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CHAPTER 7 

PREHISTORIC HOUSEHOLDS 

AND CHILDHOOD 

Growing Up in a Daily Routine 

BRIGITTE RODER 

'HousEHOLD' and 'childhood' are two ideologically and emotionally highly charged 
cultural concepts that are intrinsically intertwined with other basic concepts of con
temporary Western society, such as 'house', 'home', and 'family': 'For many people the 
house is synonymous with home ... The word "home" ... may be filled with emotional 
meaning-reminders of childhood and the roots of our being, or concepts of privacy, 
freedom and security' (Parker-Pearson and Richards 1994: 5). The terms 'household' 
and 'childhood' invoke a whole raft of ideas and notions, which are fundamentally influ
enced by societal ideals of intact childhood and family life, by personal everyday life 
experiences, and by memories of one's own childhood that are potentially nostalgically 
biased. The fact that we all had a childhood and grew up and still live in a household of 
some description supports the assumption that these fundamental experiences are uni
versal and that 'household' and 'childhood' are self-evident categories. 

These personal, everyday, and biographical experiences and certainties are in oppos
ition to the findings of the humanities, which demonstrate that 'household' and 'child
hood', rather than constituting universal categories, are cultural concepts that depend 
on various factors. Contemporary Western ideas of childhood and household hark 
back to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century bourgeois society that developed new con
cepts of family and of the relationships between the genders and generations. As part 
of this reorganization of the central societal institutions and constitutively linked with 
the bourgeois family model, very specific cultural concepts of 'household' and 'child
hood' were defined. Despite all the historical and social changes that have taken place in 
the meantime, the concepts of bourgeois society still have a fundamental impact on our 
society-either as an ideal model or as a bugbear. Consequently, they also play a part in 
the cultural preconceptions of archaeologists and can enter their research unnoticed by 
way of implicit assumptions. 
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The fact that bourgeois society has declared that the social institutions and concepts it 
created-such as its family model ( and thus the concept of household, which is intrinsic
ally linked with it) and its notion of childhood-are 'natural' and 'universal: and above 
all 'primordial: makes it all the more important to reflect on these cultural preconcep
tions. The strategy of legitimizing new social constructs by naturalizing and archaizing 
them, thus declaring them to be 'natural facts', has proved highly efficient to this day, not 
only in social debates but also within academic discourse. This may explain why many 
archaeological publications and images present bourgeois society as an implied analo
gous model and why prehistory is depicted as a kind of theme park of bourgeois society 
(Roder 2013), despite the fact that gender, childhood, and household archaeologists in 
particular have fundamentally criticized these 'nineteenth-century bourgeois premises' 
(Leach 1999: 195) being projected onto the past and have identified them as an epistemo
logical trap (Spencer-Wood 1999: 162-6; Panter-Brick 2000: 4-9; Robin 2002: 246-8; 

Kamp 2006: 119; Thomas 2006: 42; Brumfiel and Robin 2008: 2). 

A number of contemporary Western notions and ideals that hark back to nineteenth
century bourgeois concepts are of particular importance for the study of households 
and childhood: childhood is seen as a natural, biological, and universal period of life 
(Schwartzman 2006: 125). On one hand devalued as a 'still immature status of prepar
ation to adult life' (Liebel 2004: 77), it is at the same time romanticized and idealized. 
It appears as some kind of 'reservation' where 'nothing serious' happens but where no 
'utilizable' results can be achieved either (Liebel 2004: 178). In this concept, children live 
in a 'walled garden': 'The walled garden represents an idealized world, free of oppression 
and exploitation-a world that numerous studies have shown does not exist for most 
children' (Hobbs, McKechnie, and Lavalette 1999: 212). The notion that children must 
be kept in a protected space and shielded from all the hardships of life, however, has 
a paternalistic downside and illustrates just how few competences children are given 
credit for: 'The metaphor also implies a barrier to the outside world where children, 
because they are children, are denied access to activities that adults take for granted. The 
fact of biological immaturity is utilized to determine a presumed social, political, and 
economic incompetence, as a result of which children find themselves excluded from 
decision-making at all levels of society' (Hobbs, McKechnie, and Lavalette 1999: 212; 

also Liebel 2004: 178). This attitude results in children being excluded not only from 
decision-making but-provided the economic situation allows it-also from taking on 
responsibilities and carrying out economic activities, thus rendering them completely 
dependent on adults. 

The family is viewed as the ideal space for growing up because this is the only way
in people's perception-that a protected and sheltered childhood is possible, which 
is viewed first and foremost as a period of play and learning. In spite of the current 
move towards more pluralized forms of relationships and families, the bourgeois fam
ily model still has the status of a guiding concept of society. 'Family' is thus primarily 
defined as a nuclear family, which consists of a monogamous heterosexual couple and 
their joint children, and where the man takes on the role of provider while the woman 
assumes the role of spouse, housewife, and mother. The members of such a family are 
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linked by close emotional bonds, so-called family love, and they share a permanent 
domicile which, in contrast to the 'public outside', is perceived as a 'protected private 
area'. They run a joint household which to the outside world portrays an autonomous 
economic unit and within the family is based on altruistic principles-i.e. the resources 
generated by the father or the parents are fed into a joint pool and are eventually handed 
down to the children. The familial relationships-and thus the household-are charac
terized by an extraordinarily high stability. Any changes that might occur are largely of 
a demographic nature: the household is expanded by children being born, whilst fam -
ily members dying or children marrying and moving out to start their own household 
cause it to contract. The intake of new family members happens only in exceptional 
cases and mainly concerns relations in need of care or elderly relatives living on their 
own. Because 'family' and 'household' coincide, this family model also determines the 
characteristics of the household, e.g. its members, their roles, the division oflabour, and 
the household's stability. 

