving services across a very wide range of public provision’,

although the precise evidence for this is not clear (Williamson 2003, pp. 23–4).

4. Critiques of Children’s Participation

A number of criticisms have been made of the theory and practice of children’s

participation. Tisdall and Davis (2004) argue that many projects fail to achieve

tangible outcomes because they are inappropriately selective in the types of chil-

dren they recruit, do not enable children to take decision-making positions, and

fail to create long term dialogue between children and decision-makers. Badham

(2004) points to the low impact of many initiatives, the tendency for them to be

‘top-down’ and adult-led, and the conflicting priorities which are often present.

Matthews (2003) argues that, despite the growing emphasis on consulting chil-

dren, a ‘culture of non-participation . . . is still endemic’ (pp. 264–5). In com-

munity regeneration projects he observes fundamental barriers to the real

engagement of children and young people including ‘cumbersome and opaque’

processes, ‘invisible networks’ which mean that the real decisions are taken else-

where, adult reservations about handing over control, and cynicism on the part

of young people.5 Percy-Smith (2005) finds a similar set of difficult issues around

children’s participation in neighbourhood planning: the limited effect of chil-

dren’s views in the face of powerful social and economic forces, the often diffi-

cult relationship with local government (‘hitting the brick wall’) and the failure

to reach a diversity of voices. He also points to the ‘tension between children hav-

ing the responsibility for decision making and enjoying their childhood’ and the

fact that ‘children’s voice often doesn’t reflect the reality of their place experi-

ences’–in other words, what children say is not the whole story of what they want

or need. Percy-Smith’s conclusion from his personal experience is negative–‘hav-

ing a voice doesn’t necessarily lead to inclusion . . . and even may not give rise to

any tangible outcome’ (p. 1) (See also Percy-Smith 2006).

These critical comments are relatively recent. It is perhaps instructive to com-

pare them with more established critiques of ‘participatory’ work in the field of

international development, especially so as this work has had some influence on

202 Thomas / International Journal of Children’s Rights 15 (2007) 199–218

4) Kirby (2002) noted that few studies had sought the views of young people who did not partici-
pate, and that little was known about why they chose not to get involved, although there was some evi-
dence of cynicism about how much adults would listen.

5) Matthews (2003) argues that poor participatory mechanisms actually train young people to be
non-participant in the future; it would be interesting to find out if there is any evidence for this.
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children’s participation. Cleaver (2001) argues that as ‘empowerment’ has become

a buzzword in development ‘its radical, challenging and transformatory edge has

been lost’ (p. 37). She accuses much development practice of theoretical

naïvety–employing a limited and simplistic understanding of structure and agency,

together with ‘vague’ ideas about concepts of social capital and civil society (p. 40).

Cleaver criticises ‘institutional models of participation’ for pursuing formalism and

evolutionism, with an over-emphasis on committee-like institutions. She also per-

ceives ‘myths of community’ that deny differences and conflicts of interest, and

simplistic assumptions about what is or is not rational. She gives an example from

Nepal where a group of women found that it made more sense for them not to

‘participate’ in a project–an example that brings to mind the ‘case of the silent

child’ (Silverman et al., 1998) who resisted the ‘helping’ process by saying nothing.

Mosse (2001) similarly argues that ‘participatory approaches have proved com-

patible with top-down planning systems’. The crux of his argument is ‘that what is

taken as ‘people’s knowledge’ is itself constituted in the context of planning and

reflects the social relationships that planning systems entail’ (p. 17). Because proj-

ect staff ‘own’ the research tools, choose the topics, record the information, and

abstract and summarise according to project criteria of relevance’, projects clearly

influence the way in which people construct their ‘needs’ (pp. 19–20); indeed, he

claims, ‘local knowledge’, far from modifying project models, is articulated and

structured by them (p. 24).

The basic flaws being identified by both Cleaver and Mosse appear to stem from

two fundamental problems: on the one hand (1) the use of participatory methods

for external reasons and to suit external agendas, and on the other (2) the submerg-

ing of, or collusion with, different interests within the ‘community’. How relevant

is this to participatory work with children and young people? Quite closely, it could

be argued. If we read external reasons and external agendas as ‘adult reasons’ and

‘adult agendas’, many of the flaws identified in participatory work with children fit

well into this category: the failure to enable children to take decision-making posi-

tions (Tisdall and Davis), the tendency for initiatives to be ‘top-down’ and adult-

led (Badham), Matthews’ ‘invisible networks’ and even Percy-Smith’s ‘brick wall’.

