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Editorial

Past, present and future: Conceptualisations of Early Childhood 
Education in the Pacific-Asian region

 
Kirsten Locke 

This special issue of Pacific-Asian Education presents five papers written by scholars and 
practitioners in the field of early childhood education in New Zealand. Presented with 
the theme ‘Past, present and future: Conceptualisations of Early Childhood Education 
in the Pacific-Asian region’ the contributors were left with an open horizon in which 
to draw conceptual links to the educational ‘shores’ of early childhood. My motivation 
for the open brief was simple; I knew if I cast a line far enough, I would be rewarded 
a varied and remarkable catch. The authors did not disappoint, and this issue stands as 
a unique and innovative contribution to a field already rich with original and tenacious 
scholarship. Importantly, this issue also brings together intergenerational contributions 
and collaborations that draw on the diverse cultural and political landscape of early 
childhood education in New Zealand, and it has been a privilege to work with both 
established and emerging scholars in the process of editing the issue of this journal. 

Early childhood settings in New Zealand provide an interesting space in which to 
observe the dilemmas of the wider education system. While the compulsory sector 
is grappling with the proposed introduction of charter schools in New Zealand, 
early childhood education has had a long and intricate history of mixed ownership 
between state and private provider. The status of early childhood education as a learned 
profession or as a practical ‘craft’ requiring little or no tertiary education, is an argument 
that is not only left unresolved at every level of official discourse, but is also part of a 
discussion finding added resonance in the current context of proposed primary teacher 
education restructuring. An area in New Zealand that is celebrated for inclusiveness 
and diversity, early childhood education is also particularly vulnerable to the hijacking 
of these aims for economic ends. The language of care and cultural responsiveness 
has proven particularly porous to the incursion of political agendas that seek to justify 
education outside the purview of the purely educational. This issue joins a growing 
critique of the dangers and challenges facing education broadly, and early childhood 
education specifically. 

The issue begins with an article by Jenny Ritchie that deals with the complexities 
involved in implementing pedagogical approaches in early childhood settings that 
embrace Māori language, culture and values in ways that reach beyond the merely 
tokenistic. Ritchie frames her argument with an historic account of early childhood care 
and education (ECCE) in New Zealand that culminated in the bicultural curriculum 
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document Te Whāriki. He whāriki mātauranga mō ngā mokopuna o Aotearoa (Ministry 
of Education, 1996). While acknowledging the triumphant emergence of this curriculum 
framework on to the site of early childhood care and education, Ritchie explores the 
extent to which the bicultural nature of the document is currently incorporated into the 
lived pedagogical realities of the ECCE community. Drawing on Māori culture and 
identity, Ritchie identifies some possible dispositions of ECCE educators that would 
reflect a commitment to Te Tiriti o Waitangi/The Treaty of Waitangi, as well as to social, 
cultural, and environmental justice. 

Sonja Arndt’s carefully observed paper explores the notion of community as an 
ethical encounter that transcends, but does not try to resolve, difference and otherness 
in early childhood settings. Drawing on the notion of the ‘foreigner’ in the work of 
Julia Kristeva, Arndt gently excavates a space in early childhood education in which 
conceptualisations of community can be experienced as an encounter that engenders 
a deeper, more profound, sense of reciprocity and togetherness. Arndt positions her 
exploration of foreignness within the context of immigrants, and those children 
positioned as ‘other’ in educational discourse. Transgressing discursive boundaries and 
conceptual thresholds provide for Arndt a more expansive terrain in which notions of 
community can be experienced in early childhood settings through the celebration and 
exploration of difference. 

How does children’s literature impact the formation of childhood? In his article, 
Marek Tesar asks this question of the Samoan picture books published in New Zealand 
by the Samoana Early Education Developmental Services (SEEDS). Tesar unpeels the 
discursive layers of this set of publications and explores the embedded expectations 
of the ‘ideal’ Samoan child as happy, obedient, churchgoing, and ready for school. 
Questions such as who benefits from this construction of childhood, and why, are 
explored by Tesar in the context of romanticised notions of childhood that obscure 
moments of transgression and difference. Storybooks are for Tesar not neutral. He 
urges us instead to consider the way they are material manifestations of the ideological 
contexts from which they emerge, and as such, are more complex and powerful than 
we might imagine. 

Andrew Gibbons’ article takes us on a journey into the metaphorical ‘sandpit’ of 
early childhood education through an excursion into the literary/philosophical world 
of Albert Camus. This provocative and innovative piece of research draws on Camus’ 
critique of the modern tendency towards essentialism and binary oppositions that negate 
possibilities for difference. Camus considered this form of negation a direct attack on 
the fullness of the human experience, which Gibbons analyses for the challenges posed 
to the philosophical tradition of humanism. Gibbons then pushes Camus’ analysis 
into the ‘sandpit’ of early childhood education by interrogating the instances of total 
consensus that occur in the discursive spaces of education. An instance Gibbons isolates 
in this article is the construction of the qualified teacher as unquestionably ‘good’, 
which immediately creates the binary opposition of the unqualified teacher (a reality 
in early childhood education, as mentioned above) as ‘bad’. Gibbons asks of us not to 
judge the binary, but to make room for the possibility there might be qualities of both 
that enhance these spaces of early childhood education in surprising ways. The sandpit, 
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in Gibbons’ article, is both a playful and clearly delineated site with its own ‘ebbs and 
flows’ that can uphold or resist subjective and discursive polarisation. 

As the metaphorical mat of early childhood education, Te Whāriki incorporates the 
notion of ‘weaving’ the two cultures of Māori and Pakeha into the bicultural fabric of its 
educational philosophy. Nesta Devine, Jeanne Pau’uvale Teisina and Lorraine Pau’uvale 
call for the inclusion of Pasifika traditions, culture and languages as different styles and 
forms of weaving in early childhood education. Devine, Teisina and Pau’uvale play on 
the spatial demarcation of the woven mat of Te Whāriki, and offer a Tongan alternative 
in the notion of tauhi vā. Drawing on dimensions of embodied relationality created 
through the communal spaces of tauhi vā, they explore potential pedagogical insights 
that have implications for a more expansive, inclusive and multicultural view of early 
childhood education. The authors complement the Tongan notion of tauhi vā with the 
work of Spinoza and Deleuze as a way to incorporate philosophic traditions that may be 
considered closer in spirit to the predominantly non-Pasifika teacher workforce. Devine, 
Teisina and Pau’uvale’s juxtaposition of Tongan and western traditions provide in this 
article an interesting and vibrant space in which to consider the affective potentiality of 
young learners in the field of early childhood education in New Zealand. 

Since the publication of the curriculum framework Te Whāriki in 1996, there has 
been much cause for celebration. The value of this issue of Pacific-Asian Education 
is that while acknowledging the audacity and importance of this proud achievement 
in the history of early childhood education in New Zealand, there is also an emerging 
critique that is questioning many of its fundamental tenets. The articles in this issue 
tap into a rich vein of theoretical developments that will serve to further contribute to 
the revitalisation of early childhood education as an area in New Zealand’s educational 
landscape that has often stood at the forefront of ground breaking trends in educational 
research. 

I would like to thank the editors of Pacific-Asian Education for the opportunity 
to edit this special issue, and the reviewers for providing valuable feedback to the 
authors. I would also like to express my appreciation to Alexis Siteine for her patience 
in mentoring me in this process.

References
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Aotearoa: Early childhood curriculum. Wellington: Learning Media. Retrieved from 
http://www.educate.ece.govt.nz/~/media/Educate/Files/Reference%20Downloads/
whariki.pdf.



8



An overview of early childhood care and education provision in 
‘mainstream’ settings, in relation to kaupapa Māori curriculum 
and policy expectations 

Jenny Ritchie
Unitec Institute of Technology, Auckland

Te manu ka kai i te miro, nōna te ngāhere; te manu ka kai i te mātauranga, nōna te ao.

The bird that feeds on miro berries reigns in the forest; the bird that feeds on knowledge 
has access to the world. (Mead & Mead, 2010, p. 74)

Abstract
This paper provides a brief overview of the history of early childhood care and 
education (ECCE) in Aotearoa New Zealand, before proceeding to discuss the range 
of documents produced by the New Zealand Ministry of Education in relation to the 
sector, from the inception of the national early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki. He 
whāriki mātauranga mō ngā mokopuna o Aotearoa: (Ministry of Education, 1996a) up 
to the present day. From the point of its promulgation in 1996, Te Whāriki set in place 
the expectation of a radically different notion of curriculum, in its non-prescriptive 
philosophical, sociocultural, holistic and ‘bicultural’ nature (Nuttall, 2003). Not the 
least of these challenges was the delivery of a curriculum inclusive of the Māori 
culture, values and language by a predominately non-Māori teacher workforce. This is 
followed by discussion of ways in which the promulgation of Te Whāriki formed part 
of a groundswell of change and led to an enhancement of pedagogies in support of its 
‘bicultural’ expectations. The paper concludes with examples from recent research of 
modes of pedagogical practice that reflect such programme delivery. 

Background
Despite the initially honourable intentions of the British Crown as expressed in the 1840 
Tiriti o Waitangi/Treaty of Waitangi, which allowed for British settlement of Aotearoa, 
entrenched attitudes of white supremacy led inevitably to a legacy of colonisation. 
Through this process Māori were divested of their lands, self-determination, and their 
traditional values, knowledges and language threatened to the point of extinction, 
despite the Tiriti/Treaty’s explicitly expressed intent of protection of these (Orange, 
1987; Walker, 2004). The colonial education system was dismissive of traditional 
Māori childrearing practices. Māori traditionally had great respect for children, who 
were encouraged and supported by the wider collective in a shared parenting model. 
They were treated with great indulgence and seldom punished (Jenkins & Harte, 
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2011; Papakura, 1938/1986; Pere, 1982/1994; Salmond, 1991; Smith, 1995). The 
colonial system reflected its roots in Great Britain, where punishment was routine. 
This unfortunately resulted in generations of Māori students being beaten for 
speaking their own language, with the result that many stopped speaking Māori with 
their children, in order to protect them. Curriculum for Māori students reflected the 
dominant Pākehā society, with Māori knowledges consciously and unconsciously 
denigrated, and was intended to prepare Māori for working-class employment (Simon, 
2000; Waitangi Tribunal, 1999). The outcome of these policies is not surprising. Deficit 
discourses became deeply embedded within ‘mainstream’ and to a lesser extent, Māori 
communities. Māori have consistently been over-represented amongst the students who 
leave school with few or no qualifications, as well as consistently featuring negatively 
within the justice, health, and economic statistics (Ministry of Health, 2006; Policy 
Strategy and Research Group Department of Corrections, 2007).

From the late 1800s onwards, a range of grass-roots early childhood care and education 
organisations came into being, each born out of a response to particular community 
circumstances, and with influences of Froebel, Montessori and Deweyan philosophies 
as each of these were in turn promulgated internationally (May, 1997). These services 
remained outside the compulsory education sector, the lack of government intrusion 
having the effect of allowing for freedom and responsiveness to the community, but 
which simultaneously meant that the services were under-funded and under-resourced. 
In the late 1900s, responsiveness to community interests was particularly evident in the 
recognition of the various early childhood care and education services of Māori demand 
for the promises of the 1840 Tiriti/Treaty to be acknowledged. This sensitivity informed 
the development of Te Whāriki, which modelled a process of partnership (between 
Crown representatives and Māori) amongst the writers. Helen May and Margaret Carr 
of the University of Waikato led the writing and consultative process along with Tamati 
and Tilly Reedy who had been nominated by the National Te Kōhanga Reo Trust.