So much for the contemporary cultural concepts which, while developed in the eight
eenth and nineteenth centuries, still fundamentally shape Western society's under
standing of a 'normal childhood', a 'normal family', and a 'normal household'. The fact 
that these nineteenth-century bourgeois concepts became hegemonic for society as 
a whole, although most people lived within completely different everyday realities, is 
a remarkable phenomenon indeed.1 Even more remarkable, however, is their persist
ence, which seems to defy all the social changes around childhood, family, and house
holds. This persistence is also supported by prehistoric archaeologists who reproduce 
the cultural concepts of bourgeois society in their studies and continuously reactualize 
the strategy oflegitimizing the notion that this represents the 'primordial' and 'natural' 
types of societal coexistence which can be presumed to have existed universally 'since 
time immemorial'. The subject matter 'prehistoric households and childhood' chal
lenges us very specifically to reflect upon these cultural concepts and 'to open space for 
alternative voices and new means of discourse' (Lawrence 1999: 122). 

CHILDHOOD AS AN ANALYTICAL CATEGORY 

'Childhood' on one hand is a period of biological growth, rapid psychosocial matur
ation, and intensive learning. On the other hand, it is also a social category that varies 
both cross-culturally and within cultures. Therefore, childhood is also a scientific ana
lytical category. As Chris Jenks (1996: 121-2) put it: 'Sociological and anthropological 
research has now sharpened a theoretical focus on the plurality of childhoods, a plur
ality evidenced not only cross-culturally but also within cultures ... the experience of 
childhood is fragmented and stratified, by class, age, gender, and ethnicity, by urban or 
rural locations and by particularized identities cast for children through disability or ill 
health'. The factors that, according to Jenks, characterize present-day childhoods, much 
like the variability between and within cultures, can also be presumed to have existed in 
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prehistoric times, so that we must always assume that a variety of childhoods existed in 

the past. 
However, which years make up a person's 'childhood; or in other words, what is a 

'child'? Kathryn Kamp (2006: n6) pointed out that we must differentiate between 'child
hood' as a culturally defined stage in a person's life cycle and the individual or collective 
experiences of 'children'. 'Children' are not a universal category, no more than 'women' 
or 'men'. Whilst all societies differentiate between adult and subadult persons, there is 
huge disparity between different cultural groups with regard to the actual ages at which 
such boundaries are defined and the personality traits, roles, tasks, rights, etc. that are 
attributed to each stage of life. By attempting not to limit one's archaeological research 
to the biological dimension of age, i.e. to anthropological age categories in order to pro
ject the current categories of'children', 'adolescents', and 'adults' onto prehistoric reality, 
it becomes quite a challenge to define these allegedly self-evident terms: once age is also 
perceived as a social criterion, the category 'child' disintegrates into a cultural variety of 
options. Due to the great impact of a baby or infant's existential dependency and need 
for protection, early childhood ( up to around three years of age) is the only stage that 
appears to be a constant which is culturally largely independent (Hug 2007, 2008: 85-

6). 2 It is much less variable than the circumstances of older children, both with regard 
to its duration and its cultural characteristics (see Grove and Laney, Chapter 5 of this 
volume). 

Clues for the emic formation of age structures or life cycle concepts with regard to 
prehistoric societies are provided at best by studies of grave goods in conjunction with 
anthropological age determinations (Sofaer Derevenski 2000a; Stoodley 2000). Such 
studies, however, are still quite rarely carried out. This means that in studying 'pre
historic households and childhood' it must remain largely open which age groups 
are actually being analysed in each individual case. As will be outlined later, social 
anthropological studies have shown that we may work on the basic assumption that pre
historic young people, in contrast to most children and adolescents in modern Western 
societies, were probably integrated into the everyday cycle of domestic activities from a 
very young age,3 possibly even between the ages of three and five years. However, here 
too, we must assume that there were various types of childhood: the children of an Iron 
Age elite family were probably less involved in everyday chores or participated in differ
ent activities than the children of their servants, although they may have been part of the 
same household (Figure 7.1). 

HOUSEHOLD ARCHAEOLOGY: THE 

DISCOVERY OF EVERYDAY LIFE 

Household archaeology stands for the discovery of everyday life, and for an interest in 
the daily routines that, while unspectacular, shape the mode of existence of both the 
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FIGURE 7.1 A young servant combing her mistress's hair. This scene points out that there were 
various types of childhood. The children of an Iron Age elite family were probably less involved in 
everyday chores or participated in different activities from the children of their servants, although 
they may have been part of the same household. Reproduced by permission of the Kantonales 
Museum fiir Urgeschichte(n) Zug (Switzerland.) 

individual and the cultural group or society. Starting in the 1970s and 198os,4 this new 
research field began to contrast the 'macrocosm archaeological culture' with the 'micro
cosm household' as a unit of analysis, thereby developing theoretical and methodo
logical lines of approach to research this 'microcosm'. The household was defined as 'the 
next bigger thing on the social map after an individual' (Hammel 1984: 40-1) and seen as 
'the primary unit within the socioeconomic structure' (Steadman 1996: 55). The notion 
that households were the 'minimal social unit' (Briz i Godino et al. 2013: 24) upon 
which village communities and finally archaeological cultures were based, harks back 
to the Western bourgeois concept, according to which the (nuclear) family, which was 
equated with the household, formed the fundamental unit, the nucleus of all societies. 
In this respect, the understanding of the analytical category 'household' was initially 
largely shaped by a researcher's own socialization, his or her own experience of society 
and sociality-and not least by their personal experience of growing up and living in a 
household. 

In the early days of the new research field, 'households' were not the objects of the 
research questions but a self-evident category which was naturally assumed to have 
existed almost in the same manner in all (prehistoric) societies. According' to the 
researchers' own cultural preconceptions, a dwelling was believed to be the place where 
a household, and thus the domicile of a family, became empirically tangible in the 
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archaeological record. The common equation of 'house', 'household', and 'family' meant 
that 'household archaeology practice entailed a tautology in the recognition of its ana
lytical unit: a "house" was defined as a place where a family develops the daily activities 
and "family" grouped together people who inhabits in the same house' (Briz i Godino 
et al. 2013: 25). 