On the other hand, the submerging of different interests within the ‘community’,

or collusion with particular interests, seems to describe the concern often expressed

that participatory practice tends to include some kinds of children and exclude

others–see Tisdall and Davis’ objection that projects are inappropriately selective,

or Percy-Smith’s complaint of the failure to reach a diversity of voices.

Similar criticisms have been made of more established participatory structures in

Europe. Begg (2004) quotes critics of children’s councils in Norway who say that

they are ‘not conducted on children’s terms. Instead, children are praised when

they behave like small adults and put in their place when they do not’ (p. 131; this

may of course be begging the question what counts as ‘adult’ behaviour). Pavlovic

Thomas / International Journal of Children’s Rights 15 (2007) 199–218 203
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(2001) has criticised the Children’s Parliaments in Slovenia: they are representa-

tive rather than participatory, children tend to produce socially expected

responses, adult messages are dominant, and there is a lack of effective feedback

mechanisms. Dekleva and Zorga (2004) argue that the Children’s Parliaments are

successful in their symbolic and educational functions, but generally unsuccess-

ful in the functions of decision making and introduction to parliamentary

process, precisely because they have no real power. Also, as they put it:

the process of Children’s Parliaments scoops up above all the ‘good’ children from ‘nor-
mal’ schools and the less school-adaptable children, and children in care, to a large extent
remain outside of the process. (Dekleva and Zorga 2004, p. 144)

The most significant objections to much current practice under the banner of

children’s participation thus appear to fall under these two heads–first, that it

does not give real power to children, and second, that it fails to include certain

groups of children, including those who are already disadvantaged.

5. Ways of Understanding Children’s Participation

5.1 Typologies of Participation

In exploring ways of understanding children’s participation, it may be helpful to

begin by reviewing some typologies that have been proposed, since much of the

theoretical debate so far has been in terms of these.

When Hart (1992) first adapted Arnstein’s (1969) ‘ladder of citizen participa-

tion’ as a tool for thinking about children and young people’s participation, he did

not expect it to become a model for practice, much less a straitjacket (see Hart

1997). To begin with it perhaps functioned more as a rhetorical device, with the

climb from the ‘non-participation’ rungs (‘manipulation’, ‘decoration’ and

‘tokenism’) through the middle levels where children are ‘assigned but informed’

or ‘consulted and informed’ to the highest rungs (‘adult-initiated, shared decisions

with children’; ‘child-initiated and directed’; and at the top ‘child-initiated, shared

decisions with adults’) representing the challenge for adults working with children

and young people, to make their practice truly participatory.

However, the ‘ladder’ has come to dominate discussion and thinking about chil-

dren’s participation, particularly among practitioners, to an extent that the author

can never have intended. In the process it has provoked criticism, and the develop-

ment of alternative frameworks which aim to refine Hart’s original ladder or to do

something different with it. These include attempts to adapt the ladder to the con-

text of private decision-making about children’s individual lives (for instance

Thoburn et al., 1995, Thomas 2000/2002). For present purposes, however, the

most interesting modifications are those by Franklin (1997) and Treseder (1997).

Treseder omits the three ‘non-participation’ rungs of Hart’s ladder. He then flat-

tens the ladder in order to remove the hierarchical element, setting out five types or

204 Thomas / International Journal of Children’s Rights 15 (2007) 199–218
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‘degrees’ of participation in a circular layout: ‘child-initiated, shared decisions with

adults’; ‘consulted and informed’; ‘assigned but informed’; ‘adult-initiated, shared

decisions with children’; ‘child-initiated and directed’. The thinking behind this is

that different kinds of participatory activities and relationships are appropriate to

different settings and circumstances, and practitioners (or indeed children and

young people) should not feel that they are in some way failing when they work in

ways that involve lesser degrees of power or engagement, or that the aim in every

situation should be to achieve the highest possible level of child-directedness or

joint-directedness. This point has in fact been made by Hart (1997).

