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Introduction

The changing character of contemporary Western childhood has been a key feature of popular as well as academic and policy debate in recent decades. A central issue of concern has been the penetration of childhood by various aspects of consumer culture and its effects on the generational boundaries between children and adults. Arising out of a 'child protection' paradigm, popular attention has especially focused on children's media consumption, including their targeting by advertisers and their consumption of ‘video nasties’, internet porn and magazines for teenage girls.  There has also been widespread media interest in children and fashion, notably the rise of the so-called ‘tweenager’, in the context of a growing market in children’s clothing and accessories now estimated to be worth well over £5 billion in the UK alone (Mintel 2001). The ways in which childhood may be changing through these developments in consumer culture have not been entirely neglected in academic studies (for example, Kline 1995; Postman 1983; Wyness 2000). However, the sociological study of children and the consumption of clothing is one area that has yet to develop. As shown below, children’s consumption of clothing has been overlooked by academic studies in relevant fields, including sociologies of childhood, of consumption, of fashion and of the body. 

In this paper, we seek to develop sociological understandings of children’s consumption of clothing, through drawing on some preliminary findings from our ESRC/AHRB funded study of children, fashion and consumption. The paper starts with an account of what the existing literature says, or more often, does not, say about children’s consumption of clothing. This neglect of children as active consumers of fashion is then set within the broader context of debates about late modern consumer society, where the market recognizes children as an important consumer group, where public and media concerns are expressed about the erosion of generational boundaries, in part through the consumption of clothing, and where consumption is argued, more generally, to be implicated in the dissolution of ‘traditional’ social identities, including gender and class, in favour of more individualized, chosen, eclectic and ‘life-stylized’ identities (for example, Beck 1992; Giddens 1991; Maffesoli 1996). In the main section of our paper we present qualitative data, drawn from focus group interviews with parents, and from ethnographic field work with children aged 6-11 and their families, to explore ways in which children use clothing in the construction of their gendered identities. 

Not seen, not heard: children’s place in the study of clothing 

As suggested earlier, despite its interdisciplinarity, the existing literature largely fails to illuminate children's experiences and practices in relation to clothing consumption. This omission can be accounted for in a number of ways. To begin with, empirical research per se in the area of consumption is generally under-developed (although see Bourdieu, 1984; Blumer 1969), despite the expansion in the study of consumption over recent decades (see, for example, Featherstone 1991; Jackson et al 2000).   A more fundamental reason why the existing literature has failed to examine children’s consumption of clothing relates to the dominant construction of children as ‘adults- in- waiting', rather than important persons in and of themselves. Until the early 1990s, it was very rare to find children’s voices and perspectives, even within literature on family life or on schooling. Consequently, children as active, reactive and interactive persons who are important in shaping the social world, rather than being merely shaped by it, have been overlooked (James and Prout 1997; Pilcher 1995). Thus, one recent dimension of research into consumption, although focusing on consumption practices and meanings as generated within and out of household relations, does not engage with children’s consuming activities (Miller et al. 1998). Similarly, research has yet to address a key aspect of Bourdieu's work on consumption, where he identifies childhood as the life course stage during which social class distinctions of 'taste' become embodied (James, Jenks and Prout 1998), whether through the ‘inheritance’ of parental consumer tastes and practices, or through parental investment in children as ‘trophies’, whereby children’s clothing may symbolise parental material capital. 

Industry research, such as that undertaken by Mintel (2001), recognises children as a key consumer sector, worthy of its own annual reports (for example, on children’s wear and toys). McNeal (1992) suggests there are a number of features that make child consumers an important sector of the commercial market. Children are, he argues, a primary market in their own right, an influential market given their influences on parental household purchases, a market for the future, a specific life-style segment along with that of their parents, and a particular demographic segment. Significantly, however, Mintel bases its children’s wear report on the study of adults, namely a survey of women as purchasers of children’s wear and interviews with senior executives of retail companies selling children’s wear.  In the field of business and marketing studies, the direct study of children as consumers has developed as an area of concern (for example, Hogg, Bruce and Hill 1999; Otnes and Moore-Shay 1998), including in terms of the decision-making process between parents and children in clothing purchases (for example, Harper, Dewar and Diack 2003). Whilst business and marketing studies exploring these aspects of children as consumers are useful, their empirical focus is often on the point of purchase and so they make only a partial contribution to knowledge about consumption of clothing by children in broader terms. 