Although repeatedly called into question from an early stage (Bender 1967; 

Yanagisako 1979), the 'household' as a concept was generally defined as a fixed package 
of intrinsically intertwined features that constituted everyday life-including aspects 
such as the dwelling, family, co-residence, private space, self-sufficiency, economic 
pooling, domestic activities such as production and consumption, biological reproduc
tion, transmission, socialization, and enculturation. This entanglement of architecture, 
social grouping, kinship, subsistence, and biological and social reproduction was chal
lenged by the ethnographical and historical data that demonstrated an enormous cul
tural variability with regard to how people organized and structured their daily lives 
and generated sociality; as seen from a cross-cultural perspective it becomes clear that 
various combinations of the features mentioned can occur. We must therefore expect 
to find variability, and an attempt was made by Sanjek to distinguish between five 
'major household types' (Sanjek 2006: 286, with reference to Hammel and Laslett 1974). 

Ethnographical and historical data also demonstrate that households are not stable, 
ahistorical institutions, but rather pass through cycles, each stage of which may repre
sent a particular household type, which therefore ultimately represents merely a snap
shot of a particular moment in time within the household cycle (Yanagisako 1979: 168). 

Consequently, recent household archaeology has shown an increasing awareness of the 
dynamics and fluidity of households, stating that they are 'fundamentally unstable and 
subject to continual fission', and must therefore be conceptualized as 'social processes' 
(Souvatzi 2012). 

This is not the place to retrace in detail the development of household archaeology and 
its shifting concepts (for an overview see Steadman 1996; Robin 2003; King 2006: 297; 

Goldstein 2008: 39-41; Douglass and Gonlin 2012b: 8-18; Tringham 2012). It appears 
important to state that as our knowledge increases and as we make more cross-cultural 
comparisons, our own cultural perception of the concept 'household' is fundamentally 
challenged, which brings into focus the immense cultural variety of the phenomenon. 
This is reflected in the fact that household archaeology today constitutes a very hetero
geneous field with a variety of definitions for its object of research and with a remarkable 
plurality of theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches. Over the course 
of its development, the concept 'household' evolved from a seemingly self-evident, uni
versal, and ahistorical social institution into a contested analytical category: 'house
hold' can no longer be assumed to be a known factor. We must examine, rather, each 
individual case in order to ascertain whether 'household' is indeed even a useful ana
lytical category. Ivan Briz i Godino and colleagues (2013: 26-8) thus show that for the 
study of hunter-gatherers 'the traditional criteria ... remain problematic or ambiguous'. 
They go on to say that the previously developed understanding of 'household space' 
and the associated localization of certain activities with either 'private' or else 'public' 
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or 'communal' spaces is 'not operative' for hunter-gatherer contexts. Instead, they con
clude 'that the most profitable approach for this kind of research is the recognition of 
the global social space with its implications for understanding the physical environ -
ment where a society develops its existence ... on the basis of production and consump
tion processes. Once these activities are spatially articulated, we are able to obtain an 
appropriate image of the social space and then to begin the study of relationships' (Briz i 
Godino et al. 2013: 39-40 ). 

If this assumption was correct with regard to all hunter-gatherers it would mean that 
the traditional concept of household cannot be used in the analysis of Palaeolithic or 
Mesolithic sites-in other words for the largest part of prehistory. However, even in the 
study of more recent sedentary communities we may raise the question as to whether 
'household' is indeed a useful analytical category. Many sites have yielded evidence of 
structures that cannot readily be reconciled with the traditional concept of household. 
Bleda During and Arkadiusz Marciniak (2006: 182-3) in their study of Early Neolithic 
sites in Central Anatolia, for instance, found no evidence of 'discrete household resi
dences in which domestic activities were performed', but instead identified structures 
that overarched several houses, which they described as 'neighbourhood clusters'. 
This led them to conclude that the local communities had not been comprised of dis
crete households, but rather of neighbourhood communities (During and Marciniak 
2006: 166). They also presumed that many of the domestic activities were not performed 
in the dwellings but in communal open areas (During and Marciniak 2006: 174). Stella 
Souvatzi (2012: 18) went a step further in disentangling 'house', 'household space', and 
'domestic activities' and viewed 'household as a shifting location of action rather than 
resort[ing] to ready-made social and spatial forms'. In her opinion, household is com
posed of 'a social group cooperating in a sphere of social, economic, and ideological 
practices consisting minimally of production, distribution/ consumption, transmission, 
and social reproduction' (Souvatzi 2012: 18). She considers household to be 'a dialect
ical framework for studying collective practice, as it is itself a collectivity, a coalition of 
individuals' (Souvatzi 2008: 39). The nature of this 'coalition of individuals' and whether 
it was based on phenomena such as kinship or simply on the decision to cooperate in 
performing certain daily activities remains unknown. Another unanswered question is 
the duration of these coalitions; short-term, seasonal, or even ad hoe partnerships are as 
conceivable as more long-term alliances. Moreover, the age and gender of the individ
uals involved remain unknown to us. 

From an epistemological point of view, the disentanglement and dynamization of 
the original 'household package' based largely on Western concepts and the practical 
and spatial turn towards concepts, such as collective practices, social space, spatiality of 
everyday life, or the built environment (Robin 2002: 247-50) on the part of household 
archaeology, have certainly borne fruit, since they allow us to gain a much more unbiased 
view of 'the social construction and experience of everyday life' (Robin 2002: 245), as 
seen in the traces left behind in the archaeological record by 'domestic activities' (for 
a definition see Kovacs 2013: 182) as well as 'maintenance activities' (Alarcon Garcia 
and Sanchez Romero 2010) and 'daily routines'. The analysis of spatial patterns, and 
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consequently the reconstruction of activity areas, are among the strengths of archae
ologists, who, much like geoarchaeologists, have developed a multitude of approaches 
that have been successfully employed in numerous case studies (Boivin 2000; Smith, 
Marshall, and Parker-Pearson 2001; King 2008; Matthews 2012; Milek 2012; Kovacs 
2013). However, this does not actually answer the question as to which agents originally 
created the activity patterns captured by means of micromorphology and soil chemistry 
in the distribution patterns of finds, features, and archaeological layers. 