The first national ECCE curriculum was also the first ‘bicultural’ and bilingual 
curriculum for the country. The introduction of the document contains the commitment 
that “In early childhood settings, all children should be given the opportunity to 
develop knowledge and an understanding of the cultural heritages of both partners to 
Te Tiriti o Waitangi” (Ministry of Education, 1996a, p. 9). It contains a section written 
in the Māori language intended for Māori medium settings (pp. 31-39), as well as 
the integration of expectations pertaining to inclusion of Māori language and content 
interspersed throughout the entire document. An example from the Māori section of 
Te Whāriki reads “Mā te whai mana o te mokopuna ka taea e ia te tū kaha i runga 
i tōna mana Māori motuhake me tōna tino rangatiratanga” (Ministry of Education, 
1996a, p. 32). [‘Through the pursuit of pride, prestige and authority the child will be 
able to stand strongly in her/his sense of Māori independence and self-determination’ 
- author’s translation]. The curriculum was ground-breaking not only for Aotearoa, 
but also internationally, in the prominence given to recognition of Indigeneity within 
mainstream educational provision. 

In addition to and in accordance with the affirmation of the status of Māori as tangata 
whenua, Te Whāriki is strongly sociocultural, rather than purely developmentalist. It 
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requires educators to acknowledge and represent the values and belief systems of not only 
Māori and Pākehā (those with European ancestry) but of all children and their families 
attending that ECCE centre, recognising their identities and learning as being sourced 
in their nature as cultural beings (Rogoff, 2003). Te Whāriki is strongly child-centred, 
with the foundational principles of empowerment, and relationships as central, as well 
as a key strand of ‘wellbeing’ which takes a holistic, integrative focus of emotional 
and spiritual as well as physical wellbeing. A theoretical foundation evident within the 
document is that of constructivism, as evidenced in the key strand of exploration, the 
discovery/enquiry-oriented approach emphasising learning dispositions and processes 
rather than predetermined developmental milestones. A further integrative aspect of the 
curriculum is that mathematics, language, and science are to be learnt through emergent, 
responsive pedagogical projects rather than prescriptively teacher-directed discrete 
learning units. Inherent within the document is an understanding of the importance of 
narrative, and that this can be the result of collaborative processes of co-constructive 
meaning-making. Learning, from this view, is a process of storying, reified through 
careful and respectful documentation. 

Educators were widely consulted in the development of Te Whariki, and were 
largely supportive, yet there was concern expressed about the preparedness of a sector, 
which was at that time dominated by unqualified teachers, to deliver such a complex 
and challenging curriculum (Cullen, 2003; May, 2001). Furthermore, the sector was 
dominated by Pākehā educators, the vast majority of whom had only a superficial 
knowledge of Māori language and culture. A sociocultural critique of the delivery of 
programmes both in the late 1990s and today could well ask a range questions as to: 
Whose cultures and languages are being represented? In what ways and to what degree 
of authenticity are these represented? And, how deeply are educators engaging with the 
specificities of individual children and families regarding their histories, values, and 
passions?

Guidance from further Ministry of Education documents
The sector has benefited from the support of provision of a programme of government 
funded professional learning, as well as a range of Ministry of Education documents 
in support of curriculum enactment. Subsequent to the promulgation of Te Whāriki, 
the Ministry produced a Revised Statement of Desirable Objectives and Practices 
(DOPs) for Chartered Early Childhood Services in New Zealand (Ministry of 
Education, 1996b). This publication was followed by a supporting document “Quality 
in Action. Te Mahi Whai hua” (Ministry of Education, 1998), which contained an 
integrated series of “Bicultural Approaches” throughout its series of explanations of 
‘desirable’ practices. The 2002 strategic plan for the sector instigated and promoted 
by the Labour-led government, “Pathways to the Future: Ngā Huarahi Arataki,” 
contained reinforcement of the need for educators to work in partnership with families, 
in particular Māori and Pacific Island families. It also outlined a staged programme of 
requirement for teachers to become qualified, so that by 2012 all teachers were expected 
to be fully qualified. This plan has subsequently been reduced to a 50% minimum 
by a National-led government. Further documents produced by the Ministry for the 
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sector, and reinforcing the ‘bicultural’ stance of Te Whāriki, include a series of booklets 
of examples of assessment, which follow a narrative paradigm, entitled Kei Tua o te 
Pae. Assessment for learning: Early Childhood Exemplars (Ministry of Education, 
2004/2007/2009), see in particular Booklet Three, “Bicultural Assessment” (Ministry 
of Education, 2004). Subsequently, a document outlining processes for centre review 
was produced, which continued the Te Whāriki metaphor of weaving the curriculum, 
“Ngā Arohaehae Whai Hua. Self-review guidelines for ECE” (Ministry of Education, 
2006). And more latterly, a further assessment document was published, with a focus on 
the assessment of Māori children, “Te Whatu Pōkeka” (Ministry of Education, 2009).

Shifts seen in recent research
The term ‘bicultural’ is used within Te Whāriki, and elsewhere, to refer to the two 
main cultures within Aotearoa New Zealand. In this instance, the term refers to the 
institutional level, although it can also be applied to individuals who are steeped in 
both Māori and Pākehā cultures. It has, however, been critiqued as ambiguous, and also 
as having been coopted by the dominant culture, in service of retaining its dominance 
and power (O’Sullivan, 2007). From this view, institutions and practices that profess a 
‘bicultural’ intent have sometimes been criticised as failing to adequately acknowledge 
and uphold the status and rights of Māori as tangata whenua (original people of 
this land) as articulated in Te Tiriti o Waitangi/The Treaty of Waitangi. Within early 
childhood care and education, ‘bicultural’ practice has been applied to programmes 
where small token expressions of te reo Māori, songs, dress-ups, and posters have 
been added in to a regular mainstream programme. Through a series of four studies, 
the latter three funded by the New Zealand Teaching and Learning Research Initiative 
(Ritchie, 2002; Ritchie, Duhn, Rau, & Craw, 2010; Ritchie & Rau, 2006, 2008), we 
have been able to identify pedagogies that we have termed ‘Tiriti-based’ ECCE. In 
these settings, educators intentionally integrate kaupapa Māori (Māori philosophy) 
understandings inclusively within the everyday ways of being, knowing and doing, 
through incorporating and enacting a sense of whanaungatanga (relationships), 
wairuatanga (spiritual interconnectedness), manaakitanga (caring, generosity and 
hospitality), and kaitiakitanga (guardianship and caring for the environment). 

In the first of the series of studies (Ritchie, 2002), Pākehā teachers reported their 
anxiety about ‘getting things wrong’, in relation to using te reo Māori. Their use of te 
reo was limited to tokenistic insertion of single Māori words into English grammatical 
structures as well as a few formulaic phrases, generally commands such as ‘Horoi o 
ringaringa’ (Wash your hands). Māori educators were emphatic that it was important 
for all teachers to be committed to working at their fluency on a longterm basis, and that 
this could be supported by building relationships with Māori families in their centres. 
Although some songs were sung in Māori, there was little evidence of kaupapa Māori 
practices such as karakia (prayer, grace, ritual incantation).

In the second study (Ritchie & Rau, 2006), some Māori educators expressed 
disappointment regarding the lack of progress in regard to implementation of the 
‘bicultural’ expectations of Te Whāriki (Ritchie & Rau, 2006). It was evident that for 
Māori at least, there was a vision of what this kind of pedagogy might look like, as seen 

J Ritchie



Pacific-Asian Education – Vol. 24, No. 2 13

in this statement: “I would like to see our tamariki [children] being bilingual and being 
completely comfortable in either Māori or Pākehā settings—having an understanding 
of the protocols or expected behaviour in these i.e., bicultural” (as cited in Ritchie & 
Rau, 2006, p. 24). 

In our next study (Ritchie & Rau, 2008), we explored these issues further, along with 
a group of co-researchers who were all ECCE educators who were strongly committed 
to ‘bicultural’ practice within their programmes. A teacher from Papamoa Kindergarten, 
in the North Island near Tauranga, reflected on their pedagogical processes during the 
study:

We questioned ourselves on the integration of Māori culture into 
the curriculum, where was it visible? We found it was visible in the 
children, their relationships and identifying what is ‘Māori’, naturally 
integrating te reo, their understanding of concepts and tikanga. 
We were aware of not only approaching a bicultural programme 
superficially—it was for us about the feeling of the place, a sense 
of the place, more abstract than tangible. As teachers we needed to 
reflect on how to identify the aspects that become important to us (like 
families present during the kindergarten session, sharing with us their 
aspirations for their tamariki, and truly feeling that this is their place, 
a shared partnership). (as cited in Ritchie & Rau, 2008, p. 81)

In a similar vein, a teacher from Hawera Kindergarten, from the small central North 
Island town of Hawera, contemplated her teaching team’s journey during the course 
of their participation in the study, and the way in which they had come to focus more 
strongly on building relationships with families as the heart of the ‘bicultural’ focus of 
their programme:

For the children, the reflection of a bicultural environment is even 
more evident. I have thought more about how the child voices his/her 
culture and belonging. We know that being honest and committed, and 
reflecting this genuinely in the programme has bought us the best of 
outcomes. Our team has had lots of very in-depth discussions regarding 
our beliefs and practices. This has taken us on a very positive journey, 
encouraging us to voice our views, feelings and ways of improving 
our programme, respecting and sharing the rich culture we all have to 
share... We have reviewed our team philosophy—we are very clear that 
the relationships we nurture, support and sustain underpin the bicultural 
programme in our centre. Today, I am aware of the relationships we 
have with our families and foster their sense of belonging into our 
centre. I value and support their culture and the things they bring to our 
centre as it enriches all. Treating people equally—giving everyone the 
same thing—is very different from treating people equitably—giving 
everyone what they need. We endeavour to treat people equitably.  
(as cited in Ritchie & Rau, 2008, p. 81-82)
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The fourth, and most recent study (Ritchie et al., 2010), extended the notions of 
manaakitanga (caring, generosity and hospitality), and of a commitment to social and 
cultural justice to include environmental concerns. The sub-title of the project “We 
are the future, the present and the past: caring for self, others and the environment 
in early years’ teaching and learning” indicates this focus. Again, working closely 
with teacher co-researchers in ten different early childhood centres from around the 
country, we aimed to identify ‘pedagogies of place’ (Gruenewald, 2003; Penetito, 
2009) that foster communities of caring. Māori worldviews were central to the project, 
as teachers employed notions such as kaitiakitanga (guardianship of and caring for 
the environment) within their programmes. It was interesting to observe during the 
two year period of the project (2008-2009) how the growing national and international 
consciousness in relation to climate change and other environmental issues (Hansen, 
2009; McIntosh, 2008; Sustainable Aotearoa New Zealand Inc, 2009; United Nations, 
2009), led to a reciprocal flow of ideas and practices around ecological sustainability 
between teachers, children, families, and their local communities. In addition, it 
was pleasing to see young children readily demonstrating their advocacy on behalf 
of Papatūānuku (Earth Mother) and Ranginui (Sky Father). For example, a teacher 
from Richard Hudson Kindergarten in Dunedin in the South Island of Aotearoa New 
Zealand, described how the children re-named ‘glad-wrap’ to be instead, ‘sad-wrap’:

Petra has used the information given to her at mat times to add depth 
and concern to what she knows of the world. She has spontaneously 
decided to pick up rubbish in her neighbourhood because of her 
concern for the earth mother. The personification has allowed her to 
deduce that the smoke from chimneys would not be beneficial to Rangi’s 
[Ranginui – the Sky Father’s] lungs, making it hard for him to breathe. 
Petra is thinking further afield too. She wants to go to the beach and 
do a clean up with her family. She has thought a lot about these things. 
She has also talked about ‘Sad Wrap’ at kindergarten recently, [saying 
as she considered her lunch wrapping] ‘I have sadwrap. This is not 
good for Mother Earth. (as cited in Ritchie et al., 2010, p. 95)

From our body of work, it is possible to identify some possible dispositions for 
ECCE educators in relation to delivering practice that reflects a commitment to Te Tiriti 
o Waitangi/The Treaty of Waitangi as well as to social, cultural, and environmental 
justice. Fostering these dispositions might require particular approaches within initial 
teacher education programmes, to generate awareness and understanding of these 
issues, followed by a commitment to positioning these issues as central to quality ECCE 
provision and professionalism (Samuelsson & Kaga, 2008; United Nations Educational 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 2005). Some of these dispositions 
might include sensitivity and clarity (both intra- and interpersonal awareness); 
compassion (an ethic of care, manaakitanga); collaboration and reciprocity (openness, 
humility); reflection (honesty, sensitivity); and respectful acknowledgement of the 
centrality of culture(s) to identities and learning. Furthermore, our research has affirmed 
that in shifting away from monocultural Western-dominated pedagogies, openness and 
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respect for Māori culture extends to the inclusion of the home cultures of all those 
attending a centre, since kaupapa Māori values require the enactment of manaakitanga 
(caring, generosity and hospitality) to all ethnicities present. This situation is confirmed 
by a national report into ECCE practice in relation to diversity, by the New Zealand 
Education Review Office, which noted:

There was a strong correlation between the quality of provision of 
te reo and tikanga Māori [Māori language and cultural practices] 
and the provision for the differing cultures of families contributing 
to services. Rather than biculturalism and multiculturalism being 
alternatives, it appears that attention to one had positive benefits for 
the other. (Education Review Office, 2004, p. 11). 