A different approach is taken by Franklin, who does two things with Hart’s lad-

der. First, rather than remove the lower rungs she adds two further ones beneath

them–‘adults rule’ and ‘adults rule kindly’. Second, she changes the order of the top-

most rungs, so that ‘children in charge’ is at the very top, followed by ‘children lead,

adults help’ and then ‘joint decision’ (Franklin 1997, p. 53). Franklin’s ladder there-

fore runs the whole gamut from complete lack of power to complete power on the

part of children. In doing so it is arguable that it returns more closely to Arnstein’s

original purpose, which was arguably more radical in some respects than Hart’s.

Writing about citizen involvement in planning processes, Arnstein was concerned

above all with who had the power. Her ladder is sub-divided into three segments.

The lowest, labelled ‘non-participation’, contains two rungs–manipulation and ther-

apy. The middle segment comprises three–informing, consultation and placation–and

these are actually labelled ‘tokenism’. The top three, in ascending order, are partner-

ship, delegated power and citizen control, all of which are degrees of ‘citizen power’.

Franklin appears to share this perspective, in that for her the crucial difference

between lower and higher rungs on the ladder is the degree to which children have

power to direct the processes (and presumably the outcomes) of decision-making.

It is possible to see these two responses to Hart’s ladder as representing two dis-

tinct visions of children and young people’s participation. In Hart’s original for-

mulation the high point is shared decision-making with children and adults; and

Treseder’s reworking, while eschewing the hierarchical approach, is at bottom

consistent with this in that it presents different models of participatory work as

being of equal value. Franklin’s version by contrast presents a different vision, in

which the value of the exercise rests explicitly in the degree to which power is

handed over from adults to children. Similarly for Shier full participation

‘requires an explicit commitment on the part of adults to share their power; that

is, to give some of it away’ (2001, p. 115; italics added).6 It is not the intention

here to suggest that participation workers divide into two camps on this issue,

Thomas / International Journal of Children’s Rights 15 (2007) 199–218 205

6) Shier’s use of a modified ladder to provide a graduated series of ‘pathways’ to participation appears
to be striking a real chord with practitioners and managers, who appear to find it useful in helping to
think about strategies for developing organisational practice.
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but rather to identify two distinct strands in thinking about what it is that is hap-

pening when children and young people ‘participate’, strands which may coexist

in practice despite being in logic somewhat contradictory.

5.2 Participation as Social and as Political

Taking this idea a stage further, we may distinguish two ways of looking at what

goes on when children and young people ‘participate’: one that sees it in terms

of social relations and another which sees it in terms of political relations. There

is a discourse of children’s participation that is predominantly social–that speaks

of networks, of inclusion, of adult-child relations, and of the opportunities for

social connection that participatory practice can create. Alongside this there is an

alternative discourse that is more or less overtly political–that speaks of power,

and challenge, and change. To some extent these alternative discourses relate to

different versions of participatory practice; however, they may also be describing

the same practice from different perspectives.

West (2004, p. 15) asks ‘is the important element the process of participation,

be it taking part in an activity or decision-making, or is it the product–that is, a

goal or outcome of participation?’ West maps participatory activity on a grid

derived from Burrell and Morgan (1979), where the horizontal axis runs from

‘individual’ to ‘collective’ and the vertical from ‘change’ to ‘no change’. In the

quadrant marked collective/change, ‘existing social institutions themselves change

to bring in and involve children, for the benefit not only of children but new per-

spectives and a form of society that gives weight to the voices of children, and

especially those experiencing poverty and social exclusion.’

Cockburn (2005) notes that one of the main difficulties in addressing chil-

dren’s relationship to participation is the problem of ‘the labels that are attached

to children by adults’ and the ways children are ‘described, analysed, argued, jus-

tified and theorised’ (p. 110). Wyness et al. (2004) also situate children’s exclu-

sion from politics in relation to the social construction of children and childhood

in terms of incompetence and dependence. Public debate still pays far more

attention to children’s ‘needs’, however defined (see Thomas 2005), than it does

to their wishes. As Therborn (1993) notes, children appear to be achieving the

different components of citizenship in the reverse order to that which Marshall

(1950) identified, in that the social rights have come before the political ones.