ACTIVITY AREAS WITH CHILDREN'S FACES? 

The renunciation of the bourgeois concept of household, however, also presents new 
challenges. If one disengages from the notion that households in the archaeological 
record are always found in the remains of dwellings that were inhabited by (nuclear) 
families, one is automatically faced with the question as to the protagonists within 
households and their roles in the social construction of everyday life. If households and 
houses can no longer be automatically viewed, by analogy with the bourgeois concept of 
family, as the domain and natural environment of women and children, and as the pri
mary arena of domestic activity, we are forced to struggle with 'the age old problem of 
finding archaeological correlates for social units' (Alexander 1999: So). Ruth Tringham 
(1991: 101) did not agree with a 'prehistory hanging in a cloudy nowhere-land of face
less, genderless categories' and called for researchers to 'add faces to the prehistoric 
households'. Although her programmatic article 'Households with Faces: The Challenge 
of Gender in Prehistoric Architectural Remains' (1991) deals with adding the faces of 
women and men, her findings also hold true for subadults. It is an enormous chal
lenge for prehistoric archaeological research, which can be surmounted only in excep
tional cases, to reconstruct the age and gender of the people who used the artefacts or 
moved around within a built environment without employing presuppositions ( e.g. that 
domestic activities should generally be associated with women or that smaller children 
spent their time close to their mothers or near the house) and based solely on the mater
ial remains uncovered (similarly King 2006: 305). In dealing with such questions, pre
historic archaeology reaches its limits. Though we may assume that from a demographic 
point of view prehistory was a world of children and youths, where individuals under 
the age of 14 may have constituted 40-50 per cent of the population (Bocquet-Appel 
and Masset 1977; Bocquet-Appel 2008 ), it is extremely difficult to identify the traces left 
behind in the archaeological record by their presence and activities. However, we can be 
sure that 'children contribute to the archaeological record whether or not we are compe
tent to recognize them' ( Chamberlain 1997: 249). 

Household archaeology has, to date, paid little attention to the possibility that chil
dren and adolescents, as agents in the construction of everyday life, significantly con
tributed to the formation of archaeological features linked with households or with 
activity areas in the broader sense. Even in gender-informed approaches that endeavour 

to make 'studies c 
not perceived as 
research as mud 
context of either< 
functions of how 
fact that adolesce 
ities is not dealt 1 

(and age) is a con 
Kristin De Lucia 
ceptualize house 
ial culture ... as · 

whole' . 
In childhood , 

construction of e 
although a serie1 
over the past twc 
children 'visible' 
2000b; Crawfon 
goals of childhoc 
the archaeologic 
previous assumJ 
artefact distribu1 
dren in behavim 
'distorting facto1 
as 'active memb 
it remains a hu: 
instance in the c 
to change to any 

Whilst the ex 
by subadults ha 
gained is still ra 
only a number c 
favourable site f 
in the case of fc 
that highlight tr 
parts, e.g. foot a 
sels, animal figt 
Urbanova, and 
attention to an 
research: prehii 
not just toys, bt 
to how childrer 
and how one w1 

~

J.• 

. 
. 



1gths of archae
e of approaches 
in 2000; Smith, 
:k 2012; Kovacs 
Lgents originally 
d soil chemistry 

ACES? 

;o presents new 
: archaeological 
ed by (nuclear) 
agonists within 
households and 
geois concept of 
, and as the pri
old problem of 

Ruth Tringham 
Te-land of face-
the prehistoric 

;: The Challenge 
ing the faces of 
~normous chal
i only in excep
the artefacts or 
sitions ( e.g. that 
:maller children 
ly on the mater-
questions, pre

L a demographic 
dividuals under 
:Bocquet-Appel 
fy the traces left 
vever, we can be 
t we are compe-

ibility that chil
gnificantly con -
,eholds or with 
; that endeavour 

PREHISTORIC HOUSEHOLDS AND CHILDHOOD 131 

to make 'studies of the household more "enpeopled"' (Hendon 2006: 172), subadults are 
not perceived as agents whose day-to-day roles should be the object of archaeological 
research as much as those of women and men. As a rule, children appear only in the 
context of either one of two topics: the demographic composition of a community or the 
functions of households, specifically in socialization and in the rearing of children. The 
fact that adolescents possibly carried out some of the many day-to-day domestic activ
ities is not dealt with, although researchers state that the 'division of labour by gender 
(and age) is a common organizational mechanism for households' (Hendon 2006: 179). 

Kristin De Lucia (2010: 608) took it a step further by calling on archaeologists to 'recon
ceptualize houses as places of children' in order to 'integrate children and their mater
ial culture ... as fundamental parts to understanding how households functioned as a 
whole'. 

In childhood archaeology, however, the roles of subadults in households and in the 
construction of everyday life have not yet become one of the central research questions, 
although a series of theoretical and methodological approaches have been developed 
over the past twenty years, which have made a fundamental contribution to rendering 
children 'visible' in the archaeological record (Moore and Scott 1997; Sofaer Derevenski 
2000b; Crawford 2009). In contrast to household archaeology, it is one of the central 
goals of childhood archaeology to examine children's contribution to site formation and 
the archaeological record. Jane Eva Baxter (2006a, b: 3-5) in particular has challenged 
previous assumptions 'that children have a randomizing and/ or distorting effect on 
artefact distributions that makes it virtually impossible for archaeologists to study chil
dren in behavioural contexts' and has argued the case for no longer viewing children as 
'distorting factors' that 'altered the material expressions of adult behaviours', but rather 
as 'active members of the social unit under observation' (Baxter 2006a: 78). However, 
it remains a huge challenge to actually identify the activities of these members, for 
instance in the distribution of artefacts throughout a given settlement, nor is this likely 
to change to any great extent in the future. 