The Education Review Office has subsequently produced a series of national reports 
for the ECCE, which are intended to support educators implementing the aspirations 
of Te Whāriki by providing culturally responsive pedagogies for Māori children 
(Education Review Office, 2008, 2010a, 2010b, 2012). These reports provide further 
challenges along with support and guidance for committed ECCE professionals, and 
are in alignment with the current Ministry of Education strategy for Māori education, 
discussed in the following section.

Māori identity as a source of potentiality
The legacy of our colonialist history continues to manifest in the poor status of te 
reo Māori (the Māori language), still considered to be seriously threatened, in the 
under-achievement of Māori and Pacific Islands children in education and in the over-
representation of Māori and Pacific Islands peoples in poorer communities (White, 
Gunston, Salmond, Atkinson, & Crampton, 2008). Yet Māori in general are determined 
to preserve their culture and language, and expect this to be reflected in the ECCE 
settings that their children attend. In fact, the availability of Māori values, cultural 
practices and languages, is a key factor in Māori participation within the sector (Dixon, 
Widdowson, Meagher-Lundberg, McMurchy-Pilkington, & McMurchy-Pilkington, 
2007; Robertson, Gunn, Lanumata, & Pryor, 2007). Current Ministry of Education 
policy aims to shift educational discourse away from deficit thinking (seeing Māori 
as ‘the problem’), towards seeing culture(s) as an asset, as the heart of learning 
(Ministry of Education, 2008). The expectation is that educators (and the education 
system) accept responsibility for ensuring Māori success, rather than perpetuating the 
historically embedded discourse of blaming Māori children and families for the lack 
of achievement. Instead, being Māori is to be viewed as an inherent cultural capability, 
and foundation for success as Māori. ‘Success’ is to be defined by students, whānau 
(families), hapū (subtribes), and iwi (tribes), in negotiation with education professionals 
and providers, so that Māori learners excel in the realisation of the cultural identities, 
so that they can enjoy full participation in and to contribute within their multiple 
sites of their Māori communities, Aotearoa/New Zealand and the wider world. The 
Ministry of Education also recognises the early childhood care and education sector as 
crucial in establishing positive foundations for young learners, and sees Te Whāriki as 
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providing “a strong basis” for high quality culturally responsive teaching and learning 
environments (Ministry of Education, 2012b, p. 14).

The work of Māori academic Mere Skerrett has reinforced the centrality of 
repositioning te reo Māori (the Māori language) at the heart of the early childhood 
provision (Skerrett, 2007). She considers this process of reinstatement of the language 
or ‘reversing language shift’ to be a key aspect of decolonisation, whereby Māori 
through the assertion of their mother tongue, are enabled to further their aspirations 
for tino rangatiratanga (self-determination), as promised in Article Two of Te Tiriti 
o Waitangi. Māori, through this reclamation of their language, are able to lead the 
process of “revisioning of a bicultural, bilingual Aotearoa” (Skerrett, 2007, p. 6). Tino 
rangatiratanga in this educational context is the ability to critically mediate one’s 
sense-making and learning from the position of being Māori. Language is central to 
culture and identity (Darder, 1991; Pere, 1991). Through having confidence in their 
own language, Māori children will be able to step up to function as rangatira (leaders) 
within their particular whānau (extended families), communities and as caring citizens 
of the planet.

Challenges remain for our sector. Currently (in 2011), only 9.1% of the total 20,644 
teachers in the ECCE workforce are Māori (Ministry of Education, 2012a). Whilst 24% 
of Māori reported in the most recent population census of 2006 that they were speakers 
of the Māori language, only 1.6% of Pākehā responded that they could speak Māori 
(Statistics New Zealand. Tatauranga Aotearoa, 2010). High quality models of language 
are required for language learning, rather than token minimal amounts. Only 21% of 
Māori children who attend early childhood care and education services are enrolled in 
kōhanga reo (the Māori immersion family development and early childhood education 
movement) (Ministry of Education, 2011). As a research participant made clear:

Teachers and children need to be using dialogue to work with each 
other – co-constructing. In order to reflect this, we need to provide 
environments rich in Māori language. We need proficient speaking 
Māori teachers! Regurgitating learnt phrases will not provide the 
opportunities for children to really conscientise their experiences, that 
is, thinking in Māori. Only a very high level of exposure in Māori will 
do that. (unpublished data from the Whakawhanaungatanga study, 
Ritchie & Rau, 2006) 

This places the onus back on initial teacher education providers to ensure that 
their graduates leave those institutions prepared to deliver on their professional 
responsibilities in relation to cultural, linguistic, and environmental sustainability. 

Final thoughts
The early childhood care and education sector in Aotearoa New Zealand has for the 
past two decades, and particularly prompted by the 1996 promulgation of Te Whāriki 
(Ministry of Education, 1996a), and with the support of the 2002 Strategic Plan, Ngā 
Huarahi Arataki (Ministry of Education, 2002), demonstrated an ongoing commitment 
to fostering pedagogies that represent the tangata whenua (people of the land), the 
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Indigenous Māori. It is clear that whilst the delivery of high quality (which must be 
inclusive of being culturally responsive) ECCE remains a challenge for the sector 
(Education Review Office, 2008, 2010a). Our research has demonstrated that there are, 
in fact, many educators and centres committed to ongoing enhancement of ‘bicultural’ or 
Tiriti-based pedagogies in alignment with Māori and Ministry of Education aspirations. 

Providers of initial teacher education have a significant role to play in generating 
within their graduates an understanding of the history of colonisation in this country, 
which has necessitated the current situation of an imperative for pedagogical redress 
(Ritchie, 2002), most critically expressed in the need to shift from a ‘deficit’ to a 
capability orientation (Ministry of Education, 2008, 2012b). Rather than treating all 
children ‘the same’ (Education Review Office, 2008, 2010a; Simon, 1996), that is, 
producing pedagogy dominated by a middle-class Pākehā perspective, graduates need to 
be prepared to act as agents of transformation when, once they graduate, they encounter 
centres with monocultural approaches and lacking in commitment to implementing the 
kaupapa Māori expectations of Te Whāriki and the Ministry of Education. Mentoring 
these new graduates in order to support them to maintain the commitments that they 
have gained during their period of studying for their qualifications is a challenge that 
has been recognised by the relevant institutions, the Ministry of Education and the 
New Zealand Teachers Council, who recently released a jointly produced document, 
Tātaiako: Cultural Competencies for Teachers of Māori Learners (Ministry of 
Education & New Zealand Teachers Council, 2011). (However, since all teachers in 
Aotearoa will inevitably be teaching Māori learners, I suggest that the document would 
have been better titled Kaupapa Māori Competencies for Teachers). Ongoing support 
and professional learning for both beginning teachers and their mentors is crucial to 
maintaining these professional commitments, particularly in teaching settings that are 
unsupportive of these philosophies (Aitken, Piggot-Irvine, Bruce Ferguson, McGrath, 
& Ritchie, 2008; Piggot-Irvine, Aitken, Ritchie, Bruce Ferguson, & McGrath, 2009). 
The New Zealand Teachers Council, the body that oversees both the initial teacher 
education providers and the teacher registration process is currently being reviewed, 
and it will be interesting to see if the review highlights ways in which these dual 
functions can be enhanced in regard to strengthening kaupapa Māori provision within 
mainstream education settings. We also await with interest the report of the recent 
Waitangi Tribunal hearing into a claim by the National Te Kohanga Reo Trust.

It is clear from the overview offered in this paper, that the ECCE sector in Aotearoa 
has made and continues to be engaged in a considerable shift, away from an uncritiqued 
perpetuation of colonising monocultural dominance, towards a culturally respectful 
and responsive pedagogy, in which relationships with whānau Māori are forged as the 
cornerstone of the localised centre practice. Furthermore, this shift towards cultural 
responsiveness and reciprocity extends to enrich and include all the diverse families 
attending that setting. This sea-change in ECCE in Aotearoa has been well supported 
by the provision of a range of relevant documents from the Ministry of Education 
and the Education Review Office, as well as by a programme of professional learning 
opportunities funded and overseen by the Ministry. Whilst the scope of three-year 
programmes of initial teacher education may not be long enough to develop in their 
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graduates a high degree of proficiency in the Māori language, it is certainly long enough 
to foster an understanding of, and commitment to the key professional responsibilities 
outlined in Te Whāriki, Ka Hikitia, and other documents, in relation to the expectation 
to deliver high quality (culturally responsive) Tiriti-based ECCE programmes. 

E kore au e ngaro he kākano i ruia mai i Rangiatea 

This whakatauki refers to the original seed from Rangiatea, the spiritual homeland 
for Māori, stating that this seed will not be lost. It thus asserts both continuity and 
resilience, and implies that for Māori, their language and culture are the sustenance of 
this resilience. (Grace & Grace, 2003, p. 29)
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Crossing thresholds: Imagining community and immigrant 
otherness in early childhood education

Sonja Arndt
New Zealand Tertiary College, Auckland, New Zealand

Today’s world no longer has any kind of stability; it is shifting, straddling, gliding away 
all the time. (Armitage, as cited in Bauman, 2009, p. 162)

Abstract
This paper analyses conceptualisations of community in relation to immigrant others 
within early childhood environments, through specific concerns arising in the discourse. 
Rooted in the social and political bicultural climate of Aotearoa/New Zealand, this 
analysis highlights tensions arising in dominant orientations towards community. 
A range of perspectives complicate the analysis, supported by illustrations of the 
intimate raw, burning sensations of being a foreigner to explicate the importance of 
reconceptualising notions of community. The examination of community contests the 
dominant orientation where it is constructed as an entity, and offers fresh insights where 
it is considered to be an act of engagement. In its conclusion, the paper suggests an 
approach to community as a committed encounter, not only with the other, but, through 
the other, with all of humanity. 

