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Picturing economic childhoods: agency, inevitability and social class in children's picturebooks 

 

Picturebooks for children are widely recognised as having ideological, pedagogical and constitutive 

functions that extend well beyond the aesthetic pleasures generally associated with the picture book 

genre. Picturebooks are increasingly understood as a literary form through which even very young 

children are inducted into the conventions that structure modes of representation, the conduct of 

social relations and the organisation of the broader social, political and economic order (Nodelman, 

1988; Stephens, 1992), as well as offering potentially useful learning sites (Pantaleo, 2004; 

Nikolajeva & Scott, 2001; Lewis, 2001) for children to participate in the collaborative construction of 

meaning. In this paper, I want to interrogate the ways in which individuals and families as depicted 

in two recent picturebooks function to locate children and childhood as central to notions of 

individual, family and social economies. Drawing on insights from poststructuralist theories of power 

and subjectivity, I argue that the subjective, relational, and social processes associated with 

picturebook reading map onto and re/produce discourses of children and childhood as explicitly 

economic categories. 

 

In recent times, a variety of texts aimed at child audiences have attracted critical attention as sites 

that teach children not only about the social world and how it might be understood, but also about 

their social location as consumers of cultural texts and commodities. Indeed, the intensification of 

consumer culture and its emphasis on children and childhood as primary categories of consumption 

has provoked an extensive literature concerned with the changing nature of contemporary 

childhood/s in the era of global capitalism and neoliberal governance (see, for example, Giroux, 

2000; Kenway & Bullen, 2001; Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2004), with scholars concerned to map out the 

ways in which notions of consumption pervade the texts of children's culture.  

 



While a good deal of this work concerns how various texts increasingly offer children tantalising 

images of what it means to be an appropriately gendered consumer within the terms of dominant 

racialised and heterosexist norms, I want to argue here that the textual production of economically 

oriented childhood subjectivities involves complex dimensions of sociality that far exceed the explicit 

promotion of ideas associated with the acquisition of consumer goods. In particular, I want to 

consider how children and childhood are being re/configured in economic terms in ways that are 

tacitly aligned to dominant modes of neoliberal governance of individuals, workplaces and the 

broader social and economic order (see Rose, 1999). My reading of other contemporary texts 

(Saltmarsh, in review), together with those considered here, suggests that gendered notions of 

entrepreneurial agency and social class location—rather than merely consumption—are crucial 

dimensions of the textual construction of economically oriented subjectivities and social relations. 

 

It could be said, of course, that there is nothing new about stories for children that have an 

economic dimension. As Zipes and others have pointed out (Zipes, 2002, 1983; Zipes, et al, 1986; 

Cranny-Francis, 1992) folk and fairy tales are often heavily reliant on the patriarchal economic order 

as a means of achieving characterisation and reader alignment, organising narrative structures, and 

effecting closure. In many traditional tales for children, wealth—in terms of both its loss and 

acquisition—often accompanies notions of moral worth, while in more contemporary texts the 

acquisition of material wealth or consumer goods is a primary means by which childhood innocence 

and 'goodness' is both threatened and/or rewarded. In this paper, however, I want to consider texts 

that operate somewhat differently, and am particularly interested to explore the ways in which 

economically located and oriented subjectivities are constructed through representations of children 

and families and their social class locations. 

 



Two picturebooks are examined here in detail: Voices in the Park, by Anthony Browne (1999) and 

Hubert Horatio Bartle Bobton-Trent, by Lauren Child (2005).  Both Browne and Child are award-

winning author/illustrators with established reputations and an international market for their work. 

The commercial success of these authors, and the international up-take of their work as teaching 

resources in primary classrooms, renders these texts particularly suitable for analysis.  In the 

sections that follow, I offer a brief discussion of the textual production of subjectivities and of the 

significance of children's picturebooks to processes of subjectification, followed by an analysis of the 

ways in which the picturebooks considered here function in the production of economically oriented 

subject positions for both adult and young readers. While this discussion is not intended to provide 

an exhaustive critique, it aims to open up a dialogue about the subtle—and the not so subtle—ways 

in which assumptions about childhood in relation to the prevailing social and economic order are 

presented to children as natural and inevitable.  