Whilst the expertise on reading the traces left behind in the archaeological record 
by subadults has considerably increased thanks to childhood archaeology, the insight 
gained is still rather limited, both quantitatively and qualitatively. It generally refers to 
only a number of particular aspects and often depends on very specific, extraordinarily 
favourable site formation processes and preservation conditions, as seen, for example, 
in the case of footprints. Nevertheless, a series of works have recently been published 
that highlight the presence of children and youths by means of imprints of various body 
parts, e.g. foot and handprints in archaeological features or fingerprints on ceramic ves
sels, animal figurines, and human statuettes (Kamp et al. 1999; Roveland 2000; Kralik, 
Urbanova, and Hlozek 2008; Ashton 2014 et al.). Fingerprints on ceramics draw our 
attention to an aspect that is generally forgotten outside of childhood archaeological 
research: prehistoric children actually produced material culture-and this concerns 
not just toys, but also ceramic vessels, flint tools etc. This in turn raises the question as 
to how children learned or how cultural techniques and traditions were handed down 
and how one would distinguish between adult and child learners, for instance based on 
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typical beginners' mistakes (van Berg 1996; Smith 2006; Ferguson 2008). With regard 
to activity areas, flint-knapping sites are of particular importance because, in some 
cases, we may actually assume, based on the debitage found, that this was a site where in 
all likelihood a child once sat down to learn how to knap flint (Johansen 1999; Grimm 
2000; Shea 2006; Stapert 2007; Hogberg 2008). 

Aside from these finds and features-which directly point to the presence and activ
ities of children-miniature artefacts, special shapes, and unusually small objects are 
also associated with children. Examples of this include a Late Bronze Age wooden sword 
(for which, however, an alternative interpretation as a weaving sword has also been sug
gested (Figure 7.2; Hafner and Harb 2008; Hafner, Harb, and Lotscher 2008)), rattles 

FIGURE 7.2 Wooden sword of a child or weaving sword? Miniature artefacts like this 
sword, found in a Late Bronze Age settlement in Lake Inkwil (Canton of Berne, Switzerland), 
raise the question of whether it is a toy or rather a special tool. Reproduced by permission of 
Kantonsarchaologie Solothurn and Archaologischer Dienst Bern (Switzerland). 
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FIGURE 7.3 Special forms such as rattles and so-called ceramic feeding bottles are usually associ
ated by archaeologists either with children or with ritual practices. On the left a rattle in the form 
of a bird, on the right a feeding bottle from the Late Bronze Age lakeside settlements of Morigen 
(Canton of Berne, Switzerland) and Grandson-Corcelettes (Canton of Vaud, Switzerland). 
Reproduced by permission of Bernisches Historisches Museum (Switzerland). Photograph by 
S. Rebsamen. 

and so-called ceramic feeding bottles (Figure 7-3), and a small handaxe, which would 
perfectly fit in a child's hand (Figure 7.4). Due to the lack of reliable criteria, particularly 
in dealing with settlement finds, it cannot be determined whether the rattles and feed
ing bottles were toys or children's vessels, or whether these artefacts were, rather, used 
in religious or ceremonial contexts. There is even a different possible explanation for 
the small tools: they are more often interpreted as special tools used by adults than as 
children's tools. 

The interpretation that is chosen for such artefacts ultimately depends on the individ
ual researchers' assessments. If they are of the opinion that prehistoric children spent 
most of their time playing games rather than working, they are more likely to inter
pret small tools as special tools for adults. As a consequence, they will also assume that 
material culture was generated first and foremost by adults. 

In other words, whether children's activities are identified in the archaeological rec
ord is largely determined by the individual researchers' concepts of childhood. Those 
who associate childhood mainly with playing games will look out for objects that 
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FIGURE 7.4 Small handaxe made for a child's hand or rather a special tool for adults? The 
handaxe is about 500,000 years old and was found in the Palaeolithic site of Nadaouiyeh Ain 
Askar (Syria). Reproduced by permission of Daniela Hager, Basel (Switzerland). 

correspond with our present-day idea of what toys are-and they will discover that 
these are extremely rare among the finds left behind by most archaeological cultures and 
ask: where have all the children gone? Those who bear in mind the demographic con
ditions that probably prevailed in prehistoric times and take into account present-day 
hunter-gatherer and agrarian societies, will recognize that 'work' and 'play' would have 
seamlessly blended into each other and prehistoric children would have begun to take 
part in carrying out everyday domestic and subsistence activities from a very early age. 
Consequently, they will automatically expect a large part of the material culture to have 
been generated and used by subadults (for contemporary examples see Weiss 1981: 316, 

1993; Bugarin 2006). This expectation generates a different view of material culture and 
therefore a different search pattern, in that one would think about which steps in the 
chaine operatoire of making a particular artefact might have been carried out, in prin
ciple, by a child of whatever age. In the case of pottery production, options would be the 
time-consuming task of burnishing the leather-hard surfaces, or perhaps the charging 
of the pottery kilns (Roder 2009: 105, 108-10 ); both are tasks that would not have left 
behind any visible fingerprints for us to identify today. Finally, it should also be borne 
in mind that children-as is often the case today as well-would also have used 'adult' 
material culture (Bugarin 2006: 14). 

These examplt 
odological apprc 
adolescents in tl 
reveal the age an 
ple who went on 
[ of] the material 
from the materia 
adults in househ1 
All that remains 
regard to an anal 
solution to "addi 
the archaeologis 
hold and familie 
ing ethnographi1 
of the cultural pl 
rich variability i1 
prehistory?' (199 

CHILD 

ACTIV 

In order to cou 
childhoods, I wi 

domestic activiti 
ber of social ant 
aim is to genera 
activity areas-ii 
Lucia 2010: 608) 

aspects that grea 
instance class 01 

logical records o 
Studies on eh 

ist societies for 1 

i.e. from as your 
community's sul 
Panter-Brick 20< 

ated with domes 
as half of all the 
with examples). 



ol for adults? The 
f Nadaouiyeh Ain 
). 