Introduction
Community is crucial to social and political life. This paper examines conceptualisations 
of community, in relation to immigrant otherness in early childhood education milieus. 
It is an exploration of shifting, straddling and gliding with and across thresholds, aimed 
at provoking a reconceptualisation of community in the face of the complex differences 
involved. Kristeva (1991) suggests that crossing boundaries awakens “our most archaic 
senses through a burning sensation” (p. 4). I draw on deep-seated, burning sensations 
of otherness to analyse a key tension in conceptualisations of community. On the one 
hand, this analysis focuses on the notion of community as a particular group of people, 
connected in some way, as an actual entity. On the other hand, it examines community 
as an act, “a responsible mode of social togetherness” and “a signifying encounter 
with difference” (Todd, 2004, p. 337), where it is seen as an engagement with another 
or with others. This tension is central to my analysis of constructions of community 
amongst ‘others’ in early childhood education settings and how they encourage what 
Todd (2004) describes as “moments where a coming together across differences is 
made possible” (p. 337). I complicate the tension in this analysis, to explicate fresh 
perspectives and to challenge hegemonic orientations and practices. 

Pacific-Asian Education
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Principles of community: Framing the concerns
The principle of community is integral to the early childhood discourse in Aotearoa/
New Zealand. This point is strongly emphasised in its positioning in the principle of 
Family and Community, one of the four principles that frame Te Whāriki (Ministry of 
Education, 1996), the early childhood curriculum framework. I draw on examples within 
this discourse to illustrate issues that arise and underpin conceptions of community. 
My analysis is motivated by Todd’s (2004) urgent call for sustaining equitable acts 
of community even in the face of “what, at times, appear to be overwhelming odds 
at getting people to interact and communicate across their differences” (p. 338). Te 
Whāriki suggests that programmes should “actively promote equity of opportunity 
for children and counter actions or comments that categorise or stereotype people” 
(Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 65). Such an aspiration appears to share Todd’s focus 
on a socially just education in the early years. The guiding document, however, focuses 
little on the complexities that rage underneath the surface of cultural otherness and 
difference, which could render these expectations as simple goals that may ever only 
be superficially achieved. 

The raging complexities of otherness, of being a foreigner and of accommodating 
difference in a socially just education drive this explication. One particular concern with 
such ‘equitable’ opportunities is Te Whāriki’s expectation that “[t]he early childhood 
curriculum supports the cultural identity of all children, affirms and celebrates cultural 
differences” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 18). I argue through this analysis that this 
expectation is rather idealistic, and that complicated ways of interacting and traversing 
the borders of diversity have been overlooked. Furthermore, the difficult proposition 
of creating and sustaining equitable environments for and with diverse others is barely 
recognised. Following my aim of reconceptualising community, I now analyse how it 
is constructed, and relate it to the complex early childhood milieu.

The tension between conceptualisations of community, either as an entity or as an 
encounter, is also reinforced in the aspirations in Te Whāriki. Most of the curriculum 
aspirations indicate a view of community as a recognised group of people that are 
in some way bound together. It claims, for instance, that “each community that 
children belong to makes its own specific curriculum demands” in reference to their 
“community of learners”, their “community of children who have individual needs and 
rights” and “the community of New Zealanders who are gaining knowledge” (Ministry 
of Education, 1996, p. 19). Furthermore, it states that communication should occur in 
culturally appropriate ways with “whānau, parents, extended family, and elders in the 
community” (p. 42), and that “families and the community” (p. 54) should be empowered 
by such connections. Further, the document calls for children to “have some knowledge 
about the wider community” (p. 55), to support them in taking responsibility for their 
local environment and in participating equitably in that local community. All of these 
suggestions focus on the idea of community as a group of individuals, a certain entity, 
to which the children either belong or should aim to belong, and to which teachers 
should encourage them to contribute.

Community appears to be considered as more of an encounter, rather than an 
entity, in some of the aspirations for adults in the curriculum document. It suggests 
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for example that “adults should ... foster harmonious working relationships with other 
adults” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 55) and claims that “adults, as well as children, 
need emotional support ... and the opportunity to share and discuss their experiences 
in a comfortable setting” (p. 47). Whilst these points encourage relational acts that 
could be seen as encounters of community, they are extremely general. They speak to 
a totality of all adults in early childhood settings, glossing over the very differences 
whose recognition is exposed in this analysis as crucial, for living with otherness and 
for developing a responsible sense of community. These concerns underpin my analysis 
of conceptualisations of community as ways of living equitably with immigrant others. 

The raw, burning sensations of immigrant otherness, of being new in a foreign 
environment, and of belonging, or not belonging, are illustrated by Kristeva’s (1991) 
philosophical study of foreigners. She provides an abstract insight into foreignness, 
where the foreigner, indifferent, narcissistic and melancholic, “a dreamer making 
love with absence”, and, at the same time, “exquisitely depressed” (p. 10) plays out 
experiences which dramatically reflect the complexities of otherness in early childhood 
settings. Her illustrations of foreignness foreground my analysis.

Kristeva’s foreigners and community
Kristeva’s (1991) foreigners engage with others in various ways. Some are social 
foreigners, keen and eager to meet people. They join in with all occasions, as social 
butterflies ready to jump into relationships, however brief they may be. Inquisitive 
and open, they keenly join in with new groups. The others are cynics. Sceptical of all 
encounters, they participate in social events only when they cannot avoid them, without 
a real desire to do so. They neither seek nor remember the encounters they engage in 
or the people they meet. Cynical foreigners wear themselves down with avoidance 
and social deprivation, to a point of total satisfaction with their untouchable solitude. 
Hated foreigners are even more intense than the untouchable foreigners. Their constant 
experiences and expectations of hatred, recriminations and rejections define their life. 
They reinforce the hatred that seems to be all they can ever expect from encounters 
with others. They are connected with no place, no time, and no love, and find security 
in their predictable subjection to hatred. They are resigned to the senselessness of any 
hope for change. In a perverse political and emotional twist, they are comforted by this 
subjugation to elevated superiors and wallow in the familiar, comfortable hatred.

Relentless hard work and aggravation
Untouchable, unconnected in their new community, unfulfilled foreigners could respond 
by immersing themselves in their work. Shut down by the difficulties confronting them, 
these foreigners express themselves through pure hard work (Kristeva, 1991). Their 
work ethic is the main quality they can transfer from home and export anywhere, duty 
free! Whilst they intend to fit in and make a name for themselves, they achieve the exact 
opposite, angering the locals with their relentless hard work and the way it shows up 
the locals’ shortcomings. They aggravate the situation by not being satisfied with lowly, 
unqualified work. Already well educated, they are keen and able to excel, willing to 
make sacrifices and to succeed. 
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Regardless of opportunities for success, Kristeva’s hard working foreigners 
are a disturbance. They disrupt the local comfort and stability, arousing feelings of 
inadequacy, misfit and uncertainty. By their foreignness, these foreigners call into 
question the very structure of existing social norms and hierarchies. Kristeva’s (1991) 
metaphorical foreigners’ desires and disappointments in their new environments expose 
sensitive, extremely intimate, tumultuous and often terrifying aspects of otherness that, 
I argue, are impossible to address in celebratory, harmonious curriculum aspirations. 
Instead they demand a fundamental reconceptualization of expectations and orientations 
towards coming together with and across differences. To reorient this analysis out of 
the metaphorical, and into the social and political realm of Aotearoa/New Zealand, I 
turn now to examine constructions of and orientations to community in this context.

Political constructs of community
Constructs of community can be complicated by drawing on the notion of imagined 
communities (Anderson, 2006; Chasteen, 2003), and by locating them within the 
context of the ‘shifting, straddling, gliding’ uncertainty of the social and political 
condition to which Armitage (as cited in Bauman, 2009) alludes in the introductory 
quote. The historicised and politicised notions of imagined communities in Anderson’s 
(2006) studies are founded on community as an entity, based on particular ideologies, 
geographies, membership or history, with more or less flexible, known norms and 
boundaries within which the members of the community function. From these 
perspectives, then, community is a group of people, defined by their beliefs, location or 
participation, who may or may not know each other.

These imagined communities are limited by geographic and membership boundaries, 
defined by the boundaries of a particular physical area, and by who belongs to them, based 
on status or other commonalities (Anderson, 2006; MacEinri, 1994). Critiqued for its 
simplicity, these conceptions have been seen as falsely simplifying complex, conflicting 
influences on communities as entities. They are denounced for failing to recognise 
seemingly uncrossable crevasses caused by differences, or insurmountable difficulties 
in managing organisational, bureaucratic or institutional collectives (Chasteen, 2003). 
In terms of this analysis of community within the discourse of immigrant otherness, 
Anderson’s (2006) fundamental conceptualisations of community nevertheless set 
some valuable parameters. Applied to the early childhood context in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand, one might envision the early childhood field as such an imagined community. 
This community could have flexible but finite limits, for example, arising on the basis of 
such parameters as teacher qualifications, particular ideologies or the geographic area. 
One could imagine the early childhood field also as an overall community, with sub-
communities; hence the overall community of early childhood education might involve 
sub-communities of public and private early childhood settings, parents and families 
of children attending, managers of early childhood settings, and so on. Membership 
of such communities would be limited to particular individuals, identifiable by certain 
characteristics, which relate to the overall community in some way.

Whilst many political, geographical and ideological factors govern membership 
limitations to early childhood communities, in a certain sense, Te Whāriki can be seen 
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as a set of general but “monolithic values” (MacEinri, 1994, p. 3), right for all settings to 
follow, which the curriculum document “seeks to encompass and celebrate” (Ministry 
of Education, 1996, p. 17). I suggest, however, that the complexities of immigrant 
otherness, the local social and political climate, and the presence of immigrants 
with diverse values explode this illusion. Thus, whilst the document, and the early 
childhood discourse in general (Ho, Holmes, & Cooper, 2004; Nuttall, 2003), reflect 
the dominant orientation towards community as an entity made up of a group of people, 
these monolithic expectations remain very loosely open for interpretation by individual 
settings and teachers. I argue that, similar to Anderson’s (2006) conceptualisations, 
expectations that equitable and sustainable communities are formed across such 
differences can be interpreted in overly simplistic and naïve ways, allowing the issues 
raised by the shifting, straddling, gliding othernesses within the local condition to be 
glossed over and avoided. 

Constructed through a political lens, community additionally becomes subjected to 
the erratic instability of the neoliberal globalised, (Codd, 2008; Dale, 2008), or what 
Bauman (2009) calls the liquid modern climate. In this environment static communities 
with fixed parameters have become all but extinct, as have other long term commitments, 
enveloped by the unpredictable context, short term relationships, and a preference for 
flexibility and change (MacEinri, 1994). In this political condition, community as an 
encounter becomes a “series of stations or road inns” (Bauman, 2009, p. 3) along the 
personal trajectory of constantly forming individuals. This signifies an orientation quite 
contrary to the set conceptualisation of Anderson’s (2006) or Te Whāriki’s (Ministry 
of Education, 1996) dominant interpretations of community as an entity representing 
certain groups. Liquid modern communities can thus be conceptualised as encounters 
arising in the on-going construction of individuals as subjects, as they adjust to the 
instabilities of their context. In the liquid modern early childhood environment, 
immigrants’ constructions of themselves as subjects, both by themselves and by others, 
occur through their encounters with and within their context (Besley, 2007; Wong, 
2007). The uncertainty inherent in the political condition, therefore, simultaneously 
implicates and is further implicated by the complexity and transience of immigrants’ 
forming selves and their ‘road inn’ encounters along the way.