As noted by Entwhistle and Wilson (2001), despite a steady flow of books on fashion and the recent expansion of interest in the sociology of the body, there are few examples of studies which focus on the ‘clothed body’. Consequently, the central practice of using clothing fashions to make bodies meaningful has been neglected, both in empirical studies of clothing and in theoretical discussions of the body. This is a significant shortcoming, since, as Entwhistle and Wilson argue, ‘dress and fashion mark out particular kinds of bodies, drawing distinctions in terms of class and status, gender, age, sub-cultural affiliations that would otherwise not be so visible or significant’ (2001: 4). Nevertheless, studies on fashion have contributed to understanding the consumption of clothing in relation to the bodies that wear them, including in terms of gender. Veblen’s early analysis pointed to the conspicuous consumption of women’s fashion as an important feature of their subordination (1899/1957). Veblen’s arguments about the production and consumption of women’s clothing contributing to the material and sexual objectification of women still resonate (see also Laver 1969a, 1969b). However, more recent feminist analyses also point to the importance of recognising women’s more ‘knowing’ engagement with clothing fashions as ‘trappings’ of femininty and the sense of empowerment they can bring (for example, McRobbie and Nava 1984; Wilson 1993; Craik 1994). Academic interest in men’s clothing consumption has grown, following shifts in men’s consuming activities from the 1980s onwards (for example, Mort 1996; Nixon 1996). Edwards (1997: 137) argues, however, that the apparent pluralism of consuming practices by men is open to question, given that the ‘images and ideals presented remain focused around an often hard, muscular and certainly youthful sense of material aspiration’. Whilst such studies develop understandings of gender and the consumption of clothing per se, the dominant construction of children as adults in waiting has meant that the interplay between children, the gendered body and fashion, remains largely unexamined. 

Elsewhere, the development of cultural studies perspectives in the 1960s meant that attention was paid to the use of clothing in post Second World War youth sub-cultural styles. In general terms, youth fashion styles are interpreted as an aspect of the ambiguity of youth as a life course stage, in which its ‘otherness’ is reinterpreted positively through exhibition of fashionable clothing on the body, and, relatedly, as a youthful expression of defiance and rejection of the status quo (for example, James 1986, Hebdige 1979; McRobbie 1989). However, the place of clothing fashions in children’s cultures has yet to be addressed in similar terms (although, see Cahill 1989; Swain 2002). 

Where scholarly attention has been paid to the relationship between children, their bodies, and clothing consumption, this has tended to emerge from historians and sociologists of childhood. Within both disciplines, attention has been drawn to the ways clothing relates to power relations between adults and children. For example, In Aries’ (1962) seminal history of childhood, his claim that childhood ‘did not exist’ in European medieval societies was partly dependent upon the apparent lack of distinction between the clothing worn by ‘children’ aged over five and that worn by ‘adults’. Modern forms of childhood, Aries argued, really began to emerge in the seventeenth century when the child ceased to be dressed like an adult and had ‘an outfit reserved for his own age group, which set him apart from adults’ (1962: 48). The use of the masculine pronoun is relevant here, because the practice of marking out children from adults by means of clothing was first confined to boys, and moreover, to middle class and aristocratic families (1962: 56, 59). Academic studies of costume history also show that children’s clothing was differentiated by gender, once a child had reached a certain age, and incidentally, that fashions for children’s clothing, like those for adults, did change over time, albeit gradually over the centuries rather than with the rapidity of today’s pace (for example, Ewing, 1977; Guppy 1978). In modern societies, sociologists note, differences in clothing design, including fabrics and styling, is an important practice through which children and adults have been culturally demarcated from one another, and through which ‘girls’ and ‘boys’ are identified as such from birth and throughout childhood (Ennew 1986; Pilcher 1995). Adult power over what children wear and when is noted by Hood-Williams (1990) as a key aspect of the range of controls adults have over children’s bodies. More recently, within the field of childhood studies, the 'new social study of childhood' (James, Jenks and Prout 1998) has led to increased recognition of children's agency in the interpretation, negotiation and use of their own bodies (Prout 2000), but the detailed study of children's clothing consumption remains underdeveloped. The few exceptions include Cahill’s study of pre-school children which shows the ways even very young children ‘fashion themselves into gendered persons’, along with others in their peer group, through the use of clothing (1989: 289), and Swain’s study of 10-11 year old children, which points to the importance of clothing and footwear in boys’ constructions of their masculine ‘bodily styles’ (2002: 58). 

The Rise of the ‘Tweenager’ in Late Modern Society

In neither published industry research nor academic studies across a range of disciplines, then, is there much evidence of the influence of the 'new social study of childhood' (James, Jenks and Prout 1998) where children are recognised as embodied agents who actively and creatively shape their social worlds, as well as being shaped by them, and nor has much attention been paid to the part played in this by their clothing consumption. Nevertheless, there have developed a number of pressures which now encourage academic attention on the socio-cultural significance of children’s clothing consumption. Children have, of course, always worn clothing (at least in European climates) and have had to change their stock of clothing for reasons of outgrowing them, or because the clothing has become worn, or through having to wear different types of clothing in different contexts, for example, school uniforms. There are also the seasonal changes in what to wear, in that clothing appropriate for summertime becomes inappropriate for wintertime. As noted earlier, studies of costume history show us that children's fashions have changed over time, but in late modern societies, there seem to be a number of distinctive developments with regard to children's fashion. 

