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Abstract

In this  talk,  I  will  present  a comparison between Ellen Key’s ideas of 
childhood  and  the  work  of  the  “old  doctor”  Janusz  Korczak  in  his 
orphanages in Warsaw and in his writings, tracing both similarities and 
differences. At the turn of the 20th century, there was a growing interest 
across  Europe  in  child  fostering  and  educational  projects:  the  “psy-
sciences” as well as new child-related professions were emerging. After 
World War I, Save the Children made a clear statement about the Rights of 
the Child, manifested in the Geneva Declaration of 1926 by the League of 
Nations.

Of course, they lived very different lives: Key at Strand, surrounded by 
cultural  elites  and engaged in  endless  correspondence with influential 
authorities across Europe; Korczak, meanwhile, working tirelessly in his 
two orphanages in Warsaw, and in his final years struggling under the 
terror in the Nazi-occupied ghetto and constant shortages of all kinds. Yet, 
what Key and Korczak shared was their view of children as rights holders, 
and  their  belief  that  educational  environments  were  crucial  to  giving 
children the best possible opportunities. They were both also convinced 
that punishing a child could only lead to broken trust.
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Studying the development of children’s rights involves exploring such early 
ideas about the child’s  different  positions in society and the changing 
discourses of childhood – seeing the child both as a future citizen and as 
central in the present.

Following the Swedish pediatrician Lars H. Gustafsson, who expresses a 
hope for a renewed view of children, I suggest that we today might draw 
inspiration from the legacy of both Key and Korczak: that the child is a 
human being in the present, that it has something unique to contribute 
with to society; and that the child is a bearer of rights. But a child is not 
simply  a  smaller  version of  an adult.  The child needs to gain its  own 
experiences and be allowed to fail. And, perhaps the most difficult thing for 
adults to accept: we can also learn from the child, as the child is the expert 
in its own life.
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Aspán’s research, Ellen Key has been of particular interest to her work.
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