 

Textual production of economic subjectivities 

 

Like other forms of children's culture, literature produced for children is never ideologically neutral, 

and as such is a key site for understanding the articulation of the self with the social. As John 

Stephens points out, picturebooks in particular "can never be said to exist without either a 

socializing or educational intention, or else without a specific orientation towards the reality 

constructed by the society that produces them" (Stephens, 1992: 158). This is not to suggest, of 

course, that texts merely reflect or reproduce social realities, but rather it is to understand that 

texts—even those produced for the very young—both draw on and play an important role in 

re/shaping discourses that are already in circulation in the broader social world. At times, as 

Stephens indicates, such re/shapings may be part of an explicit agenda—as is the case, for example, 

with texts designed to teach particular moral values, social behaviours, or personal dispositions—but 

more often they take place in much less obvious, albeit powerful, ways. Much of the work of 



Bronwyn Davies (1989; 2003; 2004), for example, is concerned with mapping out in minute detail 

the ways in which children's readings of texts take place in dialogue with the storylines, narratives 

and gendered subject positions that are already recognisable to them within the discursive norms of 

their culture. While children may and often do resist those norms, in the practices of reading they 

nonetheless function as powerful discursive resources through which "Individuals, through learning 

the discursive practices of a society, are able to position themselves within those practices in 

multiple ways, and to develop subjectivities both in concert with and in opposition to the ways in 

which others choose to position them" (Davies, 1989: xi). 

 

Such a position—one which recognises the potential not only for text to 'transform' individual 

thinking and behaviour, but which also takes text as a key site at which the agentive work of 

fashioning oneself as a social subject takes place—is central to understanding the dynamic processes 

of subjectivity. As Foucault (2002) points out, processes of subjectification are accomplished not 

merely through the imposition of power, but are also reliant on the agentive fashioning of the self, in 

a double process of agency and subjection through which individuals are both constituted and 

accomplish themselves as social subjects. According to Foucault: 

 

One has to take into account the points where the technologies of domination of individuals 

over one another have recourse to processes by which the individual acts upon himself. And 

conversely, one has to take into account the points where the techniques of the self are 

integrated into structures of coercion or domination (Foucault, as cited in Carrette, 1999: 

162). 

 

 

This line of argument has particular relevance when considering how children's subjectivities are 

shaped through the cultural texts that are part of childhood experience. As Davies observes, 

"Children are not only shaped by external conditions such as the stories told to them, but they are 



dependent on those conditions and they take them up as their own" (2005: 153). While a lengthy 

elaboration of poststructuralist notions of subjectivity is beyond the scope of this paper, what I want 

to highlight is the significance of such an approach to considering how texts even for very young 

children function as a means by which children learn to "read and interpret the landscape of the 

social world, and to embody, to live, to experience, to know, to desire as one's own, to take pleasure 

in the world, as it is made knowable through the available discourses, social structures and 

practices" (Davies, 2003: 19, emphasis in original). In the case of picturebooks, in particular, the 

desires, pleasures and tensions associated with reading and being read to connect up with broader 

discourses concerned with what it means to be an appropriately gendered literate social subject, 

whether adult or child.  

 

As scholars of children's literature have elaborated in some detail, picturebooks are most often read 

by a dual audience of adults and children, and are, according to John Stephens "the principal literary 

form up to and beyond the age at which children master literacy for themselves" (1992: 158). A 

regular aspect of everyday life in many contemporary Western homes, formal daycare settings and 

early childhood educational contexts involves reading from picturebooks, offering what Carole Scott 

refers to as "a unique opportunity for…a collaborative relationship between children and adults" 

(1999: 101). While a detailed discussion of the significance of the adult-child interaction involved in 

picturebook reading will not be undertaken here, I want to mark its importance in two key ways. The 

first relates to the role of adults in the production, selection, publication, distribution, promotion 

and use of children's literature. As Zohar Shavit contends, "Every book for children is first read by 

adults" (1999: 84), and books that do not meet the approval of adults are unlikely to find their way 

into regular use as books that will be read by adults to children. An important ideological function of 

picturebooks, I would suggest, lies in the authority of adults to legitimate children's choices and to 



guide, validate and interpret the meanings children construct from texts chosen and read together 

with adults.  

