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Foreword

It was a delicious moment when this book arrived. Opening the pages of a new
book about feminism(s) in early childhood edited by three women (Kylie Smith,
Sheralyn Campbell and Kate Alexander) who have had a positively profound
impact on my own life in early childhood as a feminist was tantalising.

I first met Kylie and Sheralyn in their undergraduate studies in the late 1980s and
Kate in her undergraduate studies in the mid 2000s. Each stood out for their
determination, insight, integrity and intellect; and, for their commitment to equity
and justice. I had the agreeable privilege of supervising their undergraduate
research studies, later their graduate research projects as well as working with them
as colleagues. Since their undergraduate studies Kylie, Kate and Sheralyn have had
diverse, sometimes intersecting trajectories in early childhood as administrators,
managers, researchers, students and practitioners. For nearly two decades, I’ve
watched them embrace complexity as a necessary friend in meeting injustice,
galvanising their own feminist advocacy and practices and inspiring others to do the
same.

Against this background, I anticipated that this book would be thoughtfully
constructed to canvass a broad and complex sense of what feminism is, does and
can do to make early childhood a more respectful space for children and those they
live their lives with in early childhood. It does not disappoint. It seeks to show why
feminism(s) are still needed in early childhood and how they are being actively used
in different countries and different arenas of early childhood with important effect.

These goals are achieved powerfully by drawing on the work of feminists in
early childhood in contexts as diverse as Pakistan, Kenya, Ireland, Australia,
Indonesia, Norway, the United Kingdom and the United States and who work as
policy makers, researchers and practitioners. The editors’ thoughtful choice of
contributors means that the reader is intentionally engaged with a breadth of fem-
inist concerns and contributions in early childhood. The book ranges from an
analysis of structural inequalities for the girl child in Africa (Musomi and Swadener
—Chap. 7) through inequities in the pay and conditions for care workers in Ireland
(and beyond) (Murray—Chap. 8) to ways of reimagining the role of the feminist
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researcher in micro-level research with children (Davies—Chap. 6) and with
teachers in Pakistan (D’Souza Juma—Chap. 11).

Whilst policy frameworks, pay and conditions and the role of the
researcher/researched relationships are not new concerns for feminists in early
childhood (and beyond) the contributors to this volume craft compelling arguments
about why and how feminism(s) are useful in current times in diverse early
childhood contexts and arenas. This is not a simple, or a simplistic call for a
feminist way in early childhood. Several chapters persistently embed aspects of
‘intersectionality’ (analysis of how racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia,
ableism, xenophobia, classism, etc. are interconnected) in their analysis and so their
calls to action are nuanced and contextualised. This is seen powerfully in
Atkinson’s intriguing and skilful exploration of gender relations, feminism and the
struggle for decolonisation for Victorian Aboriginal people through the place of the
didgeridoo in Australian early childhood programmes (see Chap. 2). It is also
central to Salazar Pérez’s well-argued case for ‘endarkened’ black feminist thought
to become a persistent everyday essential to meaning-making in early childhood
(see Chap. 4).

As several chapters demonstrate (e.g., Coady—Chap. 2; Osgood and Robinson—
Chap. 4; and D’Souza Juma—Chap. 11) there is still lively debate about what
feminism is and who counts as a feminist in early childhood (and beyond). Despite
this, this volume solidifies the centrality to early childhood of feminists as its shapers
and reshapers. We see in this in Coady’s clear illustrations of the enduring and
transformative legacy of early feminists as macro policy makers and service
designers in Australia and in the work of Musomi and Swadener (Chap. 7), Murray
(Chap. 8) and Simpson Dal-Santo (Chap. 13) we see feminists proactively reshaping
its purposes in the contemporary and shifting policy contexts respectively of Kenya,
Ireland and Australia.

Feminists across time and diverse contexts have also made the politics of the
interpersonal and the micro-level of the everyday core targets to shape and reshape in
their quest for gender equity and justice. The continuing need to do this in early
childhood is potently and powerfully taken up by several contributors (e.g., Gaches—
Chap. 10; Marpinjun and Ramsey—Chap. 12; and Osgood and Robinson—Chap. 4).
Davies (Chap. 6) reminds us this is no simple or easy task as she challenges feminist
researchers to negotiate what it means to research amongst the tensions and materi-
ality of the lived gender order so that we are open to the not yet thought possibilities of
what is right, proper and possible to live and enliven gender justices in early child-
hood. It is undeniably complex. However, despite its complexities feminists in early
childhood in contexts as diverse as Australia, the United States, Pakistan and
Indonesia are navigating themwith a skill and a determination that produces a politics
of optimism for the possibilities for gender justice when its impossibilities push
toward them and at times surround them.