,m discover that 
;ical cultures and 
:mographic con
mnt present-day 
play' would have 
ve begun to take 
a very early age. 

tl culture to have 
~ Weiss 1981: 316, 

erial culture and 
i1ich steps in the 
'ied out, in prin -
)ns would be the 
aps the charging 
uld not have left 
Jd also be borne 
have used 'adult' 

PREHISTORIC HOUSEHOLDS AND CHILDHOOD 135 

These examples highlight that, despite a meticulous search and sophisticated meth
odological approaches, it is only rarely possible to identify activities of children and 
adolescents in the archaeological record. The majority of material remains do not 
reveal the age and gender either of those who created them or of the succession of peo
ple who went on to use them over the course of the artefacts' lifespans. The 'peopling 
[ of] the material record of past households' (Robin 2003: 336) empirically and directly 
from the material remains and, based upon this, the reconstruction of the roles of sub
adults in households and the construction of daily life, is therefore virtually impossible. 
All that remains is to adapt the suggestion made by Ruth Tringham (1991: 118) with 
regard to an analogous problem, i.e. the question of identifying women and men: 'The 
solution to "adding faces" to the prehistoric households, however, lies ... in enriching 
the archaeologists' models and general knowledge of gender relations within house
hold and families'. According to Tringham, this enrichment can be achieved by study
ing ethnographic and historical literature, which will demonstrate the rich variability 
of the cultural phenomenon studied. She concludes: 'We do not have to "identify" this 
rich variability in the archaeological record but we must be aware of it. Why simplify 
prehistory?' (1991: 119). 

CHILDREN'S CONTRIBUTIONS TO DOMESTIC 

ACTIVITIES IN CONTEMPORARY AGRARIAN 

AND PASTORAL SOCIETIES 

In order to counteract the simplification of prehistory and especially of prehistoric 
childhoods, I would like to use this chapter to highlight children's contributions to 
domestic activities in contemporary agrarian and pastoral societies based on a num
ber of social anthropological studies (for more detailed remarks see Roder 2015). The 
aim is to generate ideas of how to add children's faces to prehistoric households or to 
activity areas-in other words, how to 'reconceptualize houses as places of children' (De 
Lucia 2010: 608). The focus therefore is on domestic activities because they, unlike other 
aspects that greatly impact on the growing up of children in their primary groups-for 
instance class or age and gender hierarchies-have left behind traces in the archaeo
logical records of settlements. 

Studies on child labour show that it is common practice in agrarian and pastoral
ist societies for children to carry out certain age-appropriate tasks from an early age, 
i.e. from as young as three to five years old. Therefore, children often contribute to the 
community's subsistence even before their fifth birthday (Nieuwenhuys 1994: 13, 15-16; 

Panter-Brick 2000: 6-8 ). A large proportion of tasks performed by children are associ
ated with domestic activities. The contribution made by children can make up as much 
as half of all the work performed by the members of a household (Bugarin 2006: 14 

with examples). A significant part of the work is associated with childcare. A study on 
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child labour in the context of subsistence farming in Zimbabwe conducted by Pamela 
Reynolds (1991: 66) revealed that, aside from the mothers, children between four and 
eight years of age are the group that spends the most time caring for children. Other 
domestic activities that children as young as two or three years, but definitely from the 
age of five, are coping with reliably in many societies are small jobs, such as carrying 
messages, fetching and delivering things (e.g. food for people working in the fields), 
running errands, lending a hand etc., cleaning, preparing food, fetching water, or gath
ering wood or fodder for the animals (for an overview see Liebel 2004: 81-7; Kramer 
2005: 35, fig. 2.1). Moreover, children are also involved in numerous other activities 
including crafts, fieldwork, and animal husbandry. We may generally state that children 
from as young as five years old already make a significant contribution to the handling 
of domestic activities and the general subsistence, thereby freeing up the older children 
and adults to carry out more complex and physically taxing tasks. 

At what stage the subadults are considered to have mastered the entire range of day
to-day tasks and to have obtained the required knowledge varies from one cultural 
group to the next-but compared to contemporary Western societies it occurs quite 
early. The ages at which subadults are considered fully-fledged workers vary between 
seven and 15 years (Roder 2015). The age-appropriate (self-) integration of children into 
the day-to-day work of their primary group, on the other hand, appears to be a cross
cultural phenomenon. Any skills, competences, and knowledge are largely self-taught 
and children exhibit a high intrinsic motivation to observe and get involved in the tasks, 
rather than waiting to be instructed by adults (Polak 1998: 112 with reference to Rogoff 
1990 ). Children want to be a part of what is going on and rarely need to be reminded of 
their tasks (Polaki998: 108). 

Without the contribution made by children, the workload in agrarian and pastoralist 
societies could not be managed. Children lighten the burden on adults whilst contrib
uting to their own subsistence and to the productivity of the whole household ( among 
others Nieuwenhuys 1996: 241 with further references). A very interesting study in this 
context was carried out by Karen Kramer (2005) in a Maya village in Mexico where the 
households consisted of nuclear families. Kramer examined children's consumption 
and production on one hand and the points in time at which they made their contri
butions to the economy over the course of the demographic and economic life cycle of 
the family on the other. The study revealed that the daily workload increases as a fam
ily grows and that the capacity of a couple is already exceeded once the household has 
grown to consist of four people (Kramer 2005: 145). The period between the ninth and 
fifteenth year of the marriage or household are the most difficult for the parents because 
at that stage they have several small children. From the fifteenth year of a household's life 
cycle onwards, the older children contribute more and more to the production whilst 
the parents' workload decreases. The economic contributions made by the Maya chil
dren counterbalance their consumption to a considerable degree, particularly during 
the phase of the family's life cycle when the economic pressure on the household is at its 
most intense. From a demographic point of view, this means that children by their con
tributions to the family's subsistence make it possible for parents to have more children 
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even in phases of the family cycle during which they do not have the time and resources 
to support the family economically (Kramer 2005: 148-51; similarly Kaplan 1994). 

