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Figure 3.  Cartoon #3 
 
Another example is a report on middle–class children and their mothers “getting ready” for 
Halloween. The chapter is liberally doused with agency holy water, viz: “Newer models, 
influenced by the field of children’s studies, assume that children actively shape their own 
socializing process, a process which cannot be understood apart from children’s own accounts 
and agency” (Clark 2007: 301). But the scenario that unfolds is under the near total control of the 
parent. The only real freedom the children can exercise is in which among a limited array of 
ready–made and conventional masks/costumes they ask Mom to buy: “Even if they needed to 
visit several stores to find a particular costume, mothers generally sought to fulfill children’s 
expressed role choice” (Clark 2007: 292). No mention is made of the child assembling her own 
costume from scraps or raiding Mom’s make–up kit. The audience for the child’s Halloween role 
is composed of adults. All of them, of course, respond predictably: “The adult role as an 
appreciative audience was amply noted by young informants, who ‘showed off’ their fictive 
selves and were generally praised for the display” (Clark 2007: 295). There is no mention made 
of children exercising their agency to “trick” the neighbors when they go on their “Trick or 
Treating” rounds. Indeed, in my neighborhood, going door to door in the (thoroughly white, 
middle–class Mormon) neighborhood is now considered too dangerous. Parents either 
accompany their children or participate in “Trunk or Treat” in the church parking lot. The author 
concludes: “Halloween masquerade plays out a generational inversion by which children 
transcend to temporary power, on a day when usual social taboos are disregarded and defied” 
(Clark 2007: 302). I would argue that her report conveys quite the opposite message. The entire 
event has become totally standardized, commercialized and shaped to fit the bourgeois parenting 
model. Middle–class parents use the consumerism inherent in “holidays” like Halloween to give 
offspring a temporary and false sense of agency in return for conceding parents the power to 
regulate their every waking moment. 
 
CONCLUSION=Afterword 
 
I don’t want readers to take away the wrong impression. While I oppose the promotion of their 
agency as a necessary prologue to research and/or intervention with children, I am very much in 



 14 

favor of treating children’s agency as a phenomenon worthy of attention and study. Agency 
represents an excellent topic to explore the intersection of culture and ontogeny and is especially 
critical during a period of rapid cultural change (e.g. Katajala–Peltomaa & Vuolanto 2011, 
LeVine 2011b). For example, “The prominent role played by youth in the totalitarian movements 
of [the 20th] century has been widely noted” (Ryder 1965: 850). In a more recent case, Morelli 
(2011) reported on her fieldwork among the Matses of Peru. Aboriginally, they dwelt in the deep 
forests of Amazonia but gradually moved to more accessible sites along major watercourses. 
Matses boys were in the vanguard in exploring and exploiting riverine resources, fish, in 
particular. Their rapidly acquired competence lowered the barrier for adult engagement with this 
unfamiliar and previously avoided ecology. Orellana’s (2009) ethnography of Hispanic 
immigrant families in Los Angeles represents a model of sound empirical practice in the study of 
children’s agency. My colleagues and I have found the study of agency over the life span to be 
very fruitful (Lancy & Payne 2011; Lancy & Grove 2011a) as well. So I urge readers—with 
apologies to Shakespeare—to not praise children’s agency nor bury it but, to tackle it with all the 
empirical weapons in our arsenal. 
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