 

The second point follows on from the first, namely that picturebooks, unlike many popular texts 

such as toys and games that are aimed almost exclusively at a child audience, address both adults 

and children in dialogue. Adult readers inevitably draw on a wider range of cultural resources in their 

navigation of texts read to children (Scott, 1999), and in turn bring these to the ideological and 

pedagogical dimensions of shared reading. The dialogic nature of reading to children from 

picturebooks is thus another crucial dimension of subjective processes whose importance should not 

be underestimated. As Davies points out, "The processes through which subjectivities are 

constituted are imbricated, not only in ways of speaking and ways of making meaning, but also in 

the contexts and relations in which particular acts of speaking take place" (2003: 10). Reading 

to/with children can thus be understood as part of a dynamic, shared, and profoundly ideological 

process—of storytelling, of guiding children through visual and verbal cues, of inviting and answering 

questions, of collaboratively constructing and interrogating meanings—thus bringing the dual 

navigation of text by adult and child into the complex processes associated with navigating 

subjectivities and social relations. The ideological weight of the reading practices associated with 

early childhood is underscored by the operation of broader social discourses, particularly those 

associated with parenting and teaching. As Victoria Carrington observes: "Early literacy instruction 

has, in fact, a normative moral position on the primacy of story-book reading at school and at home. 

'Good' parental interactions around text have, in this view, focused expressly on shared reading, 

picture books and bedtime stories" (2003: 96). This makes picturebooks a particularly potent site for 

both intersubjective and pedagogic interaction, as well as a potential site for disrupting, through 

practices of critical literacy, dominant discursive norms. 

 



Of particular interest here are the ways in which these discursive and subjective processes can be 

mapped onto the context of broader social and political economies, in order to understand their 

significance in the shaping of particular types of social subject. Literacy, like other aspects of 

educational experience, is neither an ideologically neutral process, nor one which takes place in 

isolation from the political and economic systems within which education is located. As Michel de 

Certeau contends, "Every individual experience functions within a system of economic 

structures…Experience cannot be isolated from the socio-economic whole in which it  

intervenes" (Certeau, 1997: 64). The processes associated with reading and writing, in particular, 

have a long history of producing particular types of economic social subject (for a fuller discussion, 

see Davies & Saltmarsh, forthcoming) that continues to the present day. Critiques of neoliberal 

discourse, in which the operation of the 'free market' is given primacy over all other means of 

governance and social organisation, inform a range of social analyses and policy debates (Rose, 

1999; Gee, Hull & Lankshear, 1996), and scholars concerned with the influence of market forces in 

texts produced for and about children point to both the commodification of children and childhood, 

as well as the slippages between home, education and commercial contexts, as primary areas of 

concern (Kenway & Bullen, 2001; Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2004). Still others (Marsh 2000, 2003, 2005; 

Carrington, 2003) argue that rapidly changing global economies and their expanding range of 

available consumer texts require new approaches to equipping children with the kinds of critical 

literacies necessary to successfully negotiate identities and futures in the contemporary world. 

Indeed, Carrington makes a compelling case for what she refers to as a 'glocalised' model of literacy 

that will equip children with a means of interrogating not only the immediate gendered, consumerist 

messages that pervade contemporary texts directed at children, but that will also equip children "to 

understand the interplay of knowledge, power and identity that characterizes consumer culture" 

(Carrington, 2003: 96).  

 



Carrington's contention that contemporary children are confronted with numerous  

forms of multimodal texts whose demands and challenges in many ways exceed those of more 

traditional literary forms is an important one, and my argument here is intended to be read 

alongside, rather than in opposition to it. What I want to suggest, specifically, is that while dominant 

notions of 'good parenting' and 'good teaching' persist in dialogue with notions of providing children 

with traditional forms of 'quality' literature and with policing especially very young children's access 

to less conventional texts, there remains a need for politically engaged critiques that seek to disrupt 

the ways in which traditional textual forms represent children and childhood in economic terms. This 

is particularly important given the extent to which 'quality' picture books (by which I mean, in this 

instance, texts that are not explicitly designed and promoted as part of a larger commercial 

endeavour, as is the case with, for example, books produced by the Disney corporation in the cross-

promotion of popular children's films, television and so on) are often careful to avoid blatantly 

promoting consumerist ideals, and in some cases actively seek to subvert them. In the sections that 

follow, I consider how two children's picture books construct economic subject positions for child 

and adult readers, with a view to understanding some of the complex ways in which individuals are 

positioned by texts to recognise and take up their 'rightful' place in the social and economic order. 

 

The entrepreneurial child 

 

Lauren Child's Hubert Horatio Bartle Bobton-Trent tells the story of a young boy born to wealthy and 

loving, if forgetful and seemingly oblivious parents, whose extravagant lifestyle eventually brings the 

family to a point of financial ruin. The couple's young son, Hubert Horatio (together with his best 

friend, Stanton Harcourt the third), devises entrepreneurial solutions in an effort to resolve the 

family's crisis, but is unable to reign in his parents' lavish spending. Realising that the family mansion 



will have to be sold, Hubert Horatio reluctantly arranges alternative accommodation and moves the 

family to an apartment building, where, much to his surprise, they are happy and contented.  