Bicultural encounters of community
As a bicultural, woven mat for everyone to stand on, Te Whāriki loosely balances 
multiple paths, of indigeneity and foreignness (Ministry of Education, 1996; Nuttall, 
2003). It translates the bicultural obligations inherent in Te Tiriti o Waitangi/The Treaty 
of Waitangi, signed by the British Crown and Māori chiefs of Aotearoa/New Zealand, 
into pedagogies and practices for early childhood education (Orange, 1989; Ritchie, 
2003). Throughout the document, the reciprocal nature of teaching and learning 
inherent in the concept of ako and bicultural values and beliefs inform the construct 
of community in early childhood settings (Cameron, Berger, Lovett, & Baker, 2007; 
Ministry of Education, 1996; Reedy, 2003). Furthermore, the curriculum document 
is widely seen as challenging early childhood teachers to inclusively incorporate 
indigenous knowledge, language and culture within their teaching. It represents a 
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political opportunity to challenge dominant colonialist orientations with practices 
recognising the indigenous and other “cultural particularities and meanings of all 
participants in the early childhood setting” (Ritchie, 2008, p. 202). It is thus also an 
opportunity to contest and reimagine notions of community, in terms of early childhood 
settings, relevant to the particular complex cultural mix in each context. As such, Te 
Whāriki can be seen as a place where “[m]eeting balances wandering. A crossroad of 
two othernesses,” that “welcomes the foreigner without tying him down” (Kristeva, 
1991, p. 11), loosely balancing multiple paths. 

Alongside the dominant conceptualisation of community represented by the wider 
early childhood discourse, the beliefs and values inherent in Te Ao Māori/the Māori 
world view in the early childhood context strongly support the conceptualisation of 
community as a relational encounter. This support most strongly arises in the notions 
of whanaungatanga, representing both kinship ties and reciprocal relationships, and 
manaakitanga, representing hospitality, respect and care towards others. Whilst these 
concepts have considerably more complex meanings than the scope of this paper 
allows me to analyse, they are variously integrated in early childhood environments, 
either consciously or unconsciously, and they inform this analysis in this sense 
(Ritchie, 2010; Ritchie & Rau, 2006). By permeating early childhood practices, their 
focus on community encounters of hospitality and respect complements the dominant 
conceptualisations of community in Te Whāriki, which, like Anderson’s, are heavily 
focused on community as a particular entity (Ministry of Education, 1996).

Whanaungatanga can be interpreted as representing community as a group, 
for example, when it is applied to familial or kinship groups. In an early childhood 
context, however, such limits are not clearly defined, but are rather more ‘shifting, 
straddling, gliding’ elements, constantly redefined by children, families and teachers 
crossing boundaries as they enrol and leave the setting. At the same time, this concept 
of whanaungatanga represents community as a relational construct in many ways, 
for example when all children, adults and families collaborate with each other, when 
they learn and teach alongside one another, and when they share the responsibility 
for supporting all members of the group. The notion of whanaungatanga is supported 
by manaakitanga, which calls on an underlying obligation to care for others, through 
rituals and daily care practices such as welcoming, eating, praying and singing (Ritchie, 
2008). This obligation to others, exercised through manaakitanga, extends Todd’s 
(2004) relational conception of community as not only an engagement with but further, 
as a personal responsibility for the other. Together, whanaungatanga and manaakitanga 
underlie the Te Ao Māori view of early childhood practices as an “ahua hūmarie, an 
‘ethical and spiritual way of being’” (Ritchie, 2008, p. 207). They recognise community 
as a relational encounter that demands a reciprocal commitment between the parties to 
the encounter.

Responsive acts of togetherness 
A further examination of community as a relational encounter, following a critical 
ontology to examine “those taken-for-granted ways of thinking and acting” (Wong, 
2007, p. 72), returns us to the interpersonal responsibilities already evident in  
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Te Ao Māori principles above. Todd’s (2004) acknowledgement of the difficulties in 
communicating across differences is useful to interrogate community as an encounter, 
as a “responsible mode of social togetherness” (Todd, 2004, p. 337), leading towards 
a point where “community and responsibility would then seem to arise at the moment 
difference ceases to be an impediment to mutual understanding” (Todd, 2004, p. 338). 
I use Todd’s platform to both draw together, and to extend, the focus of community as 
an act of encounter.

Power constructs are integral to this examination, as the ethics of an encounter 
fundamentally depends on the power relationships amongst those directly and indirectly 
involved (Foucault, 1982). As a consequence, certain patterns of power become 
familiar and normalised in a community, and, conversely, become disrupted by change 
(MacEinri, 1994). Whilst immigrants in early childhood centres do not evoke reactions 
quite as dramatic as the fear and hatred experienced by Kristeva’s (1991) foreigners, 
their presence disturbs known, normalised and predictable interpretations of power, and 
affects relationships with others and with the governing agencies. Immigrants’ subject 
formation is thus itself complicated by their presence in early childhood settings, and, 
at the same time, disturbs the comfortable status quo by forcing a redefinition of power 
relations and interpersonal encounters (Fenech & Sumsion, 2007). Community is thus 
an engagement that necessitates and provokes a coming together across differences. 

Community can be further problematised in relation to curriculum aspirations for 
celebrating the very differences, which it is ostensibly expected to overcome. Whilst an 
ethical treatment of difference reflects Te Whāriki’s aim to “foster harmonious working 
relationships” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 55), following Todd’s argument, the 
curriculum document could be interpreted as falling short of its own expectations, 
rendering it, rather, as seeking a superficial “illusion of social wholeness” (Young, 
as cited in Todd, 2004, p. 338). The aspiration for accepting and respecting the 
cultural differences it sets out to support could submerge them instead under a veil of 
commonality. 

An ethical lens adds a “double structure” (Levinas, as cited in Todd, 2004, p. 340) 
to the interrogation of encounters of community, as it is dependent, on the one hand, 
on individual differences and, on the other, on establishing unity between subjects. 
A consequence of such an intricate togetherness is that it imposes on each individual 
subject a “double consequence of signification” (Levinas, as cited in Todd, 2004, p. 
341) being at the same time an encounter with another, and through that other, with 
the whole of humanity. The ethical responsibilities inherent in such an encounter, 
towards the other as well as towards humanity itself, can arise only where the encounter 
meaningfully engages with the other and with difference (Todd, 2004). This requires 
an adjustment to dominant thought and actions, as each individual subject comes to 
recognise the other, and humanity, as different from herself. In recognising the other 
as different, the individual engages in such an encounter of community simultaneously 
questioning and redefining her own self, in terms of the other and in terms of the 
differences within and between them. In this sense individuals must make themselves 
other to themselves, in order to be redefined, and only by this act of alterity can equality 
and the desired unity be achieved (Foucault, 1982; Kristeva, 1991). 



30

A difficult ethical path
Following this constant redefinition of the subjects engaged in and by an encounter, 
community, then, is also a continuous process, an “on-going practice that negotiates a 
difficult ethical path” (Todd, 2004, p. 342), rather than merely a consequence of a single 
engagement. Kristeva’s (1991) foreigners highlight the incompleteness of encounters 
of community and the ethical tightrope they comprise, however the strong focus on 
community as an entity in the early childhood discourse demonstrates little recognition 
for such complex ethical encounters and alterity. Todd (2004) outlines a set of modalities 
of being as a further tool for examining the ethical path of being with others, as others, 
with which I extend the analysis of community as an ethical togetherness. The notions 
of being-aside, being-with and being-for another, describe levels of social togetherness 
and allow an analysis of the range of intensities of commitment associated with each.

Immigrants immersed in their new early childhood setting, together with others, 
teachers, children and families, can be seen as being-aside those others. They are 
literally aside each other in the same space, tangentially sharing and expecting little 
of themselves or of the others in relation to each other. Once they begin engaging 
with the others around them, immigrants begin being-with the others. They begin 
to have superficial, transient relevance to each other. Like Kristeva’s (1991) social 
foreigner, they can enjoy the engagements while they last and make the most of the 
time and place, but give or take nothing substantial. Safe in their superficiality, being-
with allows individuals to retreat or participate for as long as they are comfortable in 
the encounter, hiding behind rules and conventions, focused little on the person, but, 
rather, on knowledge and simplistic transparency. Community as an ethical and on-
going encounter is not achieved by this state, as interactions remain on the surface, 
safe, unthreatening, uncommitted, superficially equal and easy (Todd, 2004). Notions 
of community such as those in Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996), that focus on 
an entire group of people, appear to most realistically represent encounters of being-
with. At this level individuals harmoniously, fearlessly engage, committing little of 
themselves, but, consequentially, also gaining little in return (Rhedding-Jones, 2002; 
Todd, 2007).

A breakthrough occurs for individuals engaged in an encounter where they transcend 
the constraints of their physical location and situation, to commit to a togetherness 
implicating them in an ethical relationship and responsibility with and for each other 
(Todd, 2004). This kind of encounter is being-for another, where “eyes meet other eyes 
and stay fixed – and a commitment shoots up, apparently from nowhere, certainly not 
from previous intention, instruction, norm: the emergence of commitment is as much 
surprising as its presence is commanding” (Bauman, as cited in Todd, 2004, p. 345). 
Such an engagement is thus an act of community, where knowing about the other is 
not as important as the nature of the engagement itself. Elevating the importance of the 
alterity of the individuals engaged in the encounter thus preserves and demands respect 
for and acceptance of their differences. Even in its apparent recognition of cultural 
difference and diversity, and in calls for emotional support and comfort for adults and 
children, Te Whāriki’s (Ministry of Education, 1996) aspirations remain at a general, 
surface level of being-with others. Associated with feelings of sympathy, empathy and 
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harmony, this level of engagement may build some bridges across cultural divides 
(Rhedding-Jones, 2001). However, it appears to fall short of elevating individuals to an 
intrinsic personal commitment to respectful, ethical community arising from being-for 
another and accepting, recognising and engaging with and across differences.

Concluding comments: Social butterflies, sceptical cynics
Todd’s (2004) concerns with coming together across differences in signifying encounters 
affirm Kristeva’s (1991) illustrations of raw sensations and of crossing intimate 
thresholds in encounters with others, to reconceptualise community. “Is it possible 
to simply rethink the terms of community differently” Todd (2004) asks, “so that it 
no longer comes to mean commonality at all” (p. 340)? Social butterflies, sceptical 
cynics, comfortably hated or hardworking, constantly evolving foreigners are integral 
to analysing conceptualisations of community. In this paper, the notion of community 
has been examined from a range of perspectives, highlighting the tension between, and 
an understanding of, community as an entity consisting of a group of people, and as 
an act of engagement or responsive encounter between individuals. Most significantly, 
it has highlighted the value of community as an ethical commitment to maintaining 
and engaging with alterity, as a personal responsibility towards the other and to the 
individual as a “practice of encountering others” (Todd, 2004, p. 342, emphasis in the 
original). 

Understanding community as a place of committed togetherness regardless of 
difference has emerged as the ultimate outcome of this interrogation. The early 
childhood discourse predominantly focuses on community as representing a group of 
people, and Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) only rarely alludes to community 
as a relational encounter. This paper has offered insights into community as an act of 
responsible, ethical, even spiritual, engagement, as a possible response to immigrant 
otherness in early childhood education, embedded in the unpredictable, erratic social, 
political climate. It is in conceptualising community as an encounter, that individuals 
can commit themselves both to others, and to humanity. And it is this commitment that 
makes responsive acts of togetherness possible, not only despite, but precisely because 
of, their differences.
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Preschool, School Bag and Church: Complexities of Samoan 
Picture Books
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Abstract
Picture books are powerful instruments that shape childhoods. The complexities of 
children’s literature are argued through the example of a private centre, SEEDS, in 
Aotearoa/New Zealand, which produces and distributes picture books to domestic 
and international centres and children. It is argued, that while these picture books are 
concerned with teaching bilingual words through colorful pictures, other notions also 
need to be considered, including: what words are being offered and which are excluded, 
and which cultural stereotypes are being cemented. This paper does not consider these 
picture books as either good nor bad, but as an essential cog in the hegemonic early 
childhood education system where each group, culture and ideology strive to produce 
desired childhoods.

