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The most important thesis substantiated by the French historian Philippe Ariès in his 1960 book L'enfant et la vie familiale sous l'Ancien Régime  (The child and family life under the Old Regime) (Ariès, 1960/1962) is that there has been an unremitting increase in childlike qualities since the thirteenth century. This linear, one-dimensional representation of the history of infantilisation may come across as simplistic, but it does describe the change in the treatment of children from the eighteenth to the twentieth century reasonably well. However, particularly since the second half of the twentieth century, there has been an abrupt development in a completely new direction (cf. Koops, 2003). Universal access to mass media, including access by children, has changed the relationship between parents and children fundamentally. Neil Postman, in particular, demonstrated how childlike qualities disappeared again in this period (Postman, 1982).This is also true of adolescence, the new phase of development that became necessary at the end of the 19th century to bridge the gap between childhood and adulthood. Adults behave as if they were their children’s peers for as long as they possibly can and no longer have a challenging mental picture of the future to offer them. 


What is fascinating about this account is that a development that had been going on steadily for centuries has been succeeded by a short period of turbulent changes in the opposite direction which has still not come to an end. It seems worthwhile trying to take a closer look at the second half of the twentieth century. From Centuries of Childhood – that was the title given to the English translation of Ariès’ book – to Decades of Childhood, so to speak. It then turns out that while in many respects children are becoming less childlike, in other respects precisely the opposite is happening . 

To describe the changes in the relationship between parents and children, and the goal of child-rearing or the image of adulthood, and in the responsibility of parents and educators, it proved necessary to simplify the situation in a number of respects. To make such a description possible at all, I concentrated on developments in the upbringing of the middle-class child. The picture that I will sketch is intended mainly to serve as an expression of the spirit of the age. The fact that the “revolutionary” nineteen-sixties, when viewed in retrospect, were far less revolutionary than we thought, in the sense that the major changes had already started in the fifties, does not alter the fact that for those living through that decade at the time, the nineteen-sixties were experienced as revolutionary years par excellence. No matter how debatable the idea of  “the spirit of the age”, if we try to characterise the changes over the past fifty years, we cannot avoid it and nor would we want to. 

When it comes to analysing the relationship between parents and children, I will first of all see how far an economic analysis of those relationships can take us, but I will also make a point of looking at the influence of technological developments. In my analysis I concentrate on changes in parenting relationships in the Netherlands. It is this focus that enables me to describe specific aspects of the developments, which in turn makes fruitful international comparison possible. When we compare the development of parent-child relationship in Western-European countries, we find considerable differences. These differences cannot be explained solely on the basis of differences in economic and technological developments. The question arises what the meaning of the cultural factor is, and if that very question is even more urgent when we compare the situation in Western Europe with the situation in China.
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