Cockburn (2005) uses White’s (2000) fourfold typology of participation

processes: ‘nominal’, ‘instrumental’, ‘representative’ and ‘transformative’.

Cockburn notes that

A focus on issues of power in participatory process become important, rather than nar-
row technocratic ‘outcomes’ or ‘findings’. If then the aim is for children to be active par-
ticipants in agendas for change . . . the absence of conflict is something that should raise
suspicion. (p. 112)

206 Thomas / International Journal of Children’s Rights 15 (2007) 199–218
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If the challenge of children’s participation is to open up existing institutions to

‘the voices of children’, one question must be how far those existing institutions

have to change in order for this to happen. In part this is a question about the

relationship between the kinds of activity that this article refers to under the

heading ‘participatory practice with children and young people’, on the one

hand, and what we may call mainstream politics on the other. This in turn is in

part a question about participatory and representative democracy.

Although going under the category ‘participation’, some of the more overtly

political kinds of practice with children and young people characteristically mimic

conventional political structures. Examples include youth councils and ‘children’s

parliaments’, which have been set up in many parts of the world with varying

degrees of success. ‘Mimic’ is an appropriate word because what normally distin-

guishes such institutions from ‘adult’ democratic structures is that in the end the

votes do not count in the real world of politics (and also that, although they are

patterned on representative institutions, they are often not especially representa-

tive). The social and educational value of such activity, for the minority of chil-

dren and young people who take part in them, may be considerable, but the actual

political impact tends to be slight, as noted in the criticisms referred to earlier.

A paradox is beginning to emerge. On the one hand, structures that mimic

mainstream institutions suffer from the twin defects that (1) they are in effect dis-

engaged from mainstream politics because children do not have the vote; (2) at the

same time, they have all the drawbacks of mainstream representative institutions in

failing to engage the majority of their constituency in any direct way, if at all. On

the other hand there is a great deal of activity going on that is much more genuinely

‘participatory’, and that is often experienced by those engaged in it as exciting and

dynamic, but that does not connect in any clear way with ‘real’ politics.

The end result is that there is very little sign of children and young people

really participating in the processes that actually produce important political

decisions, or in contributing to defining the terms of policy debate. Less still is

there any sign of children as a social group effectively expressing their common

interests. This is notwithstanding the fact that so many of the big current issues

in public policy are to do with children and young people–their education, their

leisure, their health and their safety.

5.3 Extending the Suffrage

One response to this is to insist that it is time for children to take a step on from

imitating mainstream politics, and to join mainstream politics as full participating

members. Calls for widening of the suffrage to include some if not all children

and young people have become more widespread in the past decade. There is a

growing consensus in the UK around the demand to lower the age of voting to

sixteen, with most political parties having now expressed support for such an
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amendment, although in 2005 the Electoral Commission recommended against

such a change. As the Commission pointed out, it would give Britain a lower age

of suffrage than most other countries.7

There is some confusion over whether lowering the voting age would involve

a change in the age of majority, and as a consequence would remove from sixteen

and seventeen year olds the legal protections offered to children. To argue that it

necessarily does is of course to beg (in the strict sense) the question whether par-

ticipation in elections is necessarily an adult activity. If the demand were the tra-

ditional liberationist one that all children should be entitled to vote (see Holt

1974, Franklin 1986), such confusion might be less likely.

Objections to the extension of suffrage as a response to the demand for inclusion

of children and young people fall into two types. On the one hand, there is the tra-

ditional response that children are not ready to exercise the judgment necessary for

full political participation. The questions about children’s competence have been

convincingly addressed elsewhere (see for instance Stevens 1982), although they are

still occasionally revived–sometimes using specious arguments from neuroscience

(e.g. Dawkins and Cornwell 2003). In other respects this is an argument about the

nature of citizenship, which space does not permit to be fully addressed here,

beyond referring to Archard’s (1993, 2004) persuasive suggestion that logic and fair-

ness demand that people should be able to participate in the making of laws from

the age at which they become subject to them through criminal responsibility.