Introduction
The stories contained in picture books are powerful instruments that shape children and 
their childhoods. They present children, in or outside of early childhood centres, with 
an early experience of literacy and words. While some stories address communities, 
groups and ethnicities, others provide children with a vision of what the child’s place 
could or should be, within a particular society or ideology. In this paper, I analyse stories 
embedded within picture books published by the private Samoana Early Education 
Developmental Services (SEEDS). I use the premise of the power of children’s 
literature (Postman, 1994; Zipes, 2001; Zornado, 2001), to problematise the nature of 
picture books published, and their use within Samoan and non-Samoan communities. 
I argue that these stories portray and perpetuate particular images of Samoan children 
and their childhoods, community and culture. These children’s picture books need to 
be considered within various discourses, such as under the umbrella of Samoan society 
and culture (as a well established minority ethnic group in Aotearoa/New Zealand), and 
within the current concerns of immigration and globalisation that shape children and 
childhoods. Children’s literature is a powerful tool and part of the story of childhood 
(Zornado, 2001), which suggests appropriate behaviours for children, what they should 
learn, and how they should perceive their early childhood experiences. Applied to the 
SEEDS picture books, this notion reveals and complicates contested and multi-layered 
discourses that have seldom been revealed or exposed about the view of Samoan 
childhoods, and how these childhoods are shaped by the use of particular children’s 
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literature within early childhood centres. This paper critically analyses what stories 
these picture books tell about Samoan childhoods, and the overt and hidden messages 
about childhoods that Samoan and non-Samoan children learn from them.

Children’s picture books and SEEDS
The power of picture books has been emphasised in recent decades in children’s 
literature as well as in education (Melrose, 2012). These stories are often shaped into 
a fairy tale, or a similar form, and the ‘usual’ picture book thus presents a particular 
story, or tension, that we associate with fairy tales: good wins over evil, there are 
happy endings, and some form of struggle or tension is always resolved in the end. 
Picture books represent a specific aspect of children’s literature, and Melrose (2012) 
reminds us that “if you mention the idea of writing for ‘early years’ in most social or 
academic circles the immediate reaction is usually that you are writing a little book for 
little people” (p. 5). However, children’s literature is complex, varied and reflects the 
society and culture, and the governing ideologies of its place of origin. The knowledge 
contained in and disseminated by children’s literature is never neutral, but represents 
very specific politics and ideologies that shape childhoods in particular ways. In the 
following part of this paper, I will analyse the stories written, produced and distributed 
by the private company called SEEDS.

Unlike other picture books in New Zealand that are published by publishing houses 
(such as Scholastic NZ), or by government publishers (such as Learning Media), the 
stories that are analysed in this paper represent a particular endeavour of a private 
early childhood organisation. The picture books that SEEDS has published have very 
specific, knowledge oriented, fact-based stories illustrating key values about Samoan 
children and childhoods. As such, they shape children’s perceptions about Samoan 
childhoods and therefore also the ways that Samoan children conduct and think about 
their lives. 

The SEEDS organisation runs early childhood centres in the Porirua, Wellington 
area of New Zealand, as well as being the author, publisher and distributor of these 
picture books. Its mission statement states that it aims to provide “a service that 
focuses on supporting the Samoan language within a caring Christian environment” 
(SEEDS, 2012). Within these realms, and perhaps to meet this aim, this private early 
childhood organisation is “proud to produce [its] own educational resources”, and as 
their website further states SEEDS is “committed to developing bilingual (Samoan and 
English) educational resources to support children’s learning” (SEEDS, 2012). I have 
never visited SEEDS or their three early childhood centres, and all information about 
this company and its activities are gained from its promotional materials, the books 
themselves, and the SEEDS website.

So far (in 2012), SEEDS has published three picture books, which I analyse in 
this paper: My School Bag, My Preschool and When I go to Church. These picture 
books were written by Tolo Pereira, a managing director of SEEDS, and illustrated by 
Dwain Aiolupotea. They can be purchased through the organisation’s website (SEEDS, 
2012). The picture books produced by SEEDS each deal with a particular New Zealand 
Samoan experience. In each, this experience is linked to images of how Samoan 
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childhoods should be. SEEDS publications thus shape childhoods, and disseminate 
certain messages about Samoan childhood experiences, and as the SEEDS website 
claims, its mission and “strategic plan [are] to continue producing a wide variety of 
bilingual educational resources to [promote] the Samoan language”, and to target not 
only “Samoan early childhood settings, but also the mainstream education sector” 
(SEEDS, 2012).

Preschool, church and school bag
The SEEDS publications provide certain images of childhoods. The picture book My 
Preschool tells the story of what a child can expect in the Samoan early childhood 
centre, using colourful, rich illustrations to accompany the text, which is written in 
both Samoan and English (Pereira, 2010a). The story is about a collection of the events, 
which children should (according to SEEDS) expect when they enrol in a Samoan early 
childhood centre. There is no tension or problem to resolve in the story. My Preschool 
is narrated from the children’s perspective, giving them a sense of agency. The story is 
about what children experience and learn in this (private) New Zealand Samoan setting, 
and it outlines how children ostensibly think and feel about their experiences.

My Preschool starts with an image of the preschool teacher, who gently reaches 
out and welcomes a little girl to the centre. The story continues with a depiction of 
mat time, during which the children sit with the teachers on a woven mat, emphasising 
the differences from other (non-Samoan) centres and some unique features of the 
Samoan culture. The accompanying text states that “in the morning teachers lead out 
our worship time” (Pereira, 2010a, p. 3), in which children “get to listen to a beautiful 
story from the Bible” and to “sing songs and get to pray” (p. 4). The centre is full of 
resources and toys, which are represented as beautiful and tempting, clean, brand new, 
and almost never used. Children are shown engaging in solitary and parallel play, and 
also in cooperative play when they engage in cultural singing and dancing together with 
teachers. The way children feel about their experiences in the preschool is depicted 
through a child’s claim that: “I like preschool because I have the freedom to play; my 
teachers tell me that all these activities help to develop a strong body and an active 
mind” (Pereira, 2010a, p. 8). There is a clear link to the New Zealand early childhood 
curriculum Te Whāriki, which encourages learning through play, as every child develops 
holistically (Ministry of Education, 1996). As the story evolves, children sit on the mat 
and watch with interest how the teacher weaves the flax, and they reflect on what is 
good about their preschool: “The thing I like best about my preschool is that I can talk 
with my teachers in my own Samoan language. At mat time this is when I learn about 
the culture, traditions and the Samoan way of life” (Pereira, 2010a, p. 9), claims a 
child in the preschool. The purpose of the preschool is presented in this picture book as 
passing on certain cultural, religious or language values and traditions through play and 
engagements with the children.

The picture book My School Bag continues with other similar notions. It tells a 
story of how mum packs a school bag with her son (Pereira, 2010b). Through the 
repetitive use of words, it informs the child-reader what items belong in the school bag. 
The child learns that there should be a hat, sunscreen, spare clothes, a reading book, 
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food and drink bottle in the school bag. However, when mum turns away, the child 
secretly smuggles his favourite toy into the backpack. In another story, When I go to 
church, the child is focused on the notion that being Samoan means being Christian, 
which is represented through going to church and wearing beautiful, clean clothes, 
reading a bible, praying, singing songs to Jesus, giving donations, sitting quietly and 
listening, and meeting friends (Pereira, 2010c). As the story emphasises, children enjoy 
this activity, as a girl proudly pronounces “when church is finished, I like to eat the 
beautiful meal my mother cooked for me” (p. 9).

SEEDS discourse
As the writer, producer and publisher of these picture books, SEEDS uses a particular, 
managerial style of writing and indicates that there are certain traits that constitute a 
Samoan child and his or her childhood, and portrays the way Samoan children feel, think 
and behave. SEEDS further claims that the picture book My Preschool is “about what 
children and teachers do at a Samoan preschool” and “what makes A’oga amata unique 
and describes how language and culture is promoted and valued in a Samoan learning 
environment in Aotearoa” (SEEDS, 2012). So another purpose of the picture book is 
the dissemination of information, to identify and present an image of this Samoan early 
childhood centre and its unique features. From one perspective, My Preschool can be 
viewed as a substitute for marketing material, and becomes a celebration of a particular 
way of teaching, learning and of constructing childhood. 

As the publisher, SEEDS claims that the picture book My School Bag describes how 
the things that the child and mum “put into the bag are ones young children are very 
familiar with” (SEEDS, 2012). So, for example, SEEDS declares that each child should 
have a backpack, and that there are acceptable and ‘naughty’ things that can go in it. 
Furthermore, SEEDS presents a non-negotiable position in the picture book When I go 
to church: “Going to church and being involved in church is a way of life for Samoan 
families” (SEEDS, 2012). The story continues to outline how a little girl describes why 
she likes to go to church, and what she likes to do there (Pereira, 2010c). There is no 
indication of whether the child hesitates or ever does not want to go; the ideal image 
of a Samoan child portrayed is of one who likes to go to church as part of the Samoan 
culture and life.

As SEEDS argues, these books support the Samoan language and the development 
of the Samoan culture through its meticulous bilingual presentation. All featured words 
are both in Samoan and English, and repetitive language is used to support children 
to acquire specific vocabulary (SEEDS, 2012). The concern is, what is hidden under 
the veil of learning language and culture through these picture books? On the surface, 
these beautifully illustrated, colourful picture books fulfil a vision and purpose of 
positively teaching Samoan language and culture. However, what other ideas are found 
underneath these stories, which I argue are powerful in themselves? Apart from the 
notion of learning the culture and language, other knowledges are transmitted and 
learnt, creating a complex alternative discourse alongside the official intention of these 
picture books.
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New Zealand Pacific Picture Books Collection discourse
All three SEEDS picture books were recently selected to become part of the New 
Zealand Pacific Picture Book Collection (NZPPBC). This collection is “primarily 
motivated by a strong belief in the power of picture books, and their ability to carry 
knowledge and world views which validate the home culture of some children, and 
introduce knowledge to others” (Daly & McKoy, 2012). There are 36 picture books 
in this collection, dealing with Pasifika motifs, and selected by nine librarians, for 
the purpose of making “the limited number of books representing Pacifica stories and 
knowledge easily accessible to classroom teachers, and to provide suggestions for 
classroom activities linked to the New Zealand curriculum in order to integrate this 
knowledge into New Zealand classrooms” (Daly & McKoy, 2012). NZPPBC is based 
on the concept of The New Zealand Picture Book Collection and European Picture 
Books Collection (however rather than the librarians, in these organisations it was 
academics and experts in children’s literature that nominated particular books to be 
part of the collection) (Daly & McKoy, 2012). This NZPPBC project was led by Daly, 
who also oversaw The New Zealand Picture Book Collection project, and who has 
extensive experience with researching picture books in the New Zealand context (Daly, 
2009, 2010).

