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INTRODUCTION

Political interest in younger children and preschool as an educational
institution is growing internationally.! It is important, therefore, to attend to
the social context in which preschools exists and that shapes the policy agenda
surrounding them. This agenda entails reforms and developments that redefine
the function and role of preschool and also, therefore, that shape the kind of
preschool that actually emerges. Sweden is frequently regarded as a “model
country,”* as it combines cate and education within the framework of the pre-
school institution. The percentage of children attending preschool in Sweden
is among the highest in the world, with approximately 87% starting preschool
before the age of 2° (with preschool being available for all children from one
year of age). Preschool is thus a well-established part of Swedish society, both
culturally and in terms of how society is socially and economically organized;’
namely, its quest for social leveling and equality on the labor matket.” Gradually,
a larger proportion of children has come to participate in preschool, and from
a younger age. Although it is not a compulsory part of schooling, preschool
is covered by the Swedish Education Act.® In this respect, the state has never

before had so much (educational) influence over the younger generation.’

Furthermore, preschool is attributed great importance both as an
instrument of societal integration and as providing appropriate school prepa-
ration. What is distinctive about preschool is that systematic measurements of
knowledge cannot be made, which consequently leaves it susceptible to other
types of governance and evaluation methods, and also to various ontological
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assumptions, inan attempt to meet political expectations of “learning outcomes.”
In this essay, we aim to discuss a specific set of ontological assumptions that
relate to the theoretical movement within educational research referred to as
posthumanism, which has had a notable impact in the field of Early Childhood
Education and Care (ECEC).

The pursuit of equivalent quality across ECEC provision is high
on the Swedish education policy agenda. The revised curriculum for Swedish
preschools,® which took effect in 2010, specifies goals regarding school-related
subject knowledge and contains a new chapter titled “Follow-up, evaluation
and development.” This chapter emphasizes the responsibility of teachers to
evaluate and develop pedagogical practice based on documentation of individual
children’s development and learning, To aid teachers in this work, the Swedish
National Agency of Education (Skolverket) has published and distributed sup-
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port matetials’ that promote “pedagogical documentation
and evaluation tool, to all preschools in Sweden. In these support materials,
the use of pedagogical documentation is explicitly positioned within a “new”
post-constructionist/posthumanist'! theoretical framework. In addition, the
theoretical approach previously associated with pedagogical documentation
as an evaluation tool is criticized for its excessive linguistic and interpersonal
focus, and thus for obscuring the possibilities to fully describe and realize the

transdisciplinary nature and relational complexity of learning.

Hillevi Lenz Taguchi,'?a Swedish scholat frequently quoted throughout
the support materials, promotes the development of posthumanist methodolo-
gies in the ECEC field as a way to develop a language that enables researchers,
as well as teachers, to work in ways that go beyond the binary divide (i.e. the
Cartesian cut) between mind and body, intellect and emotion, nature and cul-
ture, and theory and practice. That is, a language that acknowledges both the
“intertwined discursive and material reality of pedagogical practices”" and the
mutual dependence between the child and the world." The theoretical shift
towards posthumanism is described by Lenz Taguchi as an “ontological turn,”
i.e,itis not onlya collection of theories that “give direction for how we produce

knowledge (epistemology), but also for how we understand the world, matter
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and materiality, and how we understand ourselves (ontology).” '* Lenz Taguchi
furtherargues that, if taken seriously, this posthumanist “ontological and material
turn” will have major implications for how we understand education. Whether
this is the case or not, the fact that an explicit theoretical statement has been
made by a governmental authority through educational policy can be considered
fairly unique. As the ECEC research field is still young, it is not yet limited by
firm traditions. Parts of the field still lie in uncharted territory, which opens

up opportunities for philosophical experimentation and theoretical challenge.

In this essay, we examine how posthumanist theory is expressed in
ECEC research. With Swedish ECEC policy as an example, we consider what
elements and themes are accentuated when posthumanist theory becomes
practicable and is presented as a method for educational practice. Here, the
relationship between child and nature (as an expression of materiality) seems
to be of great importance. It appears as if the taken for granted connection
between child and nature in the Nordic and Anglo-Saxon countries, guarded
both culturally and by curricula, works as an enabler for establishing a posthu-

man perspective in the ECEC field.

In an effort to examine how the posthuman child is made, or brought
into existence, we draw on Thomas Popkewitz’sinterrelated concepts of “fiction”

216

and “fabrication. According to Popkewitz, fabrication has a double mean-

ing as both a fiction and a “maker of ‘things’”” Understood as a fiction, “the
posthuman child” provides ways to understand and describe things, relations,
and the course of events. The fiction of “the posthuman child” is not only an
idea and a way to describe the child’s being in the world, however. Through
educational research, “the posthuman child” is called into existence and it is
“given the ontological status of ‘real’.””’” The “posthuman child” is, then, a fab-
rication produced through research and policy. As such, the concept provides
ways to think about, and act towards, children as particular kinds of people in
educational practice. '® As Popkewitz explains: “the fabrication of research make
possible new techniques for structuring reality as new phenomena and effects
are imagined.”" Through policy, educational research can therefore be regarded

as both a maker of fictions and a fabricator of human kinds.
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FABRICATING THE POSTHUMAN CHILD