Rather than merely being a functional or needs-based experience, the consumption of children's clothing seems more recently to be shifting towards a symbolic mode, in terms of a desire for style and fashion. There has been a significant expansion of interest in fashions for children. As we stated earlier, in Britain in 2000, the children's clothing and accessories market was estimated to be worth well over £5 billion, a figure that represents a marked growth in this market sector over a relatively short amount of time (Mintel 2001). One notable trend is the increase in designer labels for children, including Gucci and Armani Junior, Baby Gap and Gap Kids, Baby Dior and lines for children by labels such as Calvin Klein and Versace. More downmarket, on the High Street, there also is evidence of a shift in the consumption of children's fashion. For example, in 2002, Marks and Spencer's launched a new sports/leisure wear range of clothing for boys, with design input and marketing presence by footballer David Beckham (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/2268953.stm). It is in this context of the expansion of children’s fashions, that the term 'tweenager' developed. In 'marketing-speak' of the 1990s, the term describes children, aged between about eight and 12, of interest to businesses because of their significant spending power on the High Street. According to a report by market research company Datamonitor in 2000, 'tweenagers' have average pocket money of £150 a year and are also an important influence upon the purchasing patterns of their parents. The report notes that the tweenager market has developed as younger age groups, who want their own fashion brands and styles, copy teenage behaviour (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/882606.stm). 

Such shifts in the consumption of clothing by children have, perhaps inevitably, led to moral panics as to what this means for contemporary forms of childhood, and especially, feminine childhood. For example, in July 2003, a media debate erupted following comments made by the Chair of the Professional Association of Teachers, Jim O'Neill, on the 'inappropriateness' of children's clothing fashions, amongst other developments, which in his view were leading to the erosion of childhood and childhood innocence. Mr O'Neill was reported to have said that 'with year six [children aged aged 10 and 11], you wonder sometimes with some of the outfits whether parents have vetted what the children wear'. He also blamed pop stars such as Kylie Minogue and Britney Spears, with their raunchy and revealing clothing, for encouraging girls to dress 'inappropriately' for their age. Mr O'Neill also referred to an earlier incident where a head teacher in Somerset had banned the wearing of thongs by her pupils. Junior school head teacher Mrs Roxburgh had banned girls from wearing thongs, saying that the ban was not due to any personal objection on her part, but out of concern for the girls possible embarrassment while changing for PE or playing out in the playground, falling over, or playing handstands (Woodward 2003. See also Burchill 2003, D'Angelo 2003, Curtis 2003, Odone 2002). 

Challenging the Boundaries

Such concerns about the commodification of childhood need to be understood in terms of the dominant construction of childhood as a time of ‘innocence’. Judith Ennew (1986) for example describes the contemporary ideal of childhood as a ‘quarantine period’, constructed in order to keep children away from the ‘nasty infections’ of adult life, specifically sex, commerce and the world of work (see also Archard 1993;  James, Jenks and Prout 1998; Jenks 1996). The targeting of children by business and marketing along with children’s own consumption of clothing as fashion, particularly if this is seen to ‘sexualise’ girls bodies, is thus interpreted as damaging to childhood as a social institution. In the words of Mr O’Neill, ‘Our youngsters are almost coerced into growing up too fast and far too soon by some of the pressure and policies around them. There are pressures to succeed, to conform, to be in fashion, to be cool, and to have anything and everything immediately – especially if it’s the designer label of the day’ (Woodward 2003). 

Although coming from quite different perspectives, there are some similarities between publicly voiced concerns about the commodification of childhood and what can be described as ‘postmodern consumption’ perspectives, in that both allude to a weakening of the previously established generational boundaries between adulthood and childhood. In postmodern consumption perspectives, consumption practices, including in terms of clothing fashions, are portrayed as increasingly individualised, unfettered by class, gender and other like-statuses, and as giving expression to more ‘chosen’ identities (Beck 1992; Giddens 1991; Maffesoli 1996). Ash and Wilson, for example, write of the connections between fashion and the ‘playful, arbitrary and chosen aspects of personal identity’ (1993: xv) in late modern consumer society. Against this view, Sweetman (2001: 73) is among several authors who criticise the idea of fashion cultures as a free floating ‘carnival of signs’, easily adopted and readily discarded, and who insist that what we wear on our bodies is still a choice that is at least partly structured by such statuses as our age or stage in life course, and our gender (Craik 1994; Edwards 2000; Russell and Tyler 2002). Given the lack of academic attention to the consumption of children’s clothing, however, it has been very difficult to evaluate the socio-cultural significance of recent developments in the children’s wear market. We therefore have only a limited understanding of the ways in which children use clothing in the construction of their own identities, and of the related implications for the character of generational relations between parents and children, and more widely, between adults and children in society. 

Our ESRC/AHRB funded research project is specifically designed and conducted to engage with children's experiences as consumers of their clothing in order to develop sociological understandings of the above outlined issues. Our research focuses on eight families with children between the ages of six to 11, whose clothing consumption is to be tracked over a calendar year. The families have been selected to reflect key social variables, including income level, gender and ethnicity, urban and rural locations. In the remainder of this paper, we draw upon focus group interviews held in primary schools, in various locations within England, with parents of 6 to 11 year old children, and also fieldwork data from several visits to our research families. In exploration of some issues raised by recent shifts in the consumption of children’s clothing, we aim to explore ways in which children use clothing in the construction of their gendered identities. In particular, we focus on a range of issues raised by the 'adult' styling of clothes for girls in terms of identification with models of femininity centered around the display of the body, and, for boys, through leisure wear and footwear, identification with models of masculinity centered around the 'sporty body'. We go on to assess the implications of our findings for arguments that, in late modern societies, both gender and generational boundaries are weakening through children’s fashion or style-based consumption practices.  