On the other hand there is the argument that voting in elections is not a very sat-

isfactory method of participation in politics, and that there is little to be gained by

extending it to a younger age group. Levels of turnout in elections are falling in the

UK and other advanced democratic states, and are especially low among younger

voters who indicate in opinion polls a lack of interest in conventional politics (while

often demonstrating higher levels of engagement in issues and campaigns that

directly concern or inspire them, such as ‘Make Poverty History’). This is in effect

an argument that lowering the voting age is not wrong, but merely irrelevant. It is

open to a principled objection that one should not exclude those younger people

who do wish to exercise the right to vote simply because they may be in a minority.

Nevertheless the fact remains that extending the suffrage to young people is

unlikely in itself to produce widespread political engagement; and that some of

the other methods of working with children and young people developed

through ‘participatory practice’ may have more to offer than conventional politics.

It is worth noting that when Stafford et al. (2003) asked children about consul-

tation processes they found a degree of scepticism about forums, youth councils
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and school councils. The young people commented that such institutions tended

to include ‘the same old people’ (p. 370). However, and without being asked

directly, they also expressed a wish for a lower minimum voting age and for other

forms of access to ‘adult’ politics.

5.4 Representative and Participatory Democracy

The argument that participatory democracy is in some respects more genuine than

representative democracy is not new: as Pennock (1979) points out, there is a tradi-

tion of advocacy of participation on the grounds both of good governance and in

order to make good citizens, that goes back to Marx, Mill, Rousseau, Tocqueville,

and even to Aristotle. The argument received fresh impetus from the liberation

movements of the 1960s and 1970s, and theoretical contributions from that period

are worth revisiting for the light they shed on some of the issues under discussion.

Pateman (1970) is an articulate proponent of the argument that active partic-

ipation underpins real democracy, pointing to the value of participation in both

political and industrial settings in giving a sense of efficacy and in political social-

isation, as well as arguably producing better decisions. Given that widespread

and increasing citizen disengagement from mainstream politics and representa-

tive institutions is a growing concern in most of the ‘advanced democracies’, it is

arguable that to use these institutions as a model for structures designed to

engage children and young people is to travel in the wrong direction. It may even

be, to turn the argument on its head, that some of the more directly participa-

tory work being done with groups of children and young people has something

to teach the formal political institutions.

Representative democracy has the advantage that it can enable decisions to be

made in a relatively economical way by a small group of informed people, on the

basis of some kind of consent from large numbers of citizens. Its disadvantage is

that those citizens may have little real engagement or understanding of the issues

at stake, and that the political agenda therefore has little relevance to the concerns

and priorities of most citizens. Control of the agenda is of course crucial to control

of the outcomes of political processes. Bachrach and Baratz (1970) developed the

concept of ‘nondecision making’ to refer to the ways in which key issues are fre-

quently finessed out of the public political process altogether. This concept clearly

has great potential application to mainstream politics, and it also has a particular

poignancy in relation to institutions like ‘children’s parliaments’ or school councils.

Participatory democracy has the potential to engage ordinary citizens more

directly, but it is practically difficult to apply it to decisions affecting large numbers

of people. One response of proponents of the participatory approach is to seek to

ground politics in active participation at the level of locality or interest group where

this is practical, as a foundation for representative structures and processes at a

higher level, which it is hoped will be more responsive and accountable as a result

Thomas / International Journal of Children’s Rights 15 (2007) 199–218 209

CHILL_15_02_01-Thomas  6/11/07  12:46 PM  Page 209



of the active participation going on at the lower level. How well this works is largely

dependent on the articulation of the connections between the two levels.

5.5 Iris Marion Young and Democratic Inclusion

Another political theorist who can be helpful in developing ideas about children’s

participation is Iris Marion Young. In Inclusion and Democracy (2000) she addresses

the question, ‘What are the norms and conditions of inclusive democratic commu-

nication under circumstances of structural inequality and cultural difference?’

(p. 6). She acknowledges that structural inequalities have a tendency to be rein-

forced by the operation of formal democratic systems–the challenge then, she

argues, is always to deepen democracy by making it more inclusive. This means

both enabling a wider range of social groups to have access to democratic institu-

tions and processes, and also adapting those institutions and processes to meet the

needs of a wider range of social groups. She does not at any point mention chil-

dren as one such group, but the relevance of her arguments to children and young

people is readily apparent. Young also acknowledges that ‘when most adults in most

societies have nominal voting rights, voting equality is only a minimal condition of

political equality’ (p. 6); despite the ‘only’, the point remains that it is a minimal

condition–one which, as we have seen, children and young people generally lack.