The NZPPBC collection emphasises the knowledge that these books contain, and 
how it can be transmitted to children in the classroom environment. The librarians 
justified their selection of books When I go to church, My Preschool and My School 
Bag to become part of NZPPBC with statements such as that these picture books were 
“beautifully illustrated”, contained a “large, glossy presentation” and that each picture 
book “promotes the language of Samoa” (Daly & McKoy, 2012). With respect to the 
book My Preschool, NZPPBC claims that Samoan culture is depicted in images of 
the preschool environment as a starting point for discussion, within which teachers 
and children can unpack these stories together and reflect upon them. Similarly, My 
School Bag was nominated for the way it is “illustrated beautifully using bright, simple 
illustrations” and for the way its “use of simple, repetitive language makes this an 
ideal book for beginner readers and pre-schoolers” (Daly & McKoy, 2012). When I 
go to church was incorporated into the collection with similar reasoning as the other 
picture books, and its graphics and illustrations are praised. In addition, it is pointed out 
that When I go to church also emphasises “what it is like when a young Samoan girl 
goes to church each week” (Daly & McKoy, 2012). This picture book was selected not 
only because of its illustrations, production, design and bi-lingual approach, but also 
because it “presents Samoan culture in a very accessible way, and because children 
can easily relate to the ideas in the book” (Daly & McKoy, 2012). The concern thus 
becomes, what ideas are being presented, and how do they relate to the knowledge that 
the child is expected to gain through these picture books?

The language of these picture books is simple and repetitive, presented in both 
English and Samoan, and as Daly and McKoy (2012) point out, these books are “ideal 
for children learning to read, as well as pre-schoolers”. This notion is emphasised 
through the links that the NZPPBC makes to the strands and learning areas of Te 
Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) and The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry 
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of Education, 2007). The NZPPBC links these three SEEDS picture books to the 
curriculum area of Learning Languages, and the strands of Cultural Knowledge and 
Language Knowledge. The activities that the NZPPBC provides for My Preschool 
includes suggestions and guidance for working with these picture books that emphasise 
the notion of learning languages, alongside the encouragement to “talk about the things 
that are the same about the preschool in the story and their own experiences [and to] talk 
about the things that are different” (Daly & McKoy, 2012). Similarly, the picture book 
My School Bag focuses on learning Samoan and making the Samoan culture visible. 
However, the curriculum links for the picture book When I go to church are somewhat 
different. While school children are engaged in creating “connections between the little 
girls’ experiences in the book, and any of their own experiences they may have of 
going to church”, in early childhood centres teachers are advised to “use the pictures 
to develop opportunities to talk about colours, shapes, counting objects etc…” (Daly & 
McKoy, 2012). Children are thus learning particular words, such as “dress (ofu), Bible 
(Tusi Pa’ia), prayer (tatalo), Jesus (Iesu), songs (pese), meal/cooking (kuka)” (Daly & 
McKoy, 2012). The activities guide teachers to work with children, as interacting with 
a child is recognised as “an important aspect of language learning”1 (Daly & McKoy, 
2012). The importance of learning language and promoting culture in the Samoan 
preschools is discussed in depth in a collaborative research project by teachers and 
management at A’oga Fa’a Samoa early childhood centre as the “focus on identity 
through language and culture”, that “gives the Samoan children who attend a strong 
sense of self” (A’oga Fa’a Samoa Teachers, Management, & COI Focus Group, 2005, 
p. 8).

When I go to church is a picture book with a story of a child involved in a specific 
activity: engaging with a family and the community, within the realm of the church, 
that she accepts and enjoys. Going to church is then presented as an instrumental part 
of the Samoan culture. Both the language and the activity of going to the church are 
repetitive: the child attends every week, and she names what she loves about it, and 
within it. The activities on the NZPPBC website linked to this story recognize that 
different children could be engaged in varied activities, as for some “it may also be 
going to church, or it may be something else, such as getting the groceries, visiting 
Grandma, going to the park” (Daly & McKoy, 2012). However, these notions are not 
hinted at in the SEEDS picture books, therefore these stories of Samoan children shape 
childhoods in a particular way. The NZPPBC links all the featured picture books to The 
New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) and to Te Whāriki (Ministry 
of Education, 1996), providing particularly helpful resources for teachers. If these 
activities and links are further developed, they can assist teachers to work with these 
picture books, to see past certain managerial depictions of what constitutes the Samoan 
preschool, of what belongs to the child’s ‘Western’ school bag or how a child should be 
seen getting excited each week about going to church.

1 All activities on the NZPPBC include the following disclaimer: “Please note that these activities are 
suggestions which have not yet been trialed. We welcome any feedback on how they play out in the classroom 
(see the feedback section)” (Daly & McKoy, 2012).
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The hidden discourse
In order to fulfil its mission statement, SEEDS publishes picture books to support 
cultural learning in its own and other early childhood centres. SEEDS runs what might 
be considered a neoliberal early childhood centre, which develops its own resources 
and sells them to other preschools. This private early childhood centre complements 
(and substitutes) the role of the state in producing resources such as picture books, 
to support Samoan (and other) children’s language and cultural development. Other 
picture books are produced and distributed by the private sector and by the state (see 
the selection in the NZPPBC or the Ministry of Education funded My Feelings series), 
however what is intriguing about the SEEDS publications, is the distribution by this 
early childhood centre, of internal, local resources, in the national and global arena. 
SEEDS self-develops, self-manages, self-produces and self-distributes these resources, 
disseminating complex knowledge beyond the overtly presented notion of learning 
Samoan. On a deeper level, these stories form the values of Samoan children, and 
outline what their childhoods should look like.

SEEDS picture books thus act as celebrations of Samoan children and childhoods, 
through the particular managerial lens of this private centre. The explicit recurring 
themes are learning Samoan, children enjoying religious activities, and how early 
childhood services prepare children for school. The SEEDS publications have 
developed a particular understanding of professionalism and professional practice, 
which is represented by management actions. Traces of this managerial professionalism 
can be recognised in the title of Duhn’s (2010) research: The centre is my business. This 
is where, on the one hand, the separation between educator and manager, author and 
publisher, is diminished and boundaries become unclear; and on the other hand, the 
SEEDS organisation advertises the possibility to ship their picture books overseas on 
its website, as part of the push from local to global. SEEDS offers its perspective on 
managerial professionalism, claiming that its management 

is committed to supporting all our staff to become qualified and 
registered teachers. SEEDS values staff and emphasises the importance 
of employing staff who genuinely care about your children’s well-
being, safety and learning. Our team works together to make a positive 
difference in the lives of the young children and the families that we 
serve. (SEEDS, 2012)

It is difficult to analyse or measure ‘the positive difference in children’s lives’ 
through the picture books alone. In these SEEDS publications, the Samoan language, 
and promoting Samoan cultural heritage, are elevated as a part of the professional 
practices at SEEDS, both through overt and covert messages. SEEDS professionalism 
embraces aspects of quality and care as they argue that they “genuinely care” (SEEDS, 
2012) about making a difference for (Samoan) children. The hidden transcript is thus 
not only to learn Samoan language, but to extend, promote and disseminate ideas about 
what Samoan children should learn, and about how Samoan childhoods should look 
and be perceived, in SEEDS and other early childhood centres, and in the wider society. 
The complexities of children’s books, and their messages, are thus exemplified through 
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a concern of ‘who would benefit from maintaining certain images of Samoan children 
and childhoods, and how’, to which this paper contributes. These complexities raise 
questions that are perhaps most appropriately and meaningfully explored within the 
Samoan community itself.

Every picture tells a story
The SEEDS website is an example of a managerial business focus that dominates the 
current New Zealand early childhood education landscape. The website has a smooth 
and attractive design, features uncomplicated and accessible language, and provides 
managerial statements for governing children in early childhood education (SEEDS, 
2012). SEEDS statements consider children to be partners in learning and value 
community, while offering the dissemination of resources and emphasising the divide 
between management and educators. Care and knowledge are thus the key intended 
outcomes for the SEEDS publications. Many early childhood centres produce resources 
for their own use, which remain confined to their teaching teams and centres. However, 
the SEEDS resources are published and advertised, and accessible to other centres and, 
through the NZPPBC, centres and schools are encouraged to use them.

The SEEDS picture books embrace Samoan childhoods by creating a nurturing 
language and cultural nest. However, while on the surface these books fulfil this task, 
other discourses and hidden transcripts (Scott, 1990) are transmitted by these picture 
books. SEEDS picture books use repetitive words, sentences and ideas to engage with 
the language of Samoan children’s ancestors, and to teach children about Samoan 
childhoods. The concerns raised are what other ideas about Samoan children and 
childhoods are inadvertently shared within these stories; what landscape do these tales 
paint, regardless of whether they speak for all or only for some children, regardless of 
whether these stories are true or distorted, realistic or romantic, superficial or critical; 
and what discourses are encouraged and privileged, and which become subjugated as 
a result?

By not problematising and complicating Samoan immigrant and New Zealand 
childhoods, these stories shape the production of Samoan childhoods by privileging 
the teaching of certain words and not others. This process of selection influences the 
establishment of knowledge with respect to what and how Samoan children should 
learn in early childhood centres, and what practices should be valued and acted upon. 
Moreover, these stories introduce children from other cultures to images of Samoan 
childhoods, and to how they should perceive Samoan children, their beliefs, values 
and culture, regardless of the potentially diverse multitudes of (Samoan) childhoods 
(Deleuze, 1995).

The SEEDS picture books represent a pursuit for cultural knowledge. There are no 
tensions or real ‘fairy tale’ stories in these books, and Samoan childhoods are portrayed 
as uniformly happy, with no concerns. These picture books maintain the cultural 
discourse of the innocence of childhood, regardless of whether children see themselves 
as part of this childhood, or whether adult-educators want to perceive them in that 
way. The picture books shape Samoan childhoods, and maintain an image of Samoan 
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early childhood centres in New Zealand as spaces of happiness, free from issues such 
as immigration, socio-economic status, and free of tensions between foreignness and 
belonging.

Concluding remarks
The SEEDS organisation publishes these stories with the best intentions to care for, 
to educate and to disseminate knowledge to children through picture books. Their 
importance was established by their selection as part of the NZPPBC exemplars of 
books to be used in kindergartens and schools. For the SEEDS books this rested mostly 
on their bilingual features, colourful illustrations, and straightforward links to the 
curriculum. The SEEDS publications represent ideas of how values shape childhoods, 
such as attending church, weaving flax or adjusting to the Western discourse with 
respect to what belongs in a school bag. The concern raised in this paper is what 
complications these picture books may cause if used outside their centre of origin. 
SEEDS publications shape the ideas and practices in early childhood centres, as they 
emphasise how children should be, act, play and behave.

The SEEDS picture books suggest that Samoan childhoods differ from others. 
SEEDS publications cement and encourage certain positions towards Samoan 
childhoods, and filter them through the discourse of the Western world. SEEDS picture 
books establish a place for children, as they group them, categorize them, and package 
them with tempting and beautiful illustrations and selected bilingual words to produce 
uncomplicated, happy tensionless images of Samoan childhoods. The picture books 
are powerful instruments that distribute knowledge about these childhoods. This 
knowledge cannot be separated from those producing it, or from the intended purpose, 
embedded in the complex web of the economy and desires for smooth, tensionless, 
uniform childhoods. Foucault (1992) claims that discourses are dangerous, and that 
knowledge is negotiated between discourses. So what knowledge is disseminated 
to children in Samoan early childhood centres through these picture books? Is it the 
learning of the Samoan language and culture, or are they making a statement of what 
ideal (Samoan) childhoods should be?