What not to wear? Girls, clothing and the display of the body 

The public and media debate around the inappropriateness of girls’ clothing and fashions, described earlier, shows that the issue is a matter of concern in at least some quarters of society in Britain in the early 21st century. The practice of adult femininity displayed through the exposure of the body is however a much more long-standing one (Kaiser 2001). For example, Laver's work on the history of fashion and costume considers what he describes as the 'shifting erogenous zone' of fashion for women (1969a, 1969b). As discussed by Wilson (1993), Laver shows how over time first one, then another, then still another part of women's bodies are emphasised or revealed through clothing styles. For example, Laver argues that, in the 1930s, the backs of women became eroticised, and therefore open to display through clothing. More generally, we can think of the ways women's legs are revealed or exposed through changing fashions in the length of the hem lines of skirts and dresses. Laver's argument is that the 'shifting erogenous zone' of fashion for women is a consequence of men's sexual interest in women's bodies, and in order to prevent them from becoming sexually bored, although as Wilson herself points out, this explanation ignores women's own construction of themselves as sexual beings (1993: 13). The connections between issues of sexuality and the display of women's body and skin are however largely undisputed (see, for example, Butler 1999, Wolf 1990, Russell and Tyler 2002, Craik 1994, Entwhistle 2001). As argued by Kaiser (2001), men's clothing tends not to display a ‘sexed’ body, because men's bodies and their sexuality are more taken for granted. Consequently, men tend to 'minimise and mask the outlines of their bodies and bare only their faces and hands... In downplaying the sexed body, men's dress indicates power and social standing' (2001: 244). 

The sexual-social meanings of the display of feminine skin become all the more problematical, however, when the skin displayed is that of a girl rather than a woman. As noted earlier, contemporary Western conceptions of childhood centre around the notion of innocence, including sexual innocence. Wright (1993) identifies a fashion style that complicates matters further. In the fashion style of 'smallness', clothes are deliberately designed to be small, so that they do not fit the body that is wearing them. This of course results in the display of flesh; clothes do not fit, so flesh is revealed. In Wright's analysis, 'smallness' as a fashion style acts to accentuate body size and shape and creates an image of the body as being bigger. As a fashion form, Wright argues that it occurs between the ages of 16 and 35, is especially worn by women, and is a practice that emphasises the adult body of the wearer by conjuring up the child's experience of growing out of clothes (1993: 53.) Wright, however, does not consider the issue of children younger than the age of 16 wearing clothes styled deliberately to be small. Following Hockey and James (1993), it can be argued that the practice of children wearing deliberately small clothing styles similarly emphasises their bodies as being bigger and so serves to accelerate them through childhood and toward adulthood. In other words, such clothing 'ages up' children and may be seen by some as an example of ‘inappropriate’ clothing.

In our focus groups with parents of children aged 6-11 years, the issue of the ‘appropriateness’ of clothing fashions for girls generated a lot of discussion, and along much the same lines as the public and media debate outlined earlier.  Women pop stars were cited as negative role models for young girls, encouraging them to desire ‘tarty’ clothing styles, as shown in the following exchange between two mothers living in a Midlands city:

Katy: Do you think having a girl they look more at pop-stars and what they are wearing and that type of thing? I remember when the Spice Girls were out and I saw a girl I think she was about seven and she had a Union Jack dress on and I thought it looked disgusting.... It looked tarty.

Amy:  And on a seven year old as well, that's a bit bad isn't it?.... they shouldn't be allowed to dress like that.

 
(Focus group, Midlands city)

Some parents were concerned that girls dressing in inappropriate ways might invite inappropriate sexual attention, and make them vulnerable to sexual assault from paedophiles. In the words of one mother, ‘I mean, if they are marketing flipping bras to seven or eight year olds, it’s like a paedophiles dream, isn’t it?’ (Focus group, Shire town). In a focus group held in a Midlands city, similar worries were expressed: ‘I think that's why there's a lot of trouble going on you know, with these girls with the small tops and things’ (mother, Midlands city). 

The issue of ‘age appropriate’ clothing was also reported to have led to conflict between parents and their children when purchasing clothes, as the following data extract shows:

JP-Do you like some things and they like others? 

(General agreement) Yeah

JP-What sort of things? 

Woman -Too old fashioned. Or like the girls, you know, I like to get skirts to the knees and she wants one right up here, low-cut tops with names on ....

 (Focus group, Midlands city)

Maggie - You know, if it's something up her bum then she's not having it. 

(Laughter) 

(Focus group, Midlands inner city)

Whilst disagreements about the appropriateness of clothing may have blocked the purchase of some items of clothing for some parents, the discussions did show that parents used other strategies in the management of their daughters’ desire to wear disapproved of clothing styles. These included allowing the disputed items of clothing to be worn only inside the house. One mother explained how her daughter sometimes likes to ‘dress up in an evening in things that she's got from a charity shop’ including shoes with a five inch heel, ‘a tight skirt like that’ and ‘a top that shows her middle’. In her mother’s eyes, the effect of the clothing worn is to sexualise her daughter (‘she looks a real little tart’), and means that ‘you couldn't let her go out like it, you know, you couldn't let her go out one step like it.’ (Focus group, rural village). 