Young argues that representation and participation ‘mutually require each

other’ (p. 124). She bases her approach on ‘deliberative’ as opposed to ‘aggrega-

tive’ democracy (for further references see Young 2000, p. 22). As she puts it:

On a deliberative understanding of democratic practice, democracy is not only a means
through which citizens can promote their interests and hold the power of rulers in check.
It is also a means of collective problem-solving which depends for its legitimacy and wis-
dom on the expression and criticism of the diverse opinions of all the members of the
society. (Young 2000, p. 6)

Young refuses what she sees as the false dichotomy of politics as an expression of

the common good versus politics as an expression of conflicts of interest. For her

‘socially situated interests, proposals, claims and expressions of experience are

often an important resource for democratic discussion and decision-making’ (p.

7), and representation is most inclusive when it encourages marginalized groups

to express their perspectives. A perspective in this context is not the same as an

interest, or as an opinion. Members of a group may share a perspective while at

the same time having a range of views on what they need and want, and on how

to achieve these things. A perspective is ‘an approach to looking at social events

that conditions but does not determine what one sees’ (p. 139). Fundamentally,

Young’s argument is that including a range of perspectives in the political process

is in the interests of the polity as a whole:

Not only does the explicit inclusion of different groups in democratic discussion and
decision-making increase the likelihood of promoting justice because the interests of all
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are taken into account. It also increases that likelihood by increasing the store of social
knowledge available to participants. (p. 83)

Young argues that inclusion is not just about bringing groups into existing systems,

but is also about modifying those systems in order to accommodate new groups

with different perspectives and different ways of expressing themselves. In particu-

lar, inclusive communication is crucial if ‘internal exclusion’ (p. 55) is to be avoided.

In Young’s version of deliberative democracy, deliberation is not to be equated

solely with ‘rational argument’. The discourse also includes other important modes

of communication, which Young calls ‘greeting’, ‘rhetoric’ and ‘narrative’. Greeting,

or public acknowledgement, refers to ‘communicative political gestures through

which those who have conflicts [sic] aim to solve problems, recognize others as

included in the discussion, especially those with whom they differ in opinion,

interest, or social location.’ Young derives the concept from Levinas, but acknowl-

edges that it is also similar to Honneth’s (1995) concept of recognition. Rhetoric

‘refers to the various ways in which something can be said, which colour and con-

dition its substantive content’. This includes (i) emotional tone, (ii) use of figures

of speech, (iii) non-verbal and symbolic gestures, and (iv) in general, ‘orientating

ones claims and arguments to the particular assumptions, history and idioms’ of a

particular audience. Rhetoric in this sense is important, because logical, rational

argument is not the only respectable way in which political discourse takes place,

especially between disparate groups. Finally, narrative and ‘situated knowledge’ are

essential in enabling groups to understand the experience of others and develop a

shared discourse. Both rhetoric and narrative have obvious relevance to children

and the ways in which they may contribute to political discourse, which will often

not be through the kind of dispassionate argument that appeals to some other

groups in society (such as political theorists, if not politicians).

5.6 Pierre Bourdieu and the Tyranny of Representation

In thinking further about the relationships between social and political practice

and between what we may perhaps call ‘senior’ and ‘junior’ politics, some of

Bourdieu’s ideas are also helpful. His fundamental concept of habitus has enor-

mous explanatory value in helping to understand the ways in which layers of

acquired dispositions (on the part of children and of adults) can serve to exclude

children from many social and political processes–as though ‘nondecision mak-

ing’ were written into the way we live and move.

