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i.Imagining Innocence

Imagining Innocence reconceptualises the interface between childhood and celebrity studies by exploring how child stars embody layered cultural meanings of childhood across history and media. The book brings together research that explores child celebrities across the entertainment ecologies of film, television, sport, music, theatre, and streaming platforms.

It analyses iconic figures such as Julie Andrews, Patty Duke, Brooke Shields, and Charlotte Gainsbourg, alongside contemporary child celebrities on Disney+ and in participatory online cultures. Case studies also include trans child stars, the “Adam Goodes saga,” which reveals how settler discourses of childhood are mobilised to contain Indigenous celebrity, and children of celebrities during the COVID-19 pandemic. The book explores how child stars sit at the intersection of childhood and celebrity studies, reflecting and unsettling dominant Western, Eurocentric constructions of childhood while reframing questions of gender, sexuality, race, disability, and national identity.

By theorising child stardom as a “palimpsest,” the book highlights how cultural narratives of the child are repeatedly overwritten yet never erased. The volume will be essential for scholars and students of media, celebrity, and childhood studies, as well as for readers interested in how children and childhood shape, and are shaped by, celebrity cultures. This book was originally published as a special issue of Celebrity Studies.

Djoymi Baker is Senior Lecturer in Media and Cinema Studies, RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia.

Jessica Balanzategui is Associate Professor in Media, RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia.

Diana Sandars is Lecturer in the School of Culture and Communication, University of Melbourne, Melbourne, Australia.ii.
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1.Introduction: the child celebrity as palimpsest: reconceptualising the interface between childhood and celebrity studies

Djoymi Baker iD, Jessica Balanzategui iD, and Diana Sandars iD


This Special Issue seeks to contribute to the developing field of child celebrity studies by offering new ways of thinking about the interface between social constructs of childhood and celebrity culture. The Issue elucidates how child celebrities have been, and continue to be, crucial to the complex conceptual apparatus that constitutes ‘the child’. We begin this Special Issue with an invitation to reconsider how childhood studies can productively be brought into dialogue with celebrity studies in ways that illuminate how child celebrities and stars operate as palimpsests upon which traces of former child stars are marked. Following Hugh Cunningham’s caution that, ‘we need to distinguish between children as human beings and childhood as a shifting set of ideas’ (2005, p. 1), we identify child stars as a particularly fraught locus for these shifting concepts because they are regulated by a system of perpetual replacement. In this process of succession, new child performers – and the ideas about childhood they embody – are mapped over former child stars as they fade into obscurity or transform into adult stars.

Childhood is not a universal phenomenon but a social construction that varies greatly across cultures and eras, demarcated by the arrival of adulthood in different and often inconsistent ways (McCue 2018). The development of ‘childhood’ in the West from the 19th century onwards is beset with ‘far too many contradictions’ (Bruhm 2006, p. 98) to reconcile, and, as this Issue highlights, child stars and celebrities embody, narrativize and navigate these contradictions as they are laid over one another. Indeed, the child star is one of the most significant and high-profile means by which the concept of the child is culturally imagined and worked through. Chris Rojek (2001, p. 17) identifies the role of lineage in the construction of celebrity using the children of royal families as an example of ascribed celebrity. We argue that in the commodified constructions of child celebrity and the child star, the concept of lineage exceeds bloodlines via the perpetual replacement of the child star system, and is instead constituted by a layering of personal and cultural histories and generational and national discourses. This form of child celebrity lineage provides a framework through which to understand how the palimpestic operations of child stardom illuminate the deep but fluid ideological structures of ‘the child’ as a cultural concept.
 
2.The star as palimpsest ‘bears traces of the past that are sometimes distinct and at other times obscured by the more vivid mien of the present’ (Williams 2017, p. 278). If ‘stars are exemplary palimpsests for reading the shifting values of a celebrity culture’ (Mask 2009, p. 4), an archaeology of the child celebrity must map not only the most visible shifts in the way childhood has been personified and marketed by young stars but also uncover their underlying influences and dead ends. This includes determining how the ghostly traces of conceptualisations of childhood from earlier eras – ideologies which may otherwise be obsolete or forgotten – continue to reverberate in the figure of the child celebrity. Indeed, a number of theorists of childhood have mobilised the language of ghosts and hauntings to articulate how the changing symbolic function of childhood can trouble deep socio-cultural attachments to linear, teleological temporality and growing ‘up’ (Stockton 2009, pp. 2–6, Balanzategui 2018). That child celebrities are continually haunted by the cultural narratives of childhood that pre-existed them – and, as their careers and lives progress, by their previous personae as ‘toddler’, ‘tween’, or ‘teen’ celebrities – exposes new resonances between ghostliness and childhood. While this Special Issue gestures towards this larger project, here we suggest the example of the tween star as a multi-temporal palimpsestic figure nestled within prior iterations of child stars.