Several focus group participants introduced the term ‘miniature adult wear’ to describe girls fashions, and views were expressed that such styles were ‘too much, too soon’:

Mary -They're not little girls anymore. 

Kate - Some of these what I'd call Victoria Beckham type stuff to be marketed for four and five year-olds with midriffs hanging out.

Mary -You don't get the frilly dresses anymore.

Kate -That has gone out of the market place. You put them in frilly dresses at two and you used to be able to get away with it until they were five but it's not marketed any more.... The Mini mum's outfits being marketed for girls from the age of four.  

Woman -You can dress a six-year-old as you dress yourself. 

(Focus group, Shire town)

At issue here, then, is not the sexualisation of feminine bodies through clothing styles per se, but the inappropriateness of such clothing for girls, because it prematurely accelerates their passage to adult femininity defined through the sexualised body: ‘they want to grow up too quick’ (Mother, metropolitan city). The clothing introduces ‘too much of a sexuality kind of thing into it and they just grow up too soon’ (Mother, Shire town). 

The concerns of these two mothers, echoed by other parents in the study, suggest a desire (at least on their part, if not on that of their children), to hold on to generational boundaries which were becoming prematurely blurred.  For some parents the blame for this unwelcome confusion of child and adult statuses was levelled at designers, marketers and retailers of children’s wear. For example, some parents reported feeling constrained by the restricted range of clothing for girls available in the shops. In a focus group in a metropolitan city, with easy access to clothing outlets, a mother placed girls’ liking for (in her words) ‘provocative clothes’ in the context of a lack of acceptable alternatives: ‘…there’s not anything else out there’. She went on to describe the range of clothing available for girls aged about seven up to the teenage years in a way that suggested parents were often left with little choice in what to buy for their daughters:

….You have either very girly, which you don’t really want, or grunge and you don’t want that, then you are left with quite provocative clothes…Mini-skirts that are like a belt.


(Focus group, metropolitan city)

Similarly, a mother of two girls aged nine and six described how she had found the girls underwear range available in Marks and Spencers very restrictive, and not in keeping with her own daughter’s clothing orientation: 

I went in there and I couldn’t buy anything…because they didn’t have anything. And I am not buying those [the previous speaker had referred to the availability of thongs for girls] because she’s not a girly girl anyway.

(Focus group, Shire town).

 The pressure to buy what was available because of a particular need was cited by another mother: ‘if there is nothing else out there…If she is going to a party and all there is is a little short skirt and a strappy, sparkly top, then you’ve got to buy it…’ (Focus group, Shire town). 

The lack of what some parents regarded as more age-appropriate clothing in the High Street, combined with peer pressure often seemed to lead to an inevitable consequence where parents would concede to their daughter’s wishes. One mother, living in a rural village, recalled her 9 year old daughter’s desire for a particular item of clothing: ‘She'd wanted a leather mini-skirt for ages and ages and ages, coz one of her friends had won and we did find a one…’

As this quotation and others from the focus groups have indicated, some girls actively enjoyed and desired clothing which ‘aged them up’ through transforming them into ‘miniature adults’. One mother living in a Shire town explained, this can include reinterpreting items of clothing so as to lay claim a more adult-like identity: ‘Our [girl] wears a crop top but she calls it her bra’. However, there is also evidence from the focus groups that not all girls desired or enjoyed clothing styles which accelerated their bodies to adult-like, sexualized femininity. For example, one father recalled how his daughter was embarrassed to be seen in a bra in front of her friends:

Well our girl, she wears a bra and she's quite proud to be wearing a bra but she won't wear it on sports day when she's has to get undressed in front of other girls.

(Focus group, Shire town)

Other parents reported that their daughters looked on styles in girls clothing fashions with some amusement, if not disdain, because it did not match their preferred identity as a child. For example:

Beverley – My girl, at the moment is of the attitude that a lot of it is a lot older than her actual age and she laughs because she just can't see herself in it. She is 10, she's into joggers, T-shirts, and just sports clothes in general, but she can't see herself dressing up in anything that would make her look....

(Focus group, Metropolitan City)

Susan - I think she's realised that she's not comfortable in skirts and dresses and if she doesn't fit correct then she's on show everything, you can see next week's washing. So she would prefer to be covered up with shorts or trousers.

(Focus group, rural village)

Data from fieldwork visits with children themselves also provide some evidence that some girls have a rather more ambivalent relationship to ‘miniature adult wear’ than might otherwise be assumed from media and public debates about the inappropriateness of clothing styles for girls. In the following data extract, a mother and her eight year old daughter are discussing a particular top which had a caused a disagreement because it was too ‘revealing’:

Hayley - I don't even wear it.

Janet - No well that was cos I didn't really agree with that one.

CP - But you liked that did you? You liked the idea of showing your belly?

Hayley - Not really.

CP - That’s the fashion, though, now, isn't it?

Hayley- I just kind of like it because everyone else has got one, so I kind of get one to fit in.