 

While at a surface level this book makes an attempt to subvert consumerist notions about the need 

for wealth in order to secure/maintain happiness, a number of visual elements, narrative features 

and metafictive devices function to disrupt the book's apparently transgressive agenda. There is 

considerable tension here in the extent to which this text draws extensively on status rhetorics such 

as property ownership, luxury goods and consumerist lifestyles to unambiguously locate the Bobton-

Trent family as inhabiting a desirable social world ordered by patriarchal privilege, on one hand, 

while simultaneously problematising their privileged social location as precarious and unstable. In 

comparison to more traditional folk and fairy tales, which often undertake the work of destabilising 

the notion of wealth and/or poverty as a (usually temporary) means of emphasising a story's moral 

agenda, I want to suggest that Child's text provides an important example of how contemporary 

children's literature is beginning to untether the categories of wealth and morality in favour of an 

approach that constructs children/childhood as the central means by which economic and existential 

dilemmas are to be potentially resolved. In so doing, I would argue, the text reinscribes the notion of 

child-as-commodity, overriding and reconfiguring what is generally seen as an ideologically-driven 

tendency in children's fiction to maintain childhood as a category innocent of economic agendas. 

This point of difference is indicative of a significant shift in the field of children's literature, where, as 

Maria Nikolajeva points out: 

 

The general utopian nature of children’s fiction, which compels authors to portray childhood as a 

happy and beneficial place, often precludes any elaboration, or sometimes even mention, of the 

restrictive aspects of human (that is, adult) civilization, such as government, law, money and 

labor. Children, real as well as fictional, are supposed to be growing up unaware of and 

unencumbered by these tokens of adulthood (Nikolajeva, 2002: 306-308). 

 



In Child's text, however, the fictional child, Hubert Horatio, is neither naïve nor innocent of the 

workings of capital and its capacity to both open up and foreclose possibilities. Unlike the innocent 

children of wealthy or royal families in traditional stories and fairytales—whose births have often 

been long awaited, and whose combination of physical beauty and pleasant temperament functions 

to both legitimate their claim to social status as well as to invoke the wrath of the 

envious/malicious/less worthy—the main child protagonist in Child's text is born as a diversion when 

his parents become bored with other things, and his skills, abilities, and market-savvy function to 

legitimate not his social status, but his agentive role as entrepreneurial decision maker. 

Consequently, Hubert Horatio simultaneously occupies both child and adult subject positions, each 

of which is legitimated and mediated by their location in relation to capital.  

 

The emphasis on subject positions defined in economic terms is underscored in a number of ways, 

but perhaps nowhere more explicitly than in the "paratexts" (Nikolajeva & Scott, 2001: 241) of the 

front cover and the inside front cover page. Before even opening this text, readers are provided with 

cues on the front cover as to the economic (and masculinist) orientation of the text. As Nikolajeva 

and Scott point out: 

The practice of having the protagonist's name in the title is, at least in children's literature, a 

didactic narrative device, giving the young reader some direct and honest information about 

the content of the book, its genre…and its audience: a girl's name will probably be 

associated with a book for girls, a boy's name with a book for boys (Nikolajeva & Scott, 2001: 

243). 

 

 

Hubert Horatio's full name—which is also the title of the book—is depicted in large, green seraph-

font lettering that occupies approximately one third of the cover's visual space, which has as its 

background a green watermark, green Victorian scrolled borders, serial numbers and formal bust 

portraits that unambiguously imply American paper currency. Hubert Horatio's image in the lower 



half of the page is superimposed over the serial numbers, while on either side of him busts of his 

father and mother are framed by silver borders, with Pater and Mater inscribed on the portraits. The 

image of the child is considerably larger than the images of his parents, just as the lettering of the 

words HUBERT HORATIO in the title above is considerably larger than the lettering of the family's 

lengthy surname. Hubert Horatio, in both image and text, is the largest visual feature of the book's 

cover, and the placement of his image over the top—rather than as an element within—the 

monetary background, constructs a child who is 'on top of' his constitution as an economic 

masculine subject. The inside cover page continues the theme of the green watermarked 

background, and the author's dedications are written in borders similar to those surrounding the 

busts on the front cover. Of particular interest here is the blank frame, drawn in the same red ink as 

the author's name on the front cover, and in which is written the phrase: "THIS BOOK BELONGS 

TO:". This space, I would suggest, functions as an invitation to not only engage with the text, but to 

claim ownership of it through the inscription of one's name, and to simultaneously locate oneself in 

alignment to it, so that the name of the young reader/consumer/owner of the text is reflected back 

from within a visual space whose background and framing bear the unmistakeable hallmarks of 

money. Such a device calls attention to the explicit thematic concern of the book, while 

simultaneously emphasising the commodity status of child readers. 