The child star and celebrity have been manufactured throughout the 20th century through a process of increasing segmentation, a babushka doll-like differentiation marked by a zealous commodification of each developmental phase of childhood. While the 19th century began this process through a new binary opposition between child and adult, in the 20th century childhood itself was broken up into marketable phases of baby, toddler, tween, adolescent, and teen. These phases of childhood articulated a specifically Western idea of development, one that has historically tended to be white, able-bodied, and ostensibly straight (Projansky 2014, p. 28, Driscoll 2002, p. 7). Child stars embodied, mediated and sold these emerging re-articulations of childhood. The suitably named Baby Peggy was a silent film star in the 1920s of over 150 films between the ages of two and three (Orgeron 2007). Shirley Temple, perhaps the most famous child film star in history, embodied ‘toddlerhood’ in the 1930s both on screen and in licenced fashion even ‘well past the toddler age’ (Cook 2000, pp. 122–3, Lealand 2017, pp. 162–3). By the late 1930s, a new term, adolescent, was emerging, embodied by stars such as Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland (Driscoll 2001). This solidified into the teenager in the 1940s and 50s, rendered iconic by James Dean and child-turned-teen actor Natalie Wood in Rebel Without A Cause (1956). The tween is seemingly a latecomer to this segmentation process, associated most strongly with the 1990s when the tween became a lucrative cross-industry market sector represented by a slate of young celebrities, particularly on the Disney Channel (Blue 2017, p. 4). However, this oft-repeated linear history is somewhat misleading.

Catherine Driscoll (2001) challenges the idea that the teenager, the teen film, and the teen star were all inventions of the 1950s, demonstrating that key attributes of what would become the teen can be traced back through Hollywood history to stars such as Clara Bow in the 1920s, and Rooney and Garland in the 1930s. Just as Driscoll exposes a previously unacknowledged backstory to the development of the teen star, here we suggest that the emergence of the tween star functions not as a neat, new category, but as a palimpsest of prior stars who have mediated and continue to haunt the multiple perceived transitions of childhood.

3.The ‘tween’ category attempts in some ways to ameliorate the more transgressive elements of the child (particularly the girl child) ‘between’ childhood and adolescence. Sanitised and commodified visions of the tween have often masked the powerful, disruptive symbolic force inherent in this liminal category (Mitchell and Reid-Walsh 2005, Balanzategui and Later 2016, Bellas 2017). Although it was not until the end of the 1980s that the in-between child would be overtly labelled the ‘tween’, the figure of the tween and the tween star palimpsestically carry earlier iterations of the in-between. In Love Finds Andy Hardy (1938), Judy Garland embodies this idea by singing of being frustratingly ‘in-between’. Garland’s character Betsy is supposed to be only 12 years old in this film and her conception of being in-between is marked by bourgeoning heterosexual desire (boys and Clark Gable), and the commodification of these desires (lipstick and long party dresses). Although Driscoll (2001) suggests Garland functions here as a precursor of the teen, we read Garland’s performance as an early iteration of the tween, her ghostly trace discernible in subsequent tween girl stars. As Morgan Genevieve Blue (2017, pp. 4–5) suggests, ‘discursively, the tween and teen have much in common … both can be understood as liminal states of becoming’, embodied, if fleetingly, by young stars (Driscoll 2001). Borrowing Driscoll’s (2001) methodology of ‘critical historiography’, Garland’s character, performance and star image at this time can be seen to foreshadow both the teen and the tween.

While the temporal gap between Garland and the development of the tween label at first seems vast, in the late 1940s ‘preteen’ and ‘subteen’ clothing ranges and cosmetics emerged to cater to this marketable ‘in-between’ category (Cook and Kaiser 2004, p. 208). These categories persisted in the 1950s and 60s, yet by the 1970s unisex fashions threatened this distinct market (Cook and Kaiser 2004, p. 214), which in turn meant that by the late 80s, the idea of the tween demographic seemed new again. Nonetheless, film stars Tatum O’Neal, Jodie Foster and Brooke Shields kept the in-between child in the public consciousness during the 1970s, troubling the boundaries of childhood and adolescence (Hatch 2002, 2011, Projansky 2014, p. 34) by exposing and unsettling the earlier tween’s innocent hint of nascent sexuality.