It must be borne in mind that Kramer's case study dealt with a specific type of family 
and household (largely self-sufficient nuclear families) and that the results cannot be 
generalized, since the type of household also has an impact on the workload of children 
(Munroe, Munroe, and Shimmin 1984: 372). By operating within larger social networks, 
polygamous families are able to increase their economic productivity and thus-partly 
thanks to the cooperation of the wives-decrease the workload of each individual fam
ily member (Merten and Haller 2005: 74, 78-80; similarly Laney 1996: 149). Georg Klute 
(1996: 216) pointed out that seasonal workload peak periods or temporary shortages of 
labour within a family can be alleviated by several households working together. Aside 
from the type of family or household, a child's workload also varies due to its age, the 
current phase in the household or family's life cycle, the size, age, and gender compos
ition of the household, the child's position within the sequence of births, and its gender 
(among others Reynolds 1991: xxix; 123; Congdon Fors 2010: 19). Furthermore, the gen
eral subsistence conditions also have a great impact on children's workloads; the more 
difficult the conditions, the harder children's work. Temporary economic emergency 
situations, for instance due to crop failures, also generally lead to an increase in child 
labour (see e.g. Beegle, Dehejia, and Gatti 2006). A decisive factor in children's work
loads is the economic situation of the households they live in; whilst poverty promotes 
child labour and even necessitates it, the reverse tendency also exists, so that prosper
ity in a household reduces the workload of its children. Finally, adolescents' workloads 
are also influenced by exploitative relationships within their families or primary groups, 
which are legitimized by intrafamilial age and gender hierarchies whilst also being 
associated with broader societal structures of exploitation (Folbre 1986; Nieuwenhuys 
2000: 279-81, 286-90, each with further references). The fact that these aspects all have 
a bearing on how children grow up and on the formation of very different childhoods 
must also be borne in mind when studying prehistoric societies. 

GROWING UP BEYOND THE 'WALLED GARDEN' 

OF A PARENTAL HOUSEHOLD 

The prevailing opinion in present-day Western societies is that children should ideally 
grow up with their biological family of origin, i.e. in the care of their biological par
ents. However, many other societies practise other forms of growing up beyond the 
'walled garden' of a parental household, which, in principle, must also be considered 
to have existed in prehistory. These include phenomena such as fostering, adoption, 
so-called autonomous children's groups, and the option of children living in different 
households depending on their age, or in gender and age-segregated spaces (Lane 1994; 

Burton, Nero, and Egan 2002; Bugarin 2006). Fostering is a particularly widespread 
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phenomenon that, contrary to Western beliefs, must not be thought of as comprom
ising the wellbeing of the child, but is seen as a desirable expansion of a child's experi
ential background and its learning potential as well as a chance for the child and its 
biological family to advance their social status. Moreover, it can make sense for many 
families during certain phases of their household's life cycle to take in other children 
(Klute 1996: 216). Conversely, other families may find it economically lucrative or, due to 
a shortage of resources, even necessary to send children to work in other households or 
to have them adopted by other families. 

From a Western perspective, quite strange or even exotic are the so-called autono
mous children's groups known from indigenous societies in the Andes (Liebel 
2004: 95-6), from the Iatmul in Papua New Guinea (Weiss 1981, 1993), and from Tonga 
(Meiser 1997). These groups, which children join at a very young age-in Tonga at 
the age of two (Meiser 199T 213), among the Iatmul at the age of four to five (Weiss 
1993: 120 )-are separate, socially recognized institutions that are quite independent of 
parents, within which communal processes of development and learning take place. 
Adults generally do not become involved in these processes and are only marginally 
interested in the children's activities (Meiser 1997: 217). The autonomous children's 
groups demonstrate that socialization is not necessarily limited to the nuclear fam
ily but can also largely take place within a peer group (Meiser 1997: 221). The groups 
give adolescents a high degree of self-determination and freedom to make decisions 
(Meiser 1997: 213). They also provide a certain degree of economic autonomy, which is 
based on free access to resources and means of production. This allows the children to 
acquire independently either the products or the raw materials to create the products 
and to have them at their disposal (Weiss 1993: 116). The children's economic relation
ships allow them to create independently close bonds with different people based on 
the principle of mutuality (Weiss 1993: 119). This way the children fashion their own 
social networks that reach beyond their families of origin. The networks increase their 
social security and thus their economic, social, and emotional independence from 
their biological families. Ute Meiser (1997) made similar observations with regard to 
the economic autonomy of subadults in Tongan society. With regard to the integration 
of children's groups into society, Meiser states that Tongan children can claim their 
own living environment or 'children's culture' whilst still being part of the adult world. 
Recognized and accepted by the adults, they make important contributions to the 
familial economy. Whilst in some way independent of adults, they are never independ
ent of the group that is the basis of their material and emotional sustenance (Meiser 
1997: 223). 

The Western reaction to autonomous children's groups is often one of incredulous 
amazement and they do inspire a-sometimes virtually enthusiastic-contemplation of 
alternative concepts of rearing children. Western ideals of the 'right' childhood are most 
seriously challenged by children growing up 'on their own', i.e. left to their own devices 
and not under the care, supervision, and responsibility of adults, and supporting them
selves economically (Panter-Brick 2000: 4-10; Veale, Taylor, and Linehan 2000: 138-9 ). 

Self-reliant living outside of a (familial) 'home' and economic autonomy stand in stark 
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contrast to the normative ideas of an adequate childhood, which is ultimately always 
linked to an economic dependence on parents and life within a family (Panter-Brick 
2000: 6). Such 'alternative' forms of growing up arouse ambivalent emotions; from a 
Western perspective these children appear to be either extremely pitiful or else deviant, 
and as a consequence the children are either viewed as victims or as delinquents (Veale, 
Taylor, and Linehan 2000: 138), a perception which radically differs from the subadults' 

own self-perception. This ambivalence is particularly obvious in the case of street chil
dren who for various reasons do not live in familial households, either because they 
were separated from their families by specific circumstances, such as being orphaned, 
war, flight, or displacement, or because they left their families voluntarily and of their 

own volition because living 'on the streets' seemed to them to be the better option than 
living 'in the bosom of the family'. 

