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From childhood to adulthood and vice versa:

Approaching childhood through adults’ narratives

Introduction

The on-going research project on ‘Early childhood and material culture’, is, among others, based on adults’ narratives about their first experiences. The primary scope was, and still is, to investigate whether and how material parameters, such as space and objects, interrelate with subjects’ first experiences, in order to better understand the role of material culture in early childhood.

The first readings of the collected data strongly implied the interrelation of subjects’ remembrances with crucial transitional processes, in which particular spaces and objects appeared to have played a central role. This is a basic preliminary result on which the paper is focused.

Our discussion will be based on the first group of data, which were collected by asking fifty-two subjects to describe their first experiences, their oldest experiences from childhood they still remember. Twenty-five subjects were university female students of the University of Thessaly Department of Preschool Education, attending ‘Material Culture Theory’ during the winter semester of the academic year 2005-2006. The same students were also asked to collect relevant narratives at random, by asking other people the same question. On the whole, the age of the 52 informants ranged from 17 to 81 years, while the age of seventeen subjects was above 40 years.

The collected data enabled multiple alternative readings related to several spheres of early childhood, and thus, an interdisciplinary study was formed, in order to combine a range of understandings about the significance of transitional spaces and processes in early childhood, in relation to both historical and social variations over time and the complex processes of memory.

Using age and historical and social background as basic analytic categories, we explored both common patterns and particularities in subjects’ early personal experiences, as they were presented through their narratives. Among others, subjects’ first remembered experiences imply the significance of transitional processes in their life histories and the interrelation of their remembered first experiences with transitional spaces and objects. Moreover, subjects’ first experiences seem to relate both to psychological and social-historical parameters, a result that led us to combine a range of understandings through an interdisciplinary approach. They also imply the unpredictability of experience and the myth of ‘normal’ child and childhood, constructed on statistical numbers and historically specific value judgments. Children and childhoods appear diverse and unique.

General observations

The primary analysis of the collected data led to some general observations, concerning both common trends and significant differences among the situations or events that subjects experienced in (early) childhood and still remember in adulthood as their first experiences.

Common patterns

One basic observation is that, according to most narratives, subjects’ first remembered experiences relate to situations or events in which they were personally involved. Another common pattern relates to subjects’ trend to remember situations or events of a clear transitional character, since in most cases the remembered experiences caused or related to significant changes in their personal lives. In some of the cases, the transitional character of the remembered experiences relate to fearsome or difficult events that seem to have caused strong feelings, which, by their turn, seem to have influenced subjects’ personalities and lives. Therefore, it is not surprising that such difficult situations or events experienced in adolescence (at the age of 12 or 13 years) are recorded by two subjects as their first experiences, as if their strong impact on their lives had erased all previous remembrances.

I was 13 when the event I still remember happened. Everyday I used to help my parents with the animals that they kept in a stable on the mountain. One day I had to walk alone down from the mountain to the village. In my way I came across other stables with animals. I remember very characteristically the moment I was passing by a stable and I saw about 10 sheepdogs running towards me. I did not have the time to react and the dogs fell on me. They were biting my legs and I was holding a dog with my both hands in front of my face. A man coming from the village saw me and ran towards me. Then the dogs ran away. The man was so afraid that he cried. (Man, 49 years)
We could argue that memory seems to select and keep alive experiences from childhood that are significant for subjects’ whole life; or, in other words, experiences from childhood are being remembered in adulthood on the basis of their significance through the transitional route of each particular person from childhood to adulthood and vice versa. 

Basic differences between the two age groups

Using experiential age as an analytic category we observed significant differences in subjects narratives, since their first remembered experiences originate from different ages; from the age of 1,5 year to the age of 13, while a number of subjects either referred to experiences originating from their childhood in general, or they did not refer to a particular experiential age. Nevertheless, it is important to note here that 50% of the collected narratives referred to ages 3-5. This result underlines, once more, the crucial significance of this age period for the construction of subjects’ identity and dispositions. 

The two subjects who inform us that their first experiences originate from the age of 1,5 to 2 years seem to have constructed their remembrances through their parents’ relevant references at different times, as these two subjects were growing older.