 

Indeed, the child-as-commodity in this text is a powerful motif, and in a number of ways Hubert 

Horatio represents the ultimate ideal in consumer societies: the potential for ongoing product 

satisfaction. As an infant, Hubert Horatio's parents "were delighted with him" (Child, 2004: 

unpaginated), despite their being unable to remember his whole name, and seemingly failing to 

notice his apparent 'genius'. While Mr. and Mrs. Bobton-Trent amuse themselves with endless 

leisure activities, games and entertaining, their child-as-commodity learns to read and swim on his 

own, neither disrupting his parents' social lives nor making demands on their time and attention. 



While readers are told that "Hubert very much enjoyed his parents' company" (Child, 2005: 

unpaginated), an elaborate double page spread provides a depiction of the complicated nightly 

journey he makes to his parents' room in order to drink cocoa and play Monopoly (using real money) 

with them. Here images of the small child making his way across the mansion before bedtime are 

accompanied visually by written text that moves up, down and across the page along the same 

complex route taken by Hubert Horatio through the house, while various markers of affluence—

marble busts, chandeliers, and numerous flights of stairs—reinscribe both the family's social 

location, as well as the child's commodity status. While metafictive devices such as these function to 

"distance readers from texts, draw their attention to the artifice of fiction, and position them in a 

more interactive and interpretive role as readers" (Pantaleo, 2004: 212), in this particular instance 

the movement of both child protagonist and text around the double page spread also functions to 

reinforce the complicated manouevres accomplished by the child-as-commodity in order to maintain 

the scene of patriarchal familial harmony. It is not the parent-consumers who undertake the project 

of cultivating and developing the child they “decided to have” (Child, 2005: unpaginated), but rather 

it is the child-as-commodity who assumes responsibility for ‘value adding’ through nightly visits to 

his parents, working hard to develop skills, and intervening at critical moments in order to divert 

disaster. The entrepreneurial Hubert Horatio eventually provides additional 'product satisfaction' for 

his parents by devising strategies for managing the family's looming financial crises, selling off assets, 

paying creditors and re-establishing the family in a new residence that both meets their lifestyle 

requirements and is within their financial means.  

 

Despite the family's happy relocation to an apartment with the ignominious address of ‘Plankton 

Heights’, and Hubert's realisation "that being frightfully, frightfully rich was not frightfully important 

to his parents after all" (Child, 2005: unpaginated), the successful navigation of childhood is 

predicated here on the kinds of entrepreneurial activity and market-savvy decision making that 

might ordinarily be expected to fall to adult, rather than child focalisers. While in other 



circumstances the adult-child may be seen as a highly transgressive image (Jenks, 2005: 128), in this 

text the male child's capacity to take on and competently navigate the role of adult is central to the 

book's underlying premise that it is children, not adults, who are best placed to successfully 

accomplish themselves within the discursive constraints of capitalist societies. 

 

While there is a sense of the carnivalesque that is often deployed in children's literature as means of 

mocking and challenging authoritarian figures such as parents (for an excellent discussion, see 

Stephens, 1992), the parents in this text are mocked not for their authoritarian behaviour, but for 

their failure to recognise and adhere to neoliberal economic principles associated with 'good' 

financial management and self-governance. Here the child-as-commodity simultaneously occupies 

the subject position of adult-manager of commodities, bringing creativity, responsibility and 

rationality to an otherwise chaotic and unpredictable domestic scene. As Stephens notes, "The 

educational and domestic structures of Western societies on the whole aspire to encourage their 

children to grow up as reasonable, creative, autonomous and achieving human beings, and these 

ideals are furthered by the ideological positions implicit in the literature produced for children" 

(Stephens, 1992: 120). To this might be added that in consumer cultures increasingly reliant on 

economically oriented childhood subjectivities and social relations, the pervasive notion of the 

economic child has moved beyond an implicit ideal, and is now overtly foregrounded and 

emphasised by texts such as Child's. 