Such 'alternative' childhoods also existed in the European past (Panter-Brick 2000: 7-

8) and must be considered to have potentially existed in prehistoric societies. Moreover, 
the example of the street children raises one's awareness of the fact that children-when 

they are forced to-can develop great competence and are able to live self-reliant lives 
outside of familial structures and households and under precarious circumstances with
out adult care and supervision. 

CONCLUSIONS 

From the perspective of contemporary societies, 'childhood' and 'household' are not 

universal, static categories but rather culturally, highly variable dimensions of social 
life that can be influenced by numerous factors and are thus in constant flux and ever

changing. 'Childhood' and 'household' appear to be complex social processes that are 
entwined with each other and are characterized by changing actors. By assuming that 
the same high variability, complexity, dynamic, and mutual entanglement existed in 

prehistoric times and by viewing 'childhood' and 'household' as social processes, we 
find ourselves confronted with great epistemological challenges. The material traces 

left behind by these processes in the archaeological record are rudimentary and offer 
no immediate access to 'childhood' or 'household'. In this respect, the possibilities of 
reconstructing these intertwined processes remain quite limited, which raises the ques

tion as to whether 'household' and 'childhood'. or the combination of both, are even 
useful and productive analytical categories. The material traces of recurring everyday 

practices, daily routines, and their spatial organization are easy to identify in the arch
aeological record. Domestic or maintenance activities, in particular, are relatively well 

documented at settlement sites and therefore offer the best vantage point from which to 
approach the question of social construction and organization, the structuring of every

day life, and the part played by subadults in these processes. Instead of examining the 
role of children in households, I would like to call for a study on the role played by chil

dren and adolescents in the formation of archaeologically tangible activity areas in the 
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hope of gaining insight into the participation of subadults in the construction of every
day life and daily routines. 

It helps to bear in mind that individuals under the age of 14 must have constituted 
roughly half of the prehistoric population. In other words, even if we cannot prove it 
based on the finds and features available, it is highly likely that subadults made a sig
nificant contribution to the formation of activity areas. The study of contempor
ary subsistence-based societies has shown that the early integration of subadults into 
daily activities is a structural necessity. This way, children take part in social life from 
a very young age. Their labour constitutes a central component in their daily routines 
and therefore their world of experience and the process of growing up. Consequently, 
domestic activities are an important medium of socialization, enculturation, and social 
and economic participation of subadults. 

This approach challenges previously held viewpoints that were based on our own 
cultural concepts of 'childhood' and 'household'. On the other hand, it also opens up 
a space to develop a new thinking and ask new questions about the roles of children, 
adolescents, and adults in everyday life and the daily routines of prehistoric societies. 
Our own ideas of what 'childhood' means are broadened and 'alternative childhoods' 
come into view, i.e. types of growing up that are not commonplace in our own cultural 
environment and have therefore not yet found their way into the scope of archaeological 
interpretation. 

The perception of children as 'actors who make important contributions to their 
communities' (Baxter 2006b: 6) also calls into question the dichotomy between 'chil
dren' and 'adults' and between 'childhood' and 'adulthood'. Manfred Liebel (2004: 77) 

states: 'Children's work provides evidence that the phase oflife that we refer to as child
hood is not only regarded as a still immature stage of preparation for adult life, but that 
it already involves important tasks for the reproduction and development of society'. 
A similar opinion is voiced by Michael Bourdillon (2006: 1207 ): 'Children are not merely 
potential adults or citizens, to be moulded into the roles determined by adults: chil
dren are already participants in society. Their work is an element of this participation'. 
Contemporary surveys involving children have shown that they perceive their labour as 
carrying with it a series of positive aspects: they feel empowered and gain in confidence 
and self-assurance. They sense that work gives them social weight and that their labour 
is indispensable for both their families and society at large. They find joy and learn to 
hold their ground and to become more independent (Liebel 2004: 2). 

The question as to whether we may assume that prehistoric children experienced the 
same sense of self must remain unanswered. We can, however, definitely presume that 
prehistoric children experienced a higher level of agency and took on more responsibil
ities, and thus had a much greater impact on everyday life, the economy, and the histor
ical development than is commonly believed. Children were not just bystanders in an 
adult world, as is the stereotype depicted in archaeological images (Roder 2008: 69-71), 

but principal actors in a world in which subadults under the age of 14 may have consti
tuted almost half of the population. Their participation in the routines of everyday life 
constituted a considerable component in their world of experience and the process of 
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growing up, whilst at the same time impacting on the everyday lives of the other age 

groups to an extent that we can hardly imagine today. 

NOTES 

1. Spencer-Wood (1999: 170) highlights the fact that bourgeois gender and family ideol
ogy 'wasn't even universally espoused or practised by nineteenth-century Americans or 
Europeans' and was even partially rejected. 

2. For an attempt at dividing subadult children (0-12 years of age) into four 'serial categories' 
based on physical, mental, and social development stages, see Fahlander 2011: 17-19. 

3. An interesting study in this context was carried out between 2002 and 2004 in Los Angeles. 
It revealed that children's participation in household chores can generally be classified as 
minimal (Klein, Graesch, and Izquierdo 2009: 106). 

4. Basic works and more recent overviews include: Bender 1967; Hammel and Laslett 1974; 
Yanagisako 1979; Wilk and Rathje 1982; Netting, Wilk, and Arnould 1984; Tringham 
1991, 2012; Blanton 1994; Hendon 1996, 2006; Allison 1999; Robin 2002, 2003; Robin and 
Brumfiel 2008; Souvatzi 2008, 2012; Nash 2009; Douglass and Gonlin 2012a, b; Parker and 
Foster 2012; Madella et al. 2013. 
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