When I was very young, about 1,5 years, my father went up the stairs with my brother, 2 years older than me, to the terrace of our house to feed the ducks. Hearing my father speaking about where they were going, I escaped from my mother’s attention and I went up the stairs, for the first time by myself, because I wanted to see the ducks. I could not walk properly at that time and I crawled up the stairs. My parents were shocked. Even today, every time I walk up the stairs or I look at the stairs in my house I have this sweet remembrance. (Woman, 20 years)
My oldest remembrance comes from the time I was 2 years old. I remember that my mother had left me for a while alone in the house. When I woke up I was so very much afraid that I went out of the house and cried loudly till she came back. (Woman, 20 years)
In the above narratives we observe a characteristic pattern appearing in most data, the central role of transitional spaces: the stairs that lead from inside the house up to the terrace, in the first case, and the way from inside out of the house, in the second. Another characteristic common pattern observed in many narratives is that subjects seem to ‘remember’ events in which they personally participated, by their own, either feeling very proud about it, as in the first case, or in relation to a strong feeling, the fear to be alone, as in the second. These two quotations, referring to experiences related to children’s micro-cosmos, introduce us to another general research observation: socio-historical parameters lead to the construction and experience of different childhoods (see Zuckerman, 1993). 

There is no such a thing as a common childhood that we all share in common, irrespectively of particular personal and/or socio-historical and cultural parameters. Comparing the narratives of the older subjects with the narratives of the younger ones we observe that socio-historical variations appearing in Greece in the twentieth century, especially between the years of WWII and now, have constructed different types of childhoods. The socio-historical environment of the ’30s, ’40s and ’50s, in which the older of our subjects (50-81 years of age now) experienced their childhoods is different from the socio-historical environment of the’70s and ’80, in which the younger subjects (20-30 years of age now) did so. Significant differences appearing in the narratives between the two age groups correspond to different socio-historical parameters that seem to have constructed different childhoods.

Among others, most of the younger subjects’ experiences relate to urban spaces, while most of the older subjects’ experiences relate to rural spaces, a difference that reflexes socio-historical variations in Greece, especially from the ’60s on, and, especially, the phenomenon of urbanization, according to which the majority of the population moved from rural to urban areas during the post war decades. Older subjects’ remembrances tend to refer to situations and events experienced in their broader social environment and mostly in the open air, while younger subjects’ relevant remembrances (72%) refer to experiences they had in indoor situations or events; in a family (49%) or a preschool setting (23%). 

As a consequence of this difference, most younger subjects’ narratives relate to children’s micro-cosmos; to their family, house, neighborhood, primary school and to TV, while older subjects’ personal experiences relate to a broader social environment, to socio-historical events and situations, like the civil war and poverty. Accordingly, most of older subjects’ narratives refer to difficult or even violent situations or events, while most of younger subjects’ narratives refer to more ‘surface’, painless situations or events, to personal achievements, feelings, or needs. Significant differences appear in subjects’ narratives between the two age groups, even if they refer to common experiences, like family life in the village:

In 1940 I was ten years old. There was poverty then. My parents did not have anything to eat or to put on. My father took us away from the village because the situation was getting hopeless. We walked for days in the snow without food. It is the only thing I remember. (Woman, 75 years) 
My oldest remembrance from my childhood is when I was dancing at the party we had when my brother was baptized. I should had been about 3 years old then. I remember that I got lost that day, before the ceremony was finished, and they found me playing with the waters of the little stream of the village. (Woman, 20 years)

I remember in the age of 4-5 eating at home with my parents and brothers and sisters, all of us around a table, sitting on the floor. On the wooden floor there were mattresses. A piece of pine-tree wood gave us light. I remember my parents telling us to make our cross before eating. I remember we were getting warm by a fireplace. (Man, 70 years)
My oldest remembrance from childhood is the days I spent with my grandmother and grandfather in the village. I used to play with my sister several games and to walk around with other girlfriends to the playground near the house. (Woman, 20 years)

I was six years old. I went with my brothers to the river to catch fishes. My older brother was walking in front of me and I followed him. In a moment my brother stepped on a big stone. I did the same. As I stepped on the stone a snake bit my leg. Then I started shouting and crying. My brothers cut a piece of cloth and tided it around my leg. A passenger took me with him on his donkey to his house. My parents came there, and they swallowed the poison. (Man, 52 years)
I was four years old when I went with my parents to the fields. They used to grow watermelons. I still remember the moment in which I tried to cut a watermelon. I pulled it so strongly that I finally fell down with the watermelon in my arms. (Man, 21 years)
The general better living standards in Greece in the last decades compared with the living standards in the decades before, during and after the second world war, and the relevant implications for children’s lives and experiences respectively are implied by the fact that even remembrances of experiences that younger subjects have from rural areas do not relate to severe situations or events as the experiences of the older subjects do. 
Transitional spaces, objects and processes 

The above mentioned general observations offer us a general context within which we can now discuss the heart of the matter, our main theme: the significance of transitional spaces, objects and processes in adults’ narratives about their first remembrances from childhood.