 (Fieldwork, rural village)

This particular girl also spoke about how her ordinary clothes sometimes revealed her body in ways that she did not like: 

CP - You don't like your school uniform?

Hayley - I like it but it gets a bit annoying sometimes because...if I wear a skirt and I choose to do cartwheels all day and that kind of gets a bit annoying because my skirt comes up....

(Fieldwork, rural village)

Our data suggest that the relationship between girls and ‘miniature adult wear’ can be marked by some ambivalence, as can girls feelings about the way the more ‘traditional’ clothes they might be expected to wear (skirts and dresses) act to inhibit their physical performance of childhood. During fieldwork visits, some girls expressed their clear preferences for either skirts/dresses or trousers. For example, Jennifer, aged 9 from a Shire town, recounted that her favourite clothes were sporty in style, whilst her mother regaled her for her longstanding refusal to wear ‘a pretty dress’. Megan aged 7 from a rural village expressed a preference for trousers, whilst for Yasmeen aged 6, jogging bottoms were her favoured item of clothing with skirts being identified as a firm dislike (Fieldwork notes, Midlands inner city). 

Amongst our research participants at least, there is evidence which points to a complex interplay of what the children’s wear fashion industry wishes to promote, the concerns of parents and what their children will or won’t wear.  To uncritically accept the concerns of the popular press and those espoused by the self-appointed guardians of taste and decency would be to over-simplify the issue.  Whilst the market does offer many examples of ‘miniature-adultwear’ which may have the effect of sexualising young girls, to suggest there is universal demand for such clothing from parents and the children themselves, is clearly wrong.  Our data point to a diversity of practice in which the action of the child, either in desiring or rejecting what may be regarded as age-inappropriate clothing, are often paramount.

Boys, clothing and the active body

So far, discussion in the focus groups around the inappropriateness of clothing for children showed that the issue was solely of concern in relation to girls clothing fashions. In part, this was explained through a gendered difference in orientations to clothing, as shown in the following extract:

SB-So there's an issue of inappropriateness with regards to girls dressing too old. Do you think that boys have the same problem? 

Daphne - Nah, stick them in T-shirts and shorts and they're happy aren't they? 

Pauline - Girls are worst.

(Focus group, Midlands inner city)

However, the main reason given was the widespread availability of what was seen as uncontentious styling of clothing for boys. This meant that boys’ bodies were not sexualized or exposed in the way that girls’ bodies could be through fashion, as the following excerpt illustrates: 

JP-is there any issue like that for boys, dressing too old?

Joan - I don't think clothes are like that for them are they.

(Focus group, Midlands city)

Kath -Well boys' clothes aren't provocative are they? They're not. Boys clothes don't, whether they are labels or not.... just jeans and T-shirts so how can they be provocative? 

(Focus group, Midlands inner city).

Notwithstanding these views, we need to be cautious of suggesting a one dimensional view of boys in this matter.  For example, rather that simply being a reflection of the kind of clothes the market offered for boys in comparison girls, some parents draw a contrast between girls and boys willingness to expose their flesh, as this discussion of shorts demonstrated:

I don't think most boys will even show their legs off and wear shorts will they. My son's a bit funny when he wears shorts-he will only wear them when he's at home.

(General agreement) Yeah mine are like that- the same.

(Focus group, Midlands city)

Nevertheless, parents usually saw boys’ clothing, in comparison to girls’, as much less problematical. Furthermore, as noted earlier, some believed that boys and girls had in any case a different interest in clothing, or that it developed in boys at a later age:

. 

Susan -The boys will wear just anything.... that they find on the floor basically and put it on again and odd socks, anything with holes in, and not bothered. 

Joanne -My son, who’s nine, he'll wear anything, you know, like you said with holes in, muddy, anything. 

[Another]-They have their favourites and it doesn't matter how scruffy, how dirty they get, they will still put them on time and time again.

(Focus group, rural village)

SB - Is there a definite distinction between the kind of products and images girls and boys are into? 

Daphne - I think so, yeah.... I don't think boys start to get quite so fashion-conscious as early as girls. 

(Focus group, Midlands inner city)

However, an exception to boys’ seeming lack of interest in fashion was evident in relation to sportswear and training shoes in particular. In this, the views of the boys’ in our research (as reported by their parents and themselves), seemed to accord with arguments espoused by commentators on men’s fashion choices.  For example, Edwards (1997) argues that the widespread popularity of a ‘physically self-conscious and sporting look’ invokes masculine power and sexuality, enabling men to look like men without wearing shirts, suits and ties. Whilst this analysis may not be directly applicable for boys aged 6-11, sportswear is now established as definite masculine clothing style largely irrespective of age. Swain’s (2002) study of junior school children noted that whilst sportswear was important for girls, it was especially designer label sportswear and footwear that was important for boys. Swain found there was a hierarchy of certain brand names and items carrying an especially specific, symbolic value. Training shoes had the greatest currency, with the look and style being more important than the comfort or mobility, and, moreover, they had to be bought in real sports shops. The masculinity studies literature has established the importance of sport for performing masculinity in modern and contemporary society (for example, Mangan 1999; Connell 1995), with Parker (1996), noting the associations between masculinity and athleticism, strength and power. In Swain’s analysis, for boys, wearing sportswear expressed a masculine ‘bodily style’: through looking and being tough, looking and being sporty/athletic, and showing you are ‘cool’ by wearing fashionable items of clothing (2002: 58).