The need for a posthumanist reconceptualization of ECEC policy
and practice seems to arise from a much broader political and philosophical
notion about the world as being in a state of (ecological, financial, political,
refugee, etc.) crisis. The EU Commission report titled Eurgpe 2020. A strategy
Jor smart, sustainable and inclusive growth describes how the last great financial crisis
wiped out years of economic and social progress.”’ The wortld is portrayed as
fast-changing, with long-term challenges such as globalization and the pressure
on resources intensified. Not only are human political and social life chances at
stake, but also the survival of the planet. This intensifies competition and raises
new demands. In the report, strategies are formulated for how to maintain the
EU’s competitiveness in a socially, economically, and ecologically sustainable
way, which is largely considered to be dependent on education, particularly in
the areas of mathematics, science and technology, and language. The fiction of
aworld in crisis and the search for sustainable solutions opens up to theoretical

innovation and new directions in educational research.

According to Rosi Braidotti,”" as well as Lenz Taguchi,” the classic
humanistic theories and ideological systems are inadequate for describing and
understanding both the contemporary world and the human subjectitself. Frans
Kruger explains that, “in a time when the foundations of liberal individualism and
its economic expression of advanced capitalism is increasingly being challenged
due to a growing recognition of the havoc it has [caused] and is still causing, in
terms of inter-human relations and human relations with the nonhuman,” we
as humans ethically “have no choice but to experiment with different forms
of becoming in the wotld.”* In the posthumanist critique of the humanist
worldview, the humanist subject is challenged. The presumption that humans
stand above all other species (in a sort of human chauvinism) and have specific
value, rights, and privileges based on the simple fact of being human, is rejected.
In the light of the history of Western humanism’s justification of colonialism,
slavery, and objectification, some posthumanist scholars argue that the privilege
of being counted as “fully human” was never afforded to everyone* (e.g, not

to women, children, racialized groups, and the disabled). Thus, as Braidotti

PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION 2017

267



268

Fabricating The Posthuman Child In Early Childhood Education and Care

puts it, we have never been human (in a humanistic sense) in the first place. *

In ECEC research, posthumanism is explained as an invitation to
reconsider the human subject through the child. Karin Murtis * advocates
a “decolonization” of both education and childhood by introducing posthu-
manist theory as a form of counter-discourse to the understanding of learning
in terms of economism and growth and as an alternative to a psychological,
reductionist, universal understanding of the child.”” The child needs to be freed
from hierarchical categorizations. In order to go beyond these categorizations,
Murris further argues, we must go back to what was before the humanist Car-
tesian cut, that is, before the divide between culture and nature. In an effort to
“decolonize” childhood, i.e., to liberate the child from a humanist world view,
the child is described as an “epistemological orphan.” * In the fiction of the
posthumanist world, there simply are no epistemological or ontological fathers
(such as Descartes) to turn to anymore. In this way, the child is explained as

being “released” from historically segmented categorization.

Inasimilarway, Lenz Taguchiargues that we, as teachers and researchers,
can re-evaluate our current knowledge by going beyond the taken-for-granted
truths about children’s development and learning through challenging dominant
binaries associated with a humanist wotld view.* Affrica Taylor and Veronica
Pancini-Ketchabaw stress that: “Not only human beings are learnable. These
more-than-human pedagogies exceed the logic of developmentalism, in which
the individual child acquires age-appropriate knowledge in the process of be-
coming rational and autonomous.” ** The “traditional” (Western) educational
system is thereby questioned, as is the notion of education as a human enterprise

by people for people.

According to a posthumanist argumentation, there simply is no
independent or autonomous subject. Children ate described as “emergent
in a relational field, where non-human forces are equally at play in constituting
children’s becomings.”” “They [the children] are the wotld, not ‘in’ it, but part
of the wotld,”* just like all other organisms and matter. According to Katren
Barad, who is heavily drawn upon in posthumanist ECEC research, we do not

pre-exist our interaction with the world, because there is no self-contained exis-
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tence in the wotld. » Thus, as Lenz Taguchi puts it, individuals “emerge through,
and as a part of, their entangled intra-actions with everything else.”** In order to
emphasize the child’s utterly complex “material-discursive” becoming in time
and space, Murris describes the child as an “inhuman-iii.”* To reconnect this
to the Swedish support materials mentioned in the introduction of this essay,
children’s relational existence is explained in the way that “the human and the
social do not have a higher value than what is going on in the relationships
between humans and the environment. All relationships are seen as important
for human existence.””® In this sense, the world is viewed as “fAattened”*” and

non-hierarchical.