As it has already been noted in the first part of the paper, and despite significant differences in the character of the remembered experiences between the two age groups, a common pattern appearing in most if not all collected data relates to subjects’ trend to remember situations or events of a clear transitional character, since in most cases the remembered experiences correspond to transitional processes that led to significant changes in their personal lives. Therefore, we could argue that transitional experiences seem to be crucial for childhood and, therefore, transitional experiences in childhood seem to be ‘kept alive’ in subjects’ memories through all their lives.

Let’s now discuss some basic transitional processes that seem to be significant for children, irrespectively of their socio-historical milieu.

The birth of a brother or sister

Many subjects refer to the birth of a brother or a sister. The birth of another child in the family seems to be a crucial transitional process for young children, because, among others, it affects their self-concept and their sense of belonging. It is not surprising that in most relevant narratives, it is the birth and not the baby herself or himself that plays the central role in subjects’ remembrances. Most informants refer to the time before and after the birth and to their way to and from the place, where the birth took place. 

My oldest remembrance from childhood relates to the birth of my younger sister. I was four years old then. I remember very characteristically the day on which my father, my other sister and my aunt we all visited the hospital. I remember very well the route we followed on our way to the hospital and the room. I was very anxious to meet my new sister. I still keep in my memory some of our dialogues of that meeting. I even remember the glass of orange juice I drank in that morning and my enthusiasm, as well, as I saw Christina. (Woman, 20 years)
We see in this narrative the significance of the route to the hospital, which seems to symbolize the transitional process before and after meeting her new sister. We also see that an object, the glass of orange juice, plays a particular role, at least it offers colour and taste to the whole remembrance, for tacit, unconscious reasons. 

My oldest remembrance from childhood is the birth of my brother. I had not been three years old, when I started remembering my self. It is true, though, that before this birth I do not remember my self, neither my mother being pregnant etc. So, I remember my father driving the car on our way to the hospital, where we saw my mother in the room and the baby. Then my father and I went back home, but before that my father bought some presents for me from the road. As soon as we went home we opened the toys. Some of the toys, those that we played with most of the time were for boys. Besides the dolls, we played with cars, roads etc. This probably happened to prevent me from accepting the coming of the new person of the family jealously. And it is a fact that this treatment has always filled me with love for my brother, since I never felt that my parents’ love and care for me was in danger. (Woman, 20 years) 
The road plays a significant role and in this narrative, as a transitional space interrelated with the transitional process to the hospital and back home. The toys, also, seem to play a significant role, since most part is dedicated to them. Toys and their significant role in childhood is central for our research, but there is no room to discuss it further here.

Let us see now how an older woman, 56 years old, describes the birth of her brother as the oldest experience she remembers from her childhood.

My oldest remembrance is the birth of my brother, the latest child of the family. I was five years old then. Since there were three girls in the family there was great anxiety about the sex of the fourth child. It was the 25th of March 1954. I was sleeping in my grandmother’s house when my aunt (my mother’s sister) came at six o’ clock in the morning and told us about the happy event. She told us that the birth was very difficult but the child was finally healthy. I remember that on this occasion all our relatives were very enthusiastic because the baby was a boy and there were three girls preceding him. I remember that my father was really very happy and he used to say with pride that all people congratulated him. (Woman, 56 years)
In this narrative we can clearly observe how some traces of an experience at the age of five are interwoven with information or thoughts originating from other periods of this subjects’ life.

Moreover, matters concerning gender, that the last two narratives pose, open some questions to be explored further: Is the birth of a brother more crucial for girls than the birth of a sister? Is the birth of a brother or sister as crucial for boys as it seems to be for girls? How far does this significance relate to socio-historical situations?

From private to public spaces
Another transitional process that seems to be significant for children, especially for those who live in contemporary cities, is the first time they achieve to escape from home or family to walk alone in a public space. This observation probably relates to the increasing separateness of settings in which the children pass their lives, at least in western world. Although such remembrances seem to survive in subjects’ memory on the basis of both their relevant experiences and further information they have gathered from their parents’ comments later in their lives, they seem to reveal how important it is for young children to do things by themselves, to develop their self esteem, responsibility, self care and a sense of community, a right of which children in contemporary cities are deprived. Their personal achievements, especially in the public sphere, seem to create feelings of pride and self esteem.