Given how persistently and consistently Kylie, Kate and Sheralyn have lived
their feminism(s) in early childhood and navigated the complexities it has brought
to them, it should be no surprise that they have been able to assemble a powerful
and diverse group of writers in this volume who galvanise the new-wave
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feminism(s) in early childhood and validate their value over time. They urge gender
justice in and through its everyday policies and practices now and into the future
and in doing so offer some possible points for navigation towards the not yet
thought in which gender justice and equity might lie. For this reason, I believe that
this book will be an inspiring catalyst and support for feminists in early childhood
who driven by their indignation about the persistence of gender inequity, violence,
oppression and misogynies in our societies strive to create a world in which gender
justice and equity can prosper. The feminist imagination(s) that come to the fore in
this volume powerfully illustrate how feminism(s) not only live in early childhood,
but are essential to its capacity to shift and shape to enliven gender justice and
equity in all its complex possibilities across sexualities, races, classes, abilities and
borders.

It has been a personal-political pleasure and privilege to re-meet feminist col-
leagues from my time in early childhood and to meet early childhood feminists new
to me in the pages of this book. For what they champion, imagine and reimagine
through their feminism(s) the field of early childhood should be immensely grateful
and proud. They have shaped a book that deserves a prominent space in the lives of
all who live and work in early childhood or are about to.

Victoria, Australia Glenda Mac Naughton
August 2016
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Kylie Smith , Kate Alexander and Sheralyn Campbell

Abstract Feminism(s) in Early Childhood pays attention to the need for feminist
discourses to examine how we educate young children and their families about
gender and equality in everyday early childhood classrooms. This edited collection
brings together international scholars from around the globe to examine how dif-
ferent feminist theories are being used in early childhood research, policy and
pedagogy. The array of feminist discourses captured by the authors offer contex-
tualised possibilities for disrupting dominant patriarchal beliefs and producing
change. The authors address and challenge a range of gendered effects for children
of how early childhood development, educational outcomes, access to resources
and belonging to community are seen and assessed. In this way, the book con-
tributes to the global effort to end gender-based inequalities and violence across
local and global communities.

Keywords Gender � Early childhood � Feminism(s) � Equity

Feminism(s) across the world seek to engage with and change gender based rela-
tions of power at political, institutional and personal sites where the effects of
gendered knowledge and practices are lived as inequities. These inequities can be
globally seen in the levels of gender-based violence inside and outside of the home,
the under-representation of women in government and senior executive positions,
the continuing pay disparities in the work place and the lower literacy levels and
educational participation rates for girls/women when compared with boys/men.
Globally, societies are structured by embedded gendered assumptions that both
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divide and link public and private life. This is played out through institutions which
structure our lives and act as gate-keepers of who is heard and what counts as ‘true’
and ‘correct’ knowledges and practices. In public life this can be seen in a myriad of
material ways including who are the key leaders in government and business; how
policy is formed and resourced and by whom; which research and programs are
prioritised and funded; and which knowledges are authorised. However, there are
also innumerable and less obvious ways that institutions constitute gendered effects
across the public and private spaces of daily life. As former Australian Prime
Minister, Julia Gillard identified in My Story (Gillard 2014):

In contemporary Australia, despite so much progress being made, both women and men
continue to be trapped in gender prisons. As Australia’s first female prime minister, I came
to see the outlines of the bars of mine. But of all the experiences I had as prime minister,
gender is the hardest to explain, to catch, to quantify. If you point to specific examples, they
sound trivial (p. 98).

Education plays an important role in how community membership is constituted
now and in the future, yet education is dominated by edu-capitalism and neoliberal
education policies with their investment in a gender-neutral individual who can be
measured and managed. This book acknowledges over thirty years of research
evidence that children as young as three years of age can develop clear views of
what it means to be a girl/woman or boy/man. At times, these constructions draw on
narrow, stereotypical understandings of femininity and masculinity that lie at the
heart of some of today’s gender based inequities. This book argues that gender
discussion matters in the early childhood space within research and pedagogical
practices because it goes to the heart of how power works through meanings of
gender to constitute material differences for educators, children and families.
A central criticism of early childhood theory has been its origins in white, male,
patriarchal experience and knowledge. While there has been over thirty years of
important research in gender in the early childhood space, this collection of work is
unique as it brings together diverse feminist theories and perspectives that bring to
the fore explorations of gender and feminist discourses such as feminist new
materialist methodologies where human and more-than-human explorations of
gender, identity, power, knowledge and truth are (re)imagined.

This books draws on feminist writers using history, institutions and pedagogical
practices as mechanisms for addressing the practical implications of how knowl-
edge and theory are produced and authorised, and by whom (Weedon 1997). In this
way feminism(s) offer an opportunity for reconceptualising knowledge, and thus
research and practice, not as a binary but rather intrinsically woven together and
able to produce effects for political feminist action in many spaces and across many
countries and continents. In particular, the feminism(s) in this book invite us to
review and reconceptualise how knowledge is experienced as institutional,
embodied and material, considering practices like early childhood policy and
funding, educational resources and teaching strategies, research methods and the-
ories, media images, health-care, family safety and services, and so on.

2 K. Smith et al.