In The Logic of Practice Bourdieu describes the habitus as ‘embodied history,

internalized as a second nature and so forgotten as history . . . the active presence

of the whole past of which it is the product’ (1992, p. 56). Here the term

‘embodied’ is key–the habitus is not merely a feature of the mind or of language,

but also encompasses the bodies which we inhabit and through which all life,

including social life, is in some way mediated. As Bourdieu explains,
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Every social order systematically takes advantage of the disposition of the body and lan-
guage to function as depositories of deferred thoughts that can be triggered off at a dis-
tance in space and time by the simple effect of re-placing the body in an overall posture
which recalls the associated thoughts and feelings, in one of the inductive states of the
body which, as actors know, give rise to states of mind. (p. 69)

It is possible to see how both children’s subordinate status, and their assumed

lack of concern with public affairs, are continually reinforced, in subtle and not

so subtle ways, through embodied habitus as well as through the prevailing dis-

course. Not only bodily posture and non-verbal communication, but the very

arrangement of space and furniture, contributes to these processes. To an extent

this is of course a process of learning through social interaction–one learns that

certain kinds of speech and action are regarded and others are disregarded, and

this affects one’s disposition to speak and act in certain ways and not in others.

Wacquant (2005, p. 19) draws from Bourdieu’s work the conclusion that ‘polit-

ical action must target not only institutions . . . but also dispositions’.8

The precise character of this habitual subordination is of course highly

variable–contrast for instance South East Asian cultures where adopting a pos-

ture of literal physical inferiority to an older person is often prescribed, to other

societies where people may relate physically in much more casual ways, at least

in certain settings. However, this variation does not detract from the general

point that children’s subaltern status is in most places inscribed, and in ways that

often appear indelible. The accumulated experience that we all have, both as

adults and as children, is a weight that is ever-present when we try to engage in

participatory practice, and which must also be borne in mind whenever we the-

orise about participation.

Bourdieu’s ideas of social and cultural capital are also helpful in conceptualising

what it is that children and young people often lack in relation to decision-making

activity, and what they may gain from taking a greater part in it. Children have very

little of the social or cultural capital that might enable them to be taken seriously,

or to take themselves seriously, as political players. It may be that one of the aims

of participatory practice is to enable them, individually and collectively, to build up

that kind of capital. As Morrow (2001) points out, Bourdieu’s concept of social

capital is analytically more robust than Puttnam’s, in that it takes account of con-

flicts of interest in society. In her research with young people Morrow found that

The issue of young people’s participation was problematic in ‘social capital’ terms. All
young people described having limited efficacy and participation in decision-making in
their communities and schools. There were no consistent channels for children’s and
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young people’s views or creativity. They frequently faced situations that did not meet their
perceived needs; and the only forms of resistance that were available were ‘anti-social’ ones.
Young people had tremendous capacity and creativity, but they had few opportunities to
convert this energy into a positive resource for their communities. (p. 47)9

Finally, some of Bourdieu’s work on representative democracy is helpful in think-

ing about children’s participation. In Language and Symbolic Power he writes that

‘any analysis of the political struggle must be based on the social and economic

determinants of the division of political labour’ (Bourdieu 1991, p. 171), and

that the capacity of a class to represent its interests is ‘secured by its position in

the relations of cultural and thus political reproduction’ (p. 172).10

For Bourdieu ‘representative assemblies are a kind of spatial projection of the

political field and, through this, of the field of class relations of which the politi-

cal scene is a theatricalized representation’ (p. 186). However, this does not mean

that those who are ‘represented’ in this way experience themselves as truly repre-

sented; because, as Bourdieu notes, politicians have their own interests which may

diverge from those of the class they represent, and this is particularly true of polit-

ical parties that claim to represent those who are already dispossessed. As Bourdieu

sees it, this reality underlies what is often misidentified as ‘apathy’, hidden by

the silence that weighs on the conditions which force citizens, all the more brutally the
more economically and culturally deprived they are, to face the alternative of having to
abdicate their rights by abstaining from voting or being dispossessed by the fact that they
delegate their power . . . .’. (1991, p. 171)

Faced with a ‘choice’ between political alternatives none of which is felt as repre-

senting one’s views or experiences, not voting can sometimes be the preferred way

to assert oneself–again, just as Silverman et al.’s silent child resisted the helping

process by saying nothing.

5.7 Conclusion–the Range of Children’s Participation

Young’s ideas are helpful in thinking about how it may be possible to create a pol-

itics that has a real space for the distinctive perspectives of children and young peo-

ple, and that also deals with the apparent contradiction between participation and

representation. The conceptual tools offered by Bourdieu enable us to under-

stand these political issues and processes in relation to a sociology of politics and
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all the best in school, and everything, and they’re not average people, are they?’ (Morrow 2001, p. 47).

