
JOURNAL OF

SOCIOLOGY AND SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY

ISSN 0976-6634

JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES
Interdisciplinary Reflection of Contemporary Society

© Kamla-Raj 1999 J Soc Sci, 3(1-2): 21-40 (1999)

The Visual Commoditization of Childhood: A Case Study of a
Children’s Clothing Trade Journal, 1920s-1980s

Daniel Thomas Cook

Department of Leisure Studies and Sociology, University of Illinois, 104 Huff Hall, 1206 South
Fourth Street, Campaign, IL 61820, USA

Fax: 217-244-1935, E-mail: dtcook@uiuc.edu

KEYWORDS Consumption. Childhood. Visual Sociology. Trade Advertising

ABSTRACT Drawing upon Goffman’s insight about ceremonial depiction, this paper explores the visual portrayals
of children found in advertisements of a children’s clothing trade journal over the period of the 1920s through the
1980s. At issue is how images of children and, by implication, versions of childhood have become constructed by
and traded among industry members in the context of an emerging market for children’s clothes and other
consumer goods. In the process, the researcher open up for investigation the area of a “commercial iconography
of childhood” by analyzing six visual motifs culled from nearly 80 years of commercialized depictions of children.
These motifs offer insight as to how market relations have congealed in American/Western childhood and specifically
in the ways that exchange value has been inscribed on the bodies of children.
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