This fiction of the posthuman child portrays a being that embodies
flexibility and transformation through its multiple becomings with the world.
The child is not regarded as an autonomous actor of change, but as enmeshed
in a huge relational field, becoming again and again in its entanglement with
material and discursive forces. As such, the child is always in motion and always
in transformation in itself. The posthuman child is, furthermore, positioned be-
yond subjectivity, discourse, and binary categorization. Fabricated as an answer
and a solution to contemporary social, political, and environmental challenges,
the fiction of the posthuman child becomes a site in which to realize an alter-
native form of being and a more “sustainable” human existence.”® In the light

of “ecocentrism,”®

this interpretation of sustainability is often accentuated by
promoting the child’s relation to the natural environment as being “one.” As
discussed below, the notion of nature responds well to the fiction of the world

and the child in constant flux.

THE CHILD’S RELATION TO NATURE

The posthuman child is being fabricated in relation to an ecocentric
world, where the child is no longer positioned at its center, but, rather, at the
periphery (and as part of everything else). Through a flat ontology, the complex-
ity of the world is acknowledged at the same time as it is made manageable, as

everythingis valued as equal when hierarchies and taxonomies are removed. The

PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION 2017

269



270

Fabricating The Posthuman Child In Early Childhood Education and Care

child is to rediscover the wonders of nature with reverence and respect instead
of using it for their own benefit. The modern human portrays alienation from
nature and the refusal to understand that humans are one species among all
others, and expressions of meaning and life. The solution to these wrongdoings

is the re-naturalization of humankind (through the child).

As well as in Sweden, the posthumanist movement has had an impact
within the ECEC research field in Australia, Canada, and New Zealand. Taylor
& Pacini-Ketchabaw* describe the theoretical foundations for preschool in
Australia and Canada, where researchers from both countries join forces in
urging how teachers can, and should, work with this perspective in the natural
environment as a metaphor for the complexity of the world. In connecting
posthumanism with indigenous studies, indigenous history (e.g;, of New Zealand
and Australia) is portrayed, by scholars such as Jenny Ritchie,” as an example
of a bad postcolonial conscience connected to crimes against nature and the
“natural” way of life, including exploitation and forced civilization, committed
in the name of “Western civilization.” Through the posthumanist project, the
grandchildren of the postcolonial world can be understood to be re-natural-
ized and brought back to “nature.”** This can be interpreted as a mixture of
posthumanism and outdoor education, where the latter has its place of honor
in the Nordic countries, but also in England and in Anglo-Saxon countries
where it comes to practical educational expression through so-called “forest

schools” and the like.*

The notion of “nature” and the impact it is assumed to have on
children’s development and learning is also well established in the Swedish
preschool context. Along with an emphasis on sociological, rather than devel-
opmental, petspectives on childhood,* nature and environmental discourses
together make way for a relational understanding of the child, and open up a
category of existence that transforms and comes into being in relation to the
environment. It seems that the core aim for the fabrication of the posthuman
child is to change direction completely, and to abandon human domination and

supremacy in relation to nature.
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

In this essay, we have discussed how the fiction of the posthuman
child is fabricated as a response to the contemporary environmental, social, and
financial crisis. In relation to a world in crisis, the posthuman child, through the
reinvention of, and coexistence with, the environment/nature, becomes a site
for the realization of an alternative relational form of being (i.e., an alternative
to the individualistic, rational, and autonomous subject). The posthumanist per-
spective destabilizes the idea of progress (as understood from a humanist point
of view), and appears to do so by revoking the uniqueness of human nature
and by promoting the ability to gaze beyond the time and place of existence in
efforts to solve human problems. When the child is positioned within a “flat
ontology,” where no distinction between different types of existence is made
(cf. the universal child as desctibed in the OECD and EU policy),* the child
is expected to experience and comprehend the interdependence between self
and the world. In the quest to save the world and to bring forth people who
can participate in this, the posthuman child is put in a neutral value position
alongside other agentic forms of life and materiality. The child is portrayed as
both natural and transforming, as a prophetic being at the same time as it is
wiped out (through the dissolution of the subject). As such, the child is not an
autonomous “actor of change,” but an embodiment of change in itself. Drawn
upon as a posthumanist theoretical resource, the child’s individual uniqueness,
agency, and rights run the risk of becoming blurred; a contradiction that de-

serves further consideration.

In the Swedish example, posthumanist theory travels through pol-
icy in the form of recommendations and methods for how the child is to be
perceived, i.e., the redefinition of the ontology of the child. This theoretical
movement can be interpreted as a resistance to a school-oriented development
that focuses on child-centered (individual) learning (based on outcomes) and
specific subject knowledge within ECEC. Paradoxically, Sweden is one of the
countries that, in an effort to improve the quality of educational practice, has
chosen to focus on developing the curriculum for Swedish preschool, which

46

defines both specific subject knowledge and learning subjects.** Two seemingly
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incommensurable perspectives appear to be competing in the Swedish example:
a developmentalist and a posthumanist. We argue that one of the reasons that
posthumanist theory has gained impactin the Swedish ECEC discourseis rooted
in the fiction of the young child as having a strong connection to nature and
being physically and emotionally involved with the wozrld. The theory challenges
common assumptions about education, the child, and the world, and offers an
alternative to what seems to be a universal developmentalist educational dis-
course,”” but unfortunately at the cost of jeopardizing the child’s ontological

status as human subject.
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