10) Whether children can be regarded as a class in this sense is of course a moot point, but they do
have some of the defining characteristics (see Oldman 1994).
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power; and as Wyness et al. so cogently argue, this also requires a sociology of

intergenerational relations, because the issues around ‘children and young peo-

ple’s participation’ are located in a wider field than that of conventional, or even

unconventional, politics.

The focus in this paper has been largely on children’s participation in the polit-

ical world. However, if we reflect for a moment it is clear that there are a very

wide range of sites at which ‘children’s participation’ may or may not take place.

The following list is long, but probably not exhaustive.11

1. Ordinary family interaction, where from babyhood children may be con-

stantly engaged in a variety of dialogue with other family members. Whatever

we may think we know about families in the past, in most modern families

negotiation between parents and children is in all respects commonplace.

2. The different situation of children in public care, where everyday relation-

ships may be less familiar or ‘natural’ but where there may be formal rights

to a say in important decisions and formal or informal processes for exer-

cising these.

3. For ‘ordinary’ families, the processes which come into play when custody

or residence is contested following parental divorce or separation, or in dis-

putes over such matters as educational needs, where again there may be for-

mal arrangements for children’s views to be expressed.

4. Schooling–in most schools relationships are hierarchical and more or less

authoritarian, and children often experience themselves as having little say

or control, but there may also be structures such as school councils which

to some degree give some children an opportunity to contribute to deci-

sion-making. On the other hand there are some ‘alternative’ schools in the

independent sector where the culture is markedly more democratic.

5. Public life in neighbourhoods and communities, where children’s

autonomous activity may meet a variety of reactions from adults and

authority figures– children may be ignored, disapproved of or even feared,

or they may be regarded as in need of protection and sequestration, but

they are rarely accorded the same respect and attention as adults.

6. Commercial settings where children may be tolerated, excluded or specially

catered for according to the organisation’s perceived purposes.

7. Community and civil society organisations where children are rarely pres-

ent except as appendages of adults.
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8. ‘Traditional’ children’s and young people’s organisations–clubs and societies

whose principal purpose is to provide activities for children, where ‘partici-

pation’ may not be an explicit part of the culture but where children in prac-

tice may make a substantial contribution to determining what takes place.

9. Children’s and young people’s organisations established for the purpose of

promoting ‘participation’–these may be locality-based or centred on a spe-

cial interest, for instance being disabled. Children involved in these organ-

isations may simply represent themselves, or may be seen as in some way

representative of a wider group.

10. Organisations established for the purpose of consulting children and

young people in relation to specific public services (typically health or

social care, or environmental planning). In the case of health or social care

agencies these consultative groups may overlap with issues of individual

decision-making (category 2 above).

11. Formal representative institutions for children and young people–local

young people’s forums, youth councils, assemblies and ‘parliaments’.

12. Formal representative institutions based around political suffrage, which

normally exclude children and young people explicitly or implicitly. 12

It has not been the aim of this paper to offer a theory of children’s participation–that

would be premature. Rather it has been to begin to delineate what might be the

components of such a theory. In conclusion, it is suggested that a theory should:

a) encompass all the sites where children’s participation may or may not take

place;

b) be located in a broader context of inter-generational relations;

c) understand the distinction between ‘participation’ meaning activity that

children engage in conjointly with adults, and children and young people’s

autonomous activity;

d) accommodate the new kinds of participatory practice with children and

young people that have been developed (particularly in countries of the

majority world);

e) account for the demands for children and young people to have the same

political rights as adults.

Such a theory will need to be both a politics and a sociology of children’s partic-

ipation, which is why this paper has deliberately drawn on theorists from both
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traditions. It will need to understand not only institutional and legal context and

processes, but also the cultures and dispositions that underpin them. If, as

Shapiro does, we conceive of democracy as ‘a means of managing power relations

so as to minimize domination’ (2003, pp. 3–4), then it is legitimate to ask what

democracy currently has to offer to children and young people, who are proba-

bly the most markedly dominated group in society. It may also be worth asking

what children and young people may have to offer to democracy.
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