 

Voices of inevitability 

 

While Lauren Child's text constructs a childhood that successfully navigates economic imperatives in 

order to provide creative and satisfactory solutions for adults and children alike, Anthony Browne's 

Voices in the Park (1999) constructs childhoods that are more conspicuously bound by the 



inevitability of social class location. Like Child's text, at one level this picturebook makes a conscious 

endeavour to disrupt prescriptive notions of social class boundaries. In this story, a well-to-do 

mother takes her son, Charles and their pedigree Labrador for a walk in the Park, while an 

unemployed father takes his daughter, Smudge and their dog to play at the same park. The two 

children play together until they are interrupted by Charles's  mother and the children each return 

home with their parents. The book's provision of four distinct 'voices'—whose visual and written 

accounts of a walk to the park invite readers to engage with multiple perspectives—together imply 

that it is children, rather than adults, whose capacity to overlook and disrupt socioeconomically-

based prejudice will offer a way forward in the renegotiation of social class boundaries. Yet 

throughout the text, the rigidity of the middle class/working class binary works to undermine the 

possibility of anything beyond superficial childhood explorations that ultimately leave the polarised 

terrain of social class divisions in tact.  

 

What is particularly interesting about Voices in the Park, for the purposes of this discussion, are the 

ways in which the inevitability of social class location is marked in the text, and the extent to which 

that inevitability maps onto discourses of masculinities 'in crisis' in contemporary Western societies. 

While others interested in the work of Anthony Browne (Doonan, 1999; Pantaleo, 2004) have 

provided excellent accounts of Browne's use of metafictive devices, and their effectiveness in 

drawing reader's attention to the disjunctures between image and text, fictional and real, of concern 

here is how those devices also function in constructing the various economically oriented subject 

positions that readers are invited to explore. In particular, the gender dimensions of social class 

location in this text function to 'fix' the notion of masculinity in crisis, irrespective of whether 

characters are privileged or disadvantaged in economic terms. 

 



From the first page of Voices in the Park, the male child character, Charles, is positioned by image 

and text as subordinate to those around him. His mother—dressed formally in heeled boots, coat, 

scarf, hat and earrings—speaks first with "It was time to take Victoria, our pedigree Labrador, and 

Charles, our son, for a walk" (Browne, 1999: unpaginated). In the picture above the text, the image 

of Charles is largely obscured by that of his mother, and his small, lightly coloured figure is 

dominated by the visual weight of his mother's dark coat. Despite the signifiers of social status 

provided to readers—the large white house, the pedigree dog, the formal style of clothing worn by 

Charles and his mother—there is no suggestion in either text or image that financial status is 

connected to personal happiness or moral worth. Quite the contrary, the mother's disapproving 

statements about those who fall outside her social class parameters, together with images that 

depict her as angry and aloof, together invite readers to interrogate the kinds of consumerist 

discourses that connect financial wellbeing with emotional, family, and social wellbeing. 

 

Indeed, there is considerable effort in this text to distance readers from the mother, and to 

construct alignment to Charles, whose commodity status and location in the family hierarchy is 

emphasised by depictions of the mother's physical proximity to Charles and the abrupt commands 

issued to him. His subordinate status is underscored by the mother's use of commands directed 

toward the child that might ordinarily be expected to be intended for the dog—a point additionally 

emphasised by the juxtaposition of dog and child and the mother's interaction between them. For 

example, the first double page spread reads: 

 

When we arrived at the park, I let Victoria off her lead. Immediately some scruffy mongrel 

appeared and started bothering her. I shooed it off, but the horrible thing chased her all 

over the park.  

 



I ordered it to go away, but it took no notice of me whatsoever. "Sit," I said to Charles. 

"Here." (Browne, 1999: unpaginated). 

 

 

There are two images that accompany and work in dialogue with this text. The first shows the 

mother looking down at the dog whilst unfastening the lead, while the image on the opposite page 

shows the mother seated upright, hands folded, eyes closed, with her body turned away from 

Charles who is seated next to her on the bench, and is looking in the opposite direction from his 

mother. Unlike the dog, the child is afforded neither visual nor physical contact. The juxtaposition of 

child and dog—and the differing level of relative interaction and respect shown to the dog in 

comparison to that shown to the child—is repeated in the mother's account of their departure from 

the park a few pages later: 

 

Then I saw him [Charles] talking to a very rough-looking child. "Charles, come here. At once!" 