The early adolescent stars of 1970s Hollywood illustrate a fundamental tension between the child star and their ‘embodiment of national ideologies’ (Wettach 2008, p. 206), related to how ‘the child’ as a conceptual apparatus and identity position is not fixed and stable but ‘an always about-to-be-realized identity’ (Edelman 2004, p. 13). Whereas the 1990s tween is associated with consumerist-driven ideologies of apparent empowerment that promise family happiness and personal fulfilment, in the 1970s Foster, Shields and O’Neal personify both the counterculture movement’s disillusionment with the American Dream and contested ideologies surrounding childhood innocence and the child’s entwinement with a conservative model of teleological progress and thus national futurity (Edelman 2004). Foster’s adolescent star persona exemplifies this disruptive potential inherent in child stars, particularly tween girls. This is particularly notable in Foster’s most famous child character, Iris, a 12-year-old sex worker living on the streets of New York in Taxi Driver (1976). When Travis Bickle (Robert De Niro) tells her that she should be home instead of working, Iris quips, ‘didn’t you ever hear of women’s lib?’ Cynthia Erb (2010, p. 99) observes that this scene ‘pits Travis’s hardened position of morality against Iris, a child who convincingly criticises him’, while simultaneously unsettling her position between child/woman. Iris‘s defiance of Travis’ attempt 4.to protect her ‘innocence’ dismisses his implication that she is participating in a sexualised adult ‘future’ prematurely, in turn destabilising the promise that the child will one day grow up to claim and shape a ‘better’ collective, national future (one in which ‘little girls’ do not feel compelled to turn to sex work). A similar dynamic governs Brooke Shields’ onscreen performance of a very knowing 12-year-old sex worker in Louis Malle’s period drama Pretty Baby released two years later (1978), as Hatch explores further in this Issue. In both films, the sexualised child threatens gendered discourses of childhood innocence and naivety and, in tandem, troubles the child star’s embodiment of teleological development and comforting associations with national progress and futurity.

This tension between anchoring imaginings of national pasts and futures invests the child star with a greater need for regulation and order. The socially critical onscreen transgressions of both Shields and Foster are mitigated through the circulation of star biographies that define these proto-tween stars in discourses of ‘normality – hobbies, family relationships, and the like – as if to compensate for the strange, controversial nature of life as a child star’ (Erb 2010, p. 83). Recalling her casting in Taxi Driver, Foster says she thought of herself primarily as ‘a Disney girl’ at the time (IMDB, n.d.), more closely aligning her with the more wholesome child stars that had come before her, and the tween stars that would emerge in the 1990s.

While Foster and Shields both replenished and unsettled the ‘in-between’ star, these cultural contradictions were not exclusive to the preteen/subteen/tween, but rather resonated with the sexual tensions inherent in child star history more broadly. Through her observation that Foster did not ‘play to the camera for cuteness; she did not widen her eyes or bob her head for emphasis’, Erb (2010, p. 85) evokes the dominant star image of Shirley Temple and a whole lineage of child stars. Temple bound the image of the cute toddler star to the nation, embodying ‘the anxieties, fantasies, fears, and consciously held hopes of audiences in the 1930s in her construction as a remarkably vigorous if contradiction-laden “national body”’ (Studlar 2013, p. 55). However, disquieting this cuteness and innocence, Temple’s first credited role at the age of three was as a dancer and implied sex worker in War Babies (1932), part of the Baby Burlesks in which toddlers impersonate adults (Hatch 2015, pp. 107–109). Indeed, Studlar (2013, p. 71) identifies this contradiction as a primary appeal behind Temple’s star persona, as ‘a fantasy investment in and enjoyment of a symbolically loaded figure who supports traditional “family-centred values” but also excites through her unsettling of age, gender, and sexual boundaries’. The ‘disorderliness’ of the sexually knowing child was thereby marked on the figure of the child star several iterations before Foster and Shields, and notably, was seemingly rendered acceptable in the 1930s when performed by a toddler in a comedic setting.

While Temple’s provocative precociousness reverberates in the palimpsests that are Foster and Shields’ stardom, Temple’s star persona is likewise marked by the ghostly trace of disorderliness in the child stars of the 1920s before her, namely Baby Peggy and Jackie Coogan. Coogan became ‘the poster boy of child welfare projects’ but also a fashion range for young boys (King 2001, p. 4, 9). Puberty put an end to his popularity, at which point Coogan was shocked to discover his family had squandered his fortune. This led to a high-profile court case and ‘Coogan’s Law’ to protect children’s earnings, marking a legal shift to a protectionist approach to children (O'Connor 2017, p. 9, King 2001, p. 4). Once Baby Peggy became too old for public tastes, she turned to Vaudeville, and was 5.subjected to sustained sexual harassment and work precarity as an extra on her return to Hollywood as 12-year-old Peggy Montgomery (Orgeron 2007). While the child star had become a symbol of industrial modernity’s corruptions, Temple restored the star child as a figure of hope and ‘cheerful resilience’ in its role as ‘the emotional glue of families’ (Studlar 2013, p. 73 & p. 77). Leaving Hollywood as a 22-year-old to pursue a career as a diplomat, wife and mother, Temple’s stardom continued to be coded by discourses of resilience, so that despite her first husband’s infidelities and the fact that her father spent her entire fortune, Temple continued to enshrine ‘traditional family-centred values’ (Studlar 2013, p. 58), as well as ascending to the moral and aesthetic status of ‘virtuous womanhood’ (Studlar 2013, p. 44, see also Dyer 1993). Mapping the development and archaeologies of the child star over the history of Hollywood’s entertainment industries thus locates this conceptually loaded and layered figure within a lineage of cascading iterations.