My first remembered experience is the following: I was three years old then and I took my mother’s groom to play with. So, I took it, and I put it into the ground in our yard. The groom got very dirty and my mother was screaming very loudly. I started to cry and, as I saw the door open, I ran away. My grandmother lived four blocks away from our house. As I was near her house she saw me, and she was afraid. She was asking me where my mother was and she was very upset with my negative answer. Being very frightened she called my mother, who also got very frightened, since she had not noticed that I was gone. This was the first time that I did something like that. When I reached my grandmother’s house I felt very proud and big. This was the longer distance I had passed through all alone, by myself. (Man, 19 years) 
When I was four years old and I lived in Germany with my parents, as we crossed a big highway I escaped from my mother’s hand and I crossed six roads alone, by myself. It was a miracle that I survived. My parents got very angry with me, because I crossed the road alone, but they were also very happy that I survived. (Woman, 45) 
Going to pre-school

My oldest remembrance is the first day I went to pre-school with my grandmother. Our pre-school teacher gathered all of us at the little tables and she told us her name and that we were about to spend the whole year all together. (Woman, 20 years)
What I remember very intensively from my childhood is when, on one hand, I wanted to go to the pre-school and, on the other hand, every time I went to school with my parents I was afraid and I wanted to leave. With the help of the pre-school teacher I got used to it. (Woman, 20 years) 

My oldest remembrance I have is going to the pre-school. More precisely, I remember going to the pre-school together with my younger sister. I remember the distance we covered, how we walked hand by hand and our mother’s farewell as we reached the nursery school. The pre-school was near our home, just across the road and we could see our mam in the balcony. I also remember myself putting my bag in the proper place and then putting my sister’s bag. (Woman, 20 years)
When I was four years old and I was going to the pre-school, I remember the first Christmas celebration. In our drama performance I was the little angel. I was expecting this day with great joy. Unfortunately, my parents could not come to see me, because of their work. So, my grandmother came with me to the nursery school, but I missed my parents. During the whole performance I was constantly looking at the door of the nursery school waiting for them to come. Seeing other children’s parents I was very sad that they had not come. (Woman, 20 years) 
It is not surprising that the oldest subject referring to a pre-school experience is 41 years old now. Older subjects could not refer to such experiences mainly because of the socio-historical background of their childhoods. Nursery and pre-school are rather recent achievements in Greece, at least for the majority of children. We could hypothesize, though, that even if pre-schools existed in Greece in older times, the majority of older subjects would, probably, not have referred to them as crucial transitional spaces as younger subjects do, mainly because older subjects were more independent from their family settings, socializing in their broader social environment, communicating with many people of different ages, playing with other children in their neighborhood, away from home. In contrast, younger subjects’ references to pre-school experiences seem to reflex the big transition they make from the narrow, separate family setting and their reliance to family adults to the broader social setting of the pre-school.

Many narratives referring to preschool experiences as the oldest remembrances from childhood probably imply that for most children, even the most confident, at least in contemporary western world, ‘entering a pre-school setting is more than a step into a new world […]; it is a step away from the familiar world of home and carries with it innumerable anxieties […]. The ‘‘self’’ which for many children has developed gradually, separating itself in tiny steps from the others who surround and enfold it, now has to take on an independent identity, mirrored in the eyes and actions of a whole new company of ‘‘significant others’’’ (Riley, 2003:33-34).

Moreover, we observe that remembrances relating to preschool seem to rely more on early childhood experiences than to information or thoughts constructed later in subjects’ lives. On this basis, it is important to note the detailed references to objects in the relevant narratives, which probably imply the significant role of material culture for early childhood and for children’s attempts to understand themselves in relation to their social and natural environment. 

Not only preschool but more generally the school seems to be a crucial transition for young children, through which basic human relations seem to develop, to be in danger or to change. 

My oldest remembrance is from the first grade of primary school. Because we were many children in the same class, the class was divided in two and I did not happened to be together with all my friends. In addition, we did not had as our teacher the same man we used to have till then, but a woman that we did not like at all. Fortunately, for a reason that I do not know, this did not last for long and we were all together again. (Woman, 20 years) 
As Faulkner and Miell (1993:25) argue, friendships play a supportive role providing ‘the emotional and cognitive resources necessary for successful adaptation’ to a transition to a new class. 

The preschool seems, among others, to be a place of love and pain.