I said. "And come here please, Victoria." We walked home in silence (Browne, 1999: 

unpaginated). 

 

 

As the mother, Charles and the dog, Victoria, leave the park, the image of Charles is almost 

completely obscured by the image of the mother, while the dog walks between the two. In each of 

these examples, the child is positioned as subordinate not only to the mother, but also to the family 

pet, making a powerful statement about the wealthy child's insignificance in the family hierarchy. 

Indeed, Charles’s mother makes no mention of the loneliness and boredom he mentions in his own 

account of the story: 

 

I was at home on my own again. It's so boring. Then Mummy said that it was time for our 

walk (Browne, 1999: unpaginated). 



 

 

Nor does she appear to recognise the sadness Smudge observes in her account of meeting Charles. 

The symbolic distance between mother and child is maintained through both visual and written text 

throughout the book, irrespective of which voice is recounting the story, or whose perspective is 

being taken. Unlike Hubert Horatio, whose seeming insignificance to the daily cares and concerns of 

his parents locates him in a position of autonomous decision making, Charles's insignificance 

deprives him of agentive capacity. While in each text the child's relative insignificance to their 

parents’ agendas underscores his commodity status—in particular, as markers of the family's 

location in relation to the heteronormative patriarchal order—Browne's child-as-commodity speaks 

to the constraints, rather than the opportunities, that economically privileged social location affords. 

In either case, the relations between parents and children are an important means by which the 

ideological and constitutive work of the texts are carried out. As Stephens argues, "The pervasive 

concern with self-other interactions in picture books has considerable implications for the 

construction of subjectivity, but operates in contexts which tend to encourage the internalisation of 

ideologies which are commonly a reflection of dominant social practices" (Stephens, 1992: 7). 

 

Importantly, the constraints associated with social location are most consciously constructed in 

Browne’s text as constraints on masculine subjects, while female subjects—both adult and child—

are crucial to maintaining 'appropriate' social norms associated with class and age location. The 

gender dimensions of the text are another crucial means by which readers are positioned to read 

not only the character's accounts of their trip to the park, but also how sense might be made of the 

broader social and economic order. As Davies points out: 

 

Children use their own experiences in the everyday world and their knowledge of other stories in 

relation both to characters and plot to make sense of the stories they hear…This relates both to 



text and subtext—to what happens in stories and to what is understood about the forms or 

relations and ways of being through which the text is created. Although each story presents new 

possibilities it is interpreted in terms of what is already known, not just known consciously about 

the way the world is organised, but also known through the metaphors and the patterns of 

power and desire that are implicated in narrative structures (Davies, 1989: 47) 

 

 

The gender order as depicted in Browne's text is thus an important means by which the inevitability 

of the social scene is played out for both male and female characters and readers. The mother's 

position of power and authority over the child, her preoccupation with appearance and her policing 

of class boundaries are recognisable dimensions of contemporary life in consumer societies, where 

decisions about learning, consumption and lifestyles continue to fall primarily to mothers (Kenway & 

Bullen, 2001). Further, Smudge's invitation to Charles to play, and her perseverance despite his 

initial reluctance and quietness, is reminiscent of a good deal of feminist research concerned with 

children and classrooms, and the (often unrecognised) role that girls tend to play in facilitating the 

success of boys (see, for example, Bjerrum Nielsen & Davies, 1997; Alloway & Gilbert, 1997; Kanaris, 

1999; Davies, 2003; Gilbert, 2003).  

 

Similarly, depictions of masculinity and the ways in which it is shaped by broader social forces are an 

important ideological dimension of Browne's text. The suggestion of masculinity ‘in crisis’ is both 

verbal and visual, and works across social class divisions in the characters of both Charles and 

Smudge’s father. The sadness and lack of agency of the story’s masculine child subject is extended 

and amplified in the depiction of the masculine adult subject, whose despair is made explicit through 

both his address to readers, as well as through intertextual references in the accompanying pictures. 