While the spectre of Temple’s unsettling sexuality manifests more forcefully in preteen stars of the 70s including Foster and Shields, the prior star trajectory of Temple inscribes Foster and Shields’ stardom as they likewise matured into a new phase of orderliness – devoted motherhood. Indeed, when Shields was cast as Hannah Montana’s mother in the Disney show of the same name (2006-2011), her star image brought an inference of both ‘sexual transgression’ and purification (Pugh 2018, pp. 153–154). Throughout its various generational iterations and transformations, the tween star articulates the interplay between childhood discourses of innocence and subversive liminality. As such, the tween star remains a culturally troubling palimpsestic figure. Bearing the ghostly traces of their toddler and teen counterparts, the tween celebrity functions as an ideological litmus test (see Creed 1995, p. 100) that embodies the threat of disorder as much as our desires for order.

Our Special Issue reflects the dominant Western cultural trajectory around both the child and child star while also challenging it in key ways, opening avenues for future research. The Issue spans participatory online cultures, streaming video on demand, sport, music, theatre, film and television, and encompasses matters of gender, sexuality, race, disability and nationality, bringing together a range of new research around the often-fraught construction of childhood through celebrity cultures. Brett Farmer demonstrates the way that the young Julie Andrews functioned as a mythic figure of post-World War II Britain, situating the cultural role of the child star as one of the hope and healing – a precursor to the nurturing role attached to her star persona in her move to Hollywood in the 1960s that continued to provide comfort during the pandemic. Anna Debinski looks to Patty Duke’s 1962 star performance as Helen Keller to argue that childhood celebrity and disability both refute normative understandings of futurity, dependent as they are on children ‘growing up’ into a homogenous construction of adulthood. Kristen Hatch explores the early star image of Brooke Shields in the 1970s, when her seemingly womanly face belied a pre-pubescent body that unsettled the boundaries of childhood and prefigured the proliferation of the knowing child in the art and photography of the 1980s and 90s. Felicity Chaplin unpacks the moral panic around French singer-songwriters Serge and Charlotte Gainsbourg, analysing their mutually defining stardom based on an incestuous father and daughter narrative that emerged during Charlotte’s youth in the 1980s. Djoymi Baker and Jessica Balanzategui examine the Disney+ subscription video on demand platform to demonstrate how it is strategically used to catalogue, reframe and 6.attempt to rehabilitate Disney child star histories, particularly Lindsay Lohan and Macaulay Culkin, a new addition to the Disney brand in the era of Disney+. Barry Judd and Diana Sandars apply an Australian Indigenous-led knowledge approach to reconsider the scandal that erupted when a 13-year-old female fan racially vilified celebrated Indigenous Australian football player, Adam Goodes, exposing the Euro-centric concept of the child at the heart of settler Australia. Joanna McIntyre, Damien W. Riggs, and Clare Bartholomaeus unpack trans-child celebrities Jazz Jennings and Evie MacDonald, whose television shows and media coverage demonstrate a generational shift around trans bodies that is renegotiating the cultural discourse of childhood innocence in the contemporary era. Finally, Eva Maria Schörgenhuber examines US media representations of celebrities’ children during the COVID-19 pandemic, and articulates how they construct both an idealised notion of childhood in a time of trauma and embody the more prosaic pitfalls that render celebrity parents relatable.

The perspectives brought together in this Issue highlight how childhood as a social construct is mediated through child celebrities in palimpsestic ways: through young celebrities, new concepts of childhood are layered upon the previous models that continue to haunt socio-cultural narratives around famous children. As this Issue elucidates, the child celebrity is often put to cultural work in ways that try to clarify imagined categories that are inherently messy, like ‘tween’, ‘little boy’ or ‘little girl’. Yet, while the child celebrity may temporarily contain and settle such categories in the public consciousness, the child inevitably grows ‘up’, or sideways (Stockton 2009), and thus can come to unsettle a category they once embodied. Perhaps, this partly explains the ongoing symbolic potency of the child star. We hope this Issue will encourage further research around the contested function of the child in celebrity cultures and will start to reveal how the child star operates as a palimpsest in ghostly ways that can be both disturbing and productive.
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