I remember very well one day at the preschool as we were playing. The gate was my nest and the yard the place where we were playing. I remember it very well, because in the preschool I fell in love with a classmate, a little boy, who played with me on that day from the time we went there till the time we left. (Woman, 20 years) 
I was four years old. I was in the first grade of the pre-school. There was a boy who loved me and he was always running after me trying to give me a kiss, but I did not want to. One day, a man came and asked our preschool teacher to go to the office for a while. I was dressed with a little pink dress and as I stood there the little boy came close to me and pulled my little dress up and saw my little pants. I started to cry and since my teacher was not there, I went away from our class running to my sister’s class, who was in the second grade of primary school. I opened the door crying and I narrated everything to my sister. But I spoke loudly and all children started to laugh. (Woman, 20 years) 

Particularities appearing in the collected data seem to question the idea of childhood as a careless common experience. The general ‘surface, painless’ character of younger subjects’ remembrances is, questioned, among others, by the previous and the following narrative:

To the nursery school – surely I first went there when I was younger than the age of 5 years. Mainly I remember my teacher beating me at my hand, with a long rectangular piece of wood, rather in yellow colour. I also remember certainly that it looked like the leg of a chair of the nursery school. It was relatively heavy and big for my hand in that age. (Woman, 25 years)
Death 

Death, and especially the experience of a parent’s death in childhood, is an extreme experience with many implications for the development of a subject’s identity, self-concept, sense of belonging, human relations and life history. As we can observe in the following narratives, even the type of expression these two subjects use to describe remembrances relating to their parents’ death underline the significance of these events for their life histories.

When I was four and a half years old I was going with my parents to the village for Christmas. On our way we had an accident and I lost my parents. The only thing I remember is my mother calling very loudly my father’s name and the car falling against the fence of the bridge. (Woman, 18 years) 
My oldest experience from my childhood that I still remember is the last time I saw my father. I remember myself standing near the window watching the square in front of our house, when I saw my father going down the stairs to the city trains station.. I, always, when I close my eyes, even now, I see him going down and then up again, continually, several times, as if he is not about to disappear and he will come back to me. I was four years old then, and after so many years, I have the impression that it was only yesterday when I saw my father for the last time…. Through all my childhood I used to sit near the window for hours watching the stairs to the trains station and the holes on the buildings around the square, the holes that the bullets of the civil war had left on the walls. Later in my life I thought that these holes symbolised the dead-end processes of my childhood. (Woman, 57 years)

Avoiding any comments, I would only like to note the symbolic transitional meaning of the fence, the fatal object, in the first case, the stairs and the holes in the walls, in the second. 

Transitional historical situations and events

The following narrative implies the significance of life histories for better understanding historical situations and events, and at the same time the significance of historical parameters for the construction of different childhoods, different life histories and different identities. 

At the age of five I remember a narrow corridor at the orphanage. Outside there was snow and it was very cold, and we, the children, were sitting near a very big wood-stove and listened to fairy tales.…………

At the age of eight, in 1954, we were transferred from the orphanage in Rumania with many trains to Russia. Many people were gathered. We were many children. (Woman 60 years) 

The corridor and the trains in this narrative imply the significance of material culture for the shaping of our experiences, especially in transitional situations, which seem to play a central role in our life histories and in the construction of our self-concept. The corridor, a typical characteristic transitional space, which we cross to go from one room to another, suits with the transitional period of a child’s life in an orphanage, where children know and feel that it is neither their home, nor a place where they can rest and stay as long as they wish. Especially in relation to the transitional historical context of the Greek civil war, the reference to the transitional space of the ‘narrow corridor’ should be considered very transparent, as symbolizing an experience formed in early childhood within the context of a crucial transitional historical process.

The trains, also, by which the children were transferred from Rumania to Russia, during the civil war in Greece, relate to the crucial transitional conditions and processes these children experienced going from one foreign country to another. The use of the plural form throughout the narrative, ‘we the children’, many trains, many people, many children’, seem to imply the social context of this personal experience, in times and places in which children’s lives were – and in some places they still are - interwoven with broad social and historical situations and events.

Epilogue

But, can we use adults’ narratives as a means for better understanding childhood? Or, as Helen Penn (2005:4) argues, ‘Do we really learn in a straightforward way from our own experiences, by analyzing our memories of childhood? Can we, as adults, get an inside feel of what childhood is like for a child?’ 

At least, adult’s memories of childhood can shed light on the multiple transitional processes we all follow, though all our life, from childhood to adulthood and vice versa.
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