Many of these claims were apparent amongst the boys in our study. Their parents talked about their sons’ preferences for clothing, labels and for particular shops almost exclusively in terms of sportswear, as this extract shows:

Susie -There again its football isn't it. You've got all the footballers, their kit, what they wear, it's all that, the boots. And they're all named brands, you can't have cheap ones, you've got to have what the footballers have.

SB- What [labels] do they go for?

Maggie – Donnelly, Reebok, Nike.

SB – So the sports brands are big?

Maggie – Yeah.

Karen – Adidas. Gap….We have it more with the sports shops than anything else.

(Focus group, Midlands inner city)

The key items of sportswear for boys were reported as tracksuit or ‘jogger’ trousers, t-shirts, football shirts and, of course, training shoes, all adorned with the appropriate labels. In addition, a related sports or at least activity style clothing for boys was that allied to skateboarding.  As Tony, a father of a skateboarding enthusiast explained it was the ‘skater-boy’ style and in particular, the ‘Billabong’ label that was all-important:

Tony -Its like all that state skateboarding gear isn't it. Billabong.... I mean... the kids are influenced by skateboarding, and my son in particular he will go into  - - I can't remember the name of the shop now, but he has to have the proper skateboarding gear to be seen out skateboarding. You know, a normal sweatshirt or whatever it is won't to do. He's got to have Billabong on the front. 

(Focus group, Shire town).

As implied in the above extract, boys’ preference for sports and activity clothing related strongly to their actual involvement in sports, whether football, skateboarding or some other activity. Most boys were said to play football, or go skateboarding, or play basketball or similar sports activities:

Kara -…because he loves football, that plays a big part and things so he will have football shirts and tracksuit bottoms and trainers, as most of the boys.

(Focus group, Metropolitan City).

Whilst boys’ clothing preferences were often closely bound up with active physicality, evidence from the boys themselves revealed that the wearing of sportswear or activity wear routinely extended beyond the actual period of physical participation:

Robert-I have got most of my football stuff in here and my tops... most of it is... I think I've got more sporty things than smart things. 

S B- Do you wear your sporty stuff when you are not playing sports as well like just around the house? 

Robert  -Yeah. 

SB-And is that your favourite way to dress, sporty? 

Robert - Yeah, cool....fashion.

(Fieldwork visit, Shire town)

Although discussions with children about their clothing preferences revealed that girls too liked sporty wear, and some mentioned particular labels or brands they liked, brands and logos seemed much more important to boys (see also Swain 2002).  One mother, living in a metropolitan city, described how her two boys aged ten and seven were ‘very into fashion’, the ‘logos’ and top of the range sports gear related to football;  ‘so obviously it has to be Nike’. Other mothers reported a similar interest by boys in particular brand names or labels:

Angie - My son [aged 10] is terrible…I mean, if you get him some trainers and they've got a name on the back, he's looking behind him to see if he can see the back of his trainers when he walks, and that's it. It is important to him. 

…..

Katy -‘They should have a tick on them’, you know. I put a T-shirt on my six year-old the other day and he said, where’s the tick? Because it was just a plain T-shirt. 

JP-Does he understand what the tick is? 

Katy - Oh yeah, he knows that it stands for Nike. 

(Focus group, Midlands city)

Similarly, in fieldwork visits where we discussed clothing preferences with children, boys identified labels and logos as important.  Todd, for example, aged 11 and living in a Midlands city, strongly identified with sports wear and furthermore, particular brands, specifically Nike, Adidas, and Reebok. These, he said, were ‘good brands…good quality’. Todd especially liked Adidas because they have a ‘better name’. When asked what he would feel about having a plain, white t-shirt without a logo on it, he answered that he wouldn’t wear it because it would be ‘boring’.  Andrew  (aged 10), living in a metropolitan city, reported that the clothes he had most of in his wardrobe were football shirts, especially of his favourite football team. His mother went on to confirm his preference for branded, ‘footbally’ tops:

I think what he has got on it is a branded one but I'm not sure what, what it is. He's got a Nike top on underneath. But they are all like the footbally kind of tops. They've got like the same material. But it will just have the Nike tick, or it might be Adidas.

(Fieldwork, metropolitan city)

Swain’s (2002) study pointed to the importance for boys of having ‘the right stuff’, in other words, the right brand names for sportswear and for trainers. However, in our focus group discussions, there was only one reported incident caused by wearing ‘the wrong stuff’ in terms of labels or logos and this involved a boy and his footwear:

Kate  -…We had a small incident in the playground with [my son] because his football boots weren't ‘cool’. Now they cost me about 25 quid. They were Clarke's football boots, they weren't Adidas, because they fit him and he can wear them.

(Focus group, Shire town).