For example, while sitting in the park, Smudge’s father tells readers: 

 



I settled on a bench and looked through the paper for a job. I know it’s a waste of time 

really, but you’ve got to have a bit of hope, haven’t you? (Browne, 1999: unpaginated) 

 

 

The image immediately below this text uses Munch’s painting, Scream, on the front page of the 

paper Smudge’s father is reading—an intertextual reference that is repeated on another page in the 

trees behind the bench where the two adults are seated, and is again repeated in Charles’s 

reflection on the play equipment a few pages later. Such images, as David Lewis points out, shape 

not only readers’ impressions of characters, “but they also shape our view of the kind of world each 

one inhabits” (2001: 10). While Pantaleo’s study, which uses Browne's text with a class of Canadian 

school children in grade one, shows that children may not readily recognise or understand the 

significance of such sophisticated intertextual references, images of sad faces and shadows such as 

those that allude to Scream nonetheless contribute to the sense of pathos and despair that pervade 

this text. Given the dual audience addressed by picturebooks, it is important to be reminded that the 

masculine subjects of both economic uncertainty and social repression are constructed here not 

merely for child readers, but also for adults. 

 

 

It might reasonably be argued that, within the imaginative public space of the park, and the natural 

world to which it alludes, the two children find a way to renegotiate—at least temporarily—the 

limitations of gender and social class difference. In the case of Smudge, whose account of laughing 

and playing with Charles is accompanied by the most brightly coloured scenes in the book, her 

happiness (and its infectiousness) is foregrounded when her father tells readers that “Smudge 

cheered me up. She chatted happily to me all the way home” (Browne, 1999: unpaginated), and 

readers see the two walking home “beneath the cheerful glow of a street-lamp that has 



metamorphosed into a huge snowdrop—the flower that breaks the ice of winter and looks forward 

to the spring” (Lewis, 2001: 10).  

 

In the case of Charles, however, who set out from home feeling bored and lonely, the images of him 

playing with Smudge on trees and the climbing frame show a tentative, less adventurous character 

than his verbal account implies. As Nikolajeva points out, "…images can take the narrative in the 

opposite direction from the words” (Nikolajeva, 2003: 241), and the images and text work in 

dialogue here, highlighting the complexity of the social class-inflected limits and constraints placed 

on the masculine subject. For example, Charles tells readers “I’m good at climbing trees, so I showed 

her how to do it” (Browne, 1999: unpaginated), although he is pictured clinging to the trunk and 

lowest branch while Smudge has clambered to higher branches above him. Limited by his mother’s 

surveillance and policing of class boundaries, Charles returns home overshadowed by his mother, 

looking backward sadly over his shoulder toward the scene of temporary respite from the 

constraints of his own social class location.  

 

Despite the option for at least temporarily disrupting social class binaries in the space of potentiality 

signified by the park, all four characters arrive from and return to the fixity of their social class 

locations. Unlike Child's character, Hubert Horatio, who demonstrates the necessity for the 

appropriate economic subject to be a flexible, entrepreneurial chooser, Browne's characters Charles 

and Smudge have little say about the social circumstances within which they are located. While 

Hubert Horatio, together with his parents, moves (at least superficially) across categories of 

socioeconomic status with each member of the family making use of their skills and dispositions in 

order to successfully negotiate their new circumstances, Charles and Smudge can only ‘play’ at the 



task of collaborative renegotiation upon which a meaningful disruption of the social and economic 

order would depend. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this paper, I have endeavoured to show how two recent picturebooks provide examples of the 

ways in which children and childhood are depicted in explicitly economic terms. In comparison to 

more traditional stories and fairytales for children, in which social status—and in particular, the 

acquisition or loss of wealth—is an important device for reinforcing a story’s moral agenda, the texts 

considered here untether economic agendas from notions of moral worth, emphasising instead the 

ways in which economic subjectivities might be either navigated or immutably fixed. In the case of 

Child’s text, the economically oriented child is afforded agentive capacity, while in Browne’s text 

social class location is an inevitability that constrains and limits both children and adults. Together, 

the emphasis these two texts place on childhood as an economic category, with children located as 

the primary means by which economic dilemmas and their social implications might be resolved, 

provide support for James and Prout’s contention that "Concepts of childhood—and their attendant 

practices, beliefs and expectations about children—are shown to be neither timeless nor universal 

but, instead, rooted in the past and reshaped in the present" (1997: 232). In an era of global 

capitalism, in which the commodification of children and childhood increasingly takes place against 

the backdrop of neoliberal governance and its demands that children and adults alike come to define 

themselves and others in economic terms, it comes as no surprise that concepts of childhood are 

being reconfigured. As the texts examined in this paper demonstrate, however, there is more to the 

textual construction of economic childhoods than directing advertisements and consumer products 

to child markets. It is therefore crucial for those concerned with children's navigation of 

subjectivities and futures, that analyses maintain a focus on the ways in which childhood—and with 

it, the texts of childhood—are continually re/constructed in economic terms. 
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