Parents in the focus groups did comment on other ways the consumption of clothing and footwear caused conflict, this time between themselves and their children. In particular, conflict was reported to arise around the issue of the cost and too frequent shifts in fashion-styling within brand names. Given that it was especially boys who were interested in specific brands and labels, these issues around the cost of desired items might have arisen especially in relation to boys’ consumption of fashion. As the following extracts show, the costs of keeping up with sports fashion were commented on by parents in several of our focus group discussions: 

Tony - it's like football teams, a new shirt every year. I mean, you know, how much they cost, an absolute rip off, it really is, and to change a football kit is 40, 50, 60 quid. 

Kate - Well, they've stopped them doing it haven't they? But there are so many children now aren’t there who want Beckham on the back of Man U[nited]. Then we said to [our son], no we will put your name on the back and a number, not a.... and he's [Beckham] left and the Man U kit he desperately wanted had Beckham on the back so he'd never wear the top again and he'd want another one this year, that’ s like 50, 60 quid.

(Focus group, Shire town).

Angie - Not bothered about the price though at all, are they? Kids, they don't care they don't even look at the price, do they?

…..

Katy - It's like the Nike, the tick changes all the time. 

Amy - and the Nike, they changed a lot and those Puma ones, these new Puma. 

Angie – And there is trainers that are like a £10, £15 cheaper. Even half price, so a new trainer that's just come in you could buy, like a week before, which is annoying....

(Focus group, Midlands city)

Jayne: And the price as well.

Sian: Yeah, scandalous some of those prices. 

Becky - I mean, you can get a sweatshirt that's exactly the same as another sweatshirt but you put a label in it and it doubles the price. You know, but they want that one within a label in.

(Focus group, Midlands inner city)
In contrast, our discussions with girls and their parents suggested that they were less interested in what label or logo appeared on their clothing, but often said their favourite item of clothing was adorned with flowers or with glittery fabric details. In the words of one parent in a focus group, 

‘Girls, they like the fabrics, they like the sparkly sort of… they buy that. They don't necessarily want…the designs’ (Mother, two boys aged 7 and 5, Shire town).

 Moreover, none of the girls seemed to take part in comparable physical activity, beyond that which took place in school physical education lessons. The exception was one girl who went horse riding and had a special outfit to wear, consisting of boots, jodhpurs and safety hat, but this was not worn as general clothing at any other times (Fieldwork, rural village).

Apart from revealing interesting and, perhaps, some surprising differences between boys and girls relating to the significance of labels and to participation in sport, the data also suggest differences between the significance of clothing to childhood femininity and masculinity and the challenges they bring to generational boundaries. We have argued that the trend towards ‘ageing-up’ together with the increased sexualisation of femininity reflected in girls’ fashion clothing has lead to a fear of a loss of innocence in childhood and an unwelcome challenge to adult-child boundaries.  The situation for boys appears to be both similar and different.  The significance of branded sports clothing and indeed of sport itself may be seen as indicative of a particular form of masculinity amongst the boys in our research which is not dissimilar to that displayed by their fathers. In this sense, it could be seen to be challenging adult-child boundaries. Furthermore, its association with an athletic, perhaps muscular, active body may be seen as a form of sexualisation of masculine childhood.  Unlike the similar situation with girls, it is not, however, interpreted as evidence of a loss of innocence or of the potentially damaging effects of commerce on the individual child. 

Conclusions

Despite the new sociology of childhood (James, Jenks and Prout 1998) encouraging us to think of children as active social beings, shaping the social world and as actors in and of themselves, our evidence highlights the importance of recognizing that children, sometimes at least, view themselves in terms of the adults they will eventually become. To paraphrase Craik (1994), girls and boys engage in a process of ‘prestigious imitation’ of friends, siblings, relatives, popular roles models and so on, in order to construct a social persona from the techniques of masculinity or femininity (including codes of dress and decoration, as well as ‘body trainings’) they encounter. ‘Social and sexual identity is lodged in the way the body is worn. Gender – especially femininity – is worn through clothes’ (1994: 56). For girls, the role models of adult femininity centre on display, whilst for boys, the role models of adult masculinity centre on sporty activity.

We argue that our findings point to the continuing importance of children’s clothing in the construction of ‘traditional’ gendered identities, for children themselves, for their parents and for the children’s wear industry. Our evidence offers a challenge to post-modern or late modern perspectives on the consumption of clothing, where individualised identities may, in part, be mediated via an ethic of ‘you are what you choose to wear’.  We have argued that whilst the clothing preferences of both boys and girls in our study may be seen to challenge traditional generational boundaries, not least through a sexualization of femininity and to a lesser extent masculinity, there remain distinct, traditional, gendered differences in the ways in which these challenges are interpreted by parents and by popular opinion.  In short, where the innocence of girls may be seen to have been ‘lost’ to a decline in moral standards and an inappropriate sexualization of young bodies, the predilection of boys towards sports clothing which may also worn by their fathers and other adult males does not receive the same emotive response.  Here the concern is with cost, value for money and seduction by the power of the label.  In this sense, the site of the disquiet is distanced from the child’s body and displaced by the demands of business and capital. Finally we contend, therefore, that any ‘erosion’ of generational boundaries between childhood and adulthood through children’s consumption of fashion centres especially around notions of what is appropriate and acceptable childhood femininity and masculinity rather than childhood per se.

Notes: All names used in data extracts are pseudonyms.
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