Who then benefits from these stories: is it the publisher, the centre management, 
or the children who are subjected to the language and certain motifs from the Samoan 
culture, or is it the Samoan leaders and elders? Perhaps all apply to some extent, 
as these picture books remain within the dominant discourse, and they follow the 
expected ‘order’ of distribution of knowledge. Perhaps these stories would benefit from 
the injection of a ‘healthy scepticism’ (Vossler, Waitere-Ang, & Adams, 2005), in a 
culturally appropriate form, to support the formation of a certain tension, that might 
inspire a child to think beyond what could instead be seen as cultural indoctrination and 
sedation, infused through beautiful illustrations. Beauty can sometimes be misleading. 
In the case of these picture books, it appears that the beauty of their presentation may 
mask a deeper and far more complex story.
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Difference in the sandpits of the South Pacific: Learning from 
Albert Camus 

Andrew Gibbons
Auckland University of Technology 

Abstract
A brief to think of the past, present and future of early childhood education in the 
Pacific and Asia is taken in this paper to think of the nature of early childhood education 
in relation to perspectives on difference. The problem of difference arises often in early 
childhood education discourse as a negative condition to be resolved, as an escapable 
given, and/or as a challenge to perceived inequity. This paper engages with educational 
themes in the work of humanism and post-humanism that speak to the problem of 
difference. The work of Albert Camus is explored in order to make sense of difference 
in relation to the challenges put upon being human that he encountered during the 20th 
century. Camus’ relationships to his world are engaged because they present a careful 
approach to debates that reveal the plurality of approaches to early childhood education 
in a region with many cultural traditions of caring and educating. The writing of this 
paper is guided by a belief that it is appropriate to be suspicious of any kind of talk of 
education that embeds norms and limits possibilities. The paper concludes with some 
thoughts about being that play out in the common space of the sandpit. 

Introduction: A concern with consensus
This paper begins with the assumption that, at least in Tamaki Makaurau, Aotearoa 
(Auckland, New Zealand) there are different ways to name, and to talk about, early 
childhood education. To consider early childhood education’s past, present and future 
in the Pacific and in Asia establishes space to critically examine such difference(s). 
This engagement is considered necessary given: i) the acknowledgement of the 
importance of diversity that explicitly predominates in early childhood educational 
policy and research; ii) elements of contemporary discourse present some values and 
beliefs as entrenched and non-negotiable. Within this context, this paper explores the 
notion of difference in relation to ideas about early childhood education. However 
commonsensical these ideas may appear from within certain paradigms, including my 
own, if they are regarded as non-negotiable, or assumed as shared, discussion about 
the nature of these beliefs is limited. Such beliefs operate, in this sense, as normalising 
mechanisms for experiences of being human. Entrenchment seems to occur especially 
during times of increased political scrutiny. Consider, for instance, recent New Zealand 
Government policy changes regarding funding, and a taskforce report on the future of 
early childhood education (ECE Taskforce, 2011). These policies changes lead to a 
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sense, in the early childhood sector, of opposing camps on issues such as the use of new 
technologies, the focus on transition to school, the speaking of te reo Maori, the rights 
of children to play as superheroes, or the necessary qualifications of the teacher. In other 
words, fundamental oppositional philosophical positions emerge as non-negotiable and 
early childhood centre communities are faced with two positions that both articulate the 
singularity of their position. Where these kinds of polemics appear, difference becomes 
a threatened experience, and writers such as Albert Camus have regarded this threat as 
the object of their writing.

This paper, drawing upon Camus’ work, challenges trends that seem to create limits 
to the ways in which difference might be evident in the broad cultural landscape of 
early childhood education settings in Aotearoa/New Zealand. While not all writing, 
talking, and policy making for early childhood education attempts to position a 
singular, constant, normal thought at the centre of the world, a recent example of such 
positioning is evident in a report on the impact of qualified teachers on the quality 
of early childhood education. In this report, early childhood education researchers 
write of consensus on the nature of quality early childhood education in relation to 
the qualifications of an early childhood teacher (Meade, Robinson, Smorti, Stuart, & 
Williamson 2012); a singularity is then evident in the assumed consensus. The concern 
here is not with the evidence of quality, but of what an approach to consensus might say 
about possibilities of difference.

That singularity, that position in the centre, has become untenable for many writers 
including those in early childhood education, that bring with them, as some do, a strong 
desire to reconceptualise education because of concerns with both consensus, and 
the polemics that assumed consensus often obscure (see for instance, Duhn, 2012). 
The concern is less with the discussion of what makes quality, and more with the 
philosophical and theoretical position from which comes an assertion that quality can 
be easily known as a shared belief or vision for all humanity. 

The latter position explores education from the context of a ‘diffracted’ human 
subject (Barad, 2003), a subject in ‘ruins’, that is both the human condition and the 
mechanism to resist the certainty of some grand metaphysical questions about the nature 
of being, for instance, an early childhood teacher. These diffractions are fissures in the 
metaphysics of singularities. The fissures say to the world that there is difference in the 
world, and are then rich veins for reconceptualisation of early childhood education that 
present a challenge to a knowable, manageable, human world.

The purpose of the paper is to first engage with the idea of difference in relation to 
the discourses of humanism and post-humanism in order to explore these diffractions 
from a range of theoretical perspectives. These perspectives highlight concerns with 
modern and humanist thought. The paper then presents a case for the contribution of 
Albert Camus in relation to the past, present and future experience of difference in 
early childhood education. Other writers on difference, notably Lyotard, and Deleuze 
and Guattarri, have been explored in relation to education (see for instance Hughes 
& MacNaughton, 2000; MacLure, 2011). The turn to Camus is intended to expand 
the discourse – to bring different writers to the play of difference. Camus’ work is 
a significant contribution to this discussion because he was labeled both a humanist 
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and post-humanist during his life and particularly because of his understanding of, 
and relationship with, difference. The final section uses a metaphor of the sandpit 
to consider different ways of thinking about the world and in particular of things 
concerning education and the experience of childhood.

The problem with thinking about being human
This first section engages in an analysis of the meaning of humanism and the ways 
in which post-humanism responds to humanism. The purpose is not to define being 
human but rather to introduce different philosophical positions on being human, in 
order to challenge limiting definitions of being. The human of humanism appears 
as a tradition in which the project of modernity emerged as ‘man’s’ project; in other 
words, not the project of a divine calling but the project of a rational human species 
for the advancement of that species which draws upon the belief that other species, and 
the whole world itself, is a means to generate this advancement. The very notion of 
humanity, of a shared, collective, enjoining condition through which we must regard 
ourselves as immutably together, presents either a foundation upon which to theorise 
the existence of consensus on educational concerns, or alternatively a theoretical error 
that in itself is particular to certain social and cultural contexts, for instance contexts 
in which the individual human being is an isolated and autonomous subject (Isaac, 
1992; Peters, 1996; Stewart, 2010). Foucault (1984) explains humanism in this sense 
as “a set of themes” that has “served as a critical principle of differentiation” (p. 44). 
The concern here is the kind of differentiation that leads to some ways of thinking as 
being centralised as legitimate while others are estranged and vilified as outside the 
boundaries of what it means to be human. 

Post-human discourses challenge the violence meted out by the differentiations 
made stark by humanism, and problematise the theoretical errors of humanism as 
evident in the ontological problems made possible by the break down of the legitimacy 
of certain human narratives related to the authority of the subject/self. Think, for 
instance, of shifts in beliefs regarding the authority of the adult over the child in a 
world where children’s confidence, developed through access to, and engagement with 
virtual information networks, challenges that of many adults (Gibbons, 2007; Gough, 
2004; Turkle, 1998; 2005). The digital kid, the ‘postcolonial wild child’ (to borrow 
from Belich, 2001), is a construct that presents evidence of the ruins of a singular and 
grand narrative of childhood. The ruins here represent creative potential, a kind of 
breaking down of the restrictive edifices of modern political and economic thought (see 
for example, St Pierre & Pillow, 2000).

During the 20th century, critiques of humanism emerged in the Dadaist (Codrescu, 
2009) and Situationist (Debord, 2006) movements. Their positions were articulated in 
terms of resisting the spectacle of consumer culture through attention to the nuances 
of lived experience in the urbanised and industrialised social world (Codrescu, 2009; 
Deboard, 2006). Playing the fool, being childish, resisting conformity, are desires set 
against a mundane, meaningless, singularly modern existence. What is provided in their 
work is a sense of a manifesting, something to do, something creative and different – 
something poetic.
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The next section looks at what Camus has to offer to the tensions in talking about 
being human. Camus is a central figure in the writing on the human condition; and yet, 
is a missing figure in the reconceptualisation of education. Hence, it is hoped that the 
critical questions that Camus asked of himself and his world will invigorate discussion 
about conceptualisations of early childhood education. 

A brief look at the work of Albert Camus
It is problematic to use Camus to talk about being different when his work is quite 
widely associated with the tendency of humanist thought to position an image of man 
in the centre of his thinking (Sartre regarded Camus as a ‘stubborn humanist’ [see 
Marshall, 2007]). However, it is also clear in Camus’ work that he was a strong critic 
of certain manifestations of humanism. His critique is established here in relation to 
his life experiences and his writing, and then in the next section his thinking informs 
a relationship to difference in early childhood education. To support such a project, 
Isaac (1992) regards Camus as neither anti or post-humanist, nor strictly humanist and, 
hence, in this analysis the purpose is not to position Camus in the terrain of a particular 
kind of thinker. What remains is a space to explore ideas that generate other ideas that 
keep up the play of Camus’ work.

In this section, Camus’ work, and in particular his critique of humanism, is considered 
in relation to the notion of the absurd, the problem of polemics, and the possibility of 
difference. Camus explores these issues across a range of texts, in particular novels 
such as The Outsider and The Plague, critical essays on The Myth of Sisyphus and 
Resistance, Rebellion and Death, and plays including Caligula.

In the 1930s and 40s, Camus penned a series of publications on the notion of the 
absurd. These included The Outsider, and The Myth of Sisyphus. Camus was exploring 
the conditions that engender human life as absurd. There is no great meaning to be 
given to our lives. Whether we move or remain in position, whether we live five years 
or five hundred years, everything amounts to the same. Camus was not interested in 
this absurdity as a negative condition of life; rather he explored this experience as a 
freeing condition. His work is often connected in this sense to Occidental thought. His 
characters, particularly the young Meursault from The Outsider, have been observed 
as having a sage-like relationship to the world through a certain refusal to participate 
in the projects of social and economic progress, and instead to be open to the world – 
the sun, the seasons, and the trace of the horizon upon the experience of self (Brosio, 
2000; Sugden, 1974). In The Outsider, Meursault is executed because he shot a man on 
a beach (Camus, 2000). Camus presents this execution as a punishment for a man who 
refuses to be normalised. Meursault is different. He is strange to, outside of, his society, 
because of his failure to accept conventions and to act as some kind of purposeful 
human agent. What Meursault wants is to live unnoticed, processing shipping bills, 
swimming in the sea, drinking coffee, eating eggs, dating girls. Hence, Meursault is a 
problem to humanism and to the many grand projects that have as their purpose some 
kind of better human existence. The sociopolitical machinery condemns Meursault to 
death, and he is amused by the absurdity of having to hope that his executioners do a 
good job. 
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Camus explores a quality in the human condition and is not just concerned with 
characters that appear to be on the fringes of their social worlds. Meursault’s life is 
not any more or less absurd than, say, a young woman advocating for the rights of the 
poor children of the city. And indeed advocating for the poor was a central concern 
for Camus. Having come from a very poor working class family in Algeria, and his 
father having died in the First World War, Camus was extremely concerned with the 
plight of the working classes. However, he was not willing to draw upon false promises 
of emancipation, rather he was concerned with the relationship of these promises to 
the experience of being human. Through The Outsider and The Myth of Sisyphus he 
challenges any transcendental appeal to determine some lives as more or less meaningful 
as others and presents a challenge to the articulation of the ‘good’ life (Isaac, 1992). 

It was from this position that he developed his response to a series of mid 20th 
century tragedies, starting with the Second World War, through to the experiences of 
the Cold War, and then the revolt against the French colonies in North Africa. Camus 
explores the experience of modernity and the “penetrating insight into the problem of 
rebellion and community in the modern world faced with the challenge of reserving 
some essence of being human without replacing the chains of old truths with the chains 
of the new” (Isaac, 1992, p. 2). His involvement in the Resistance during World War II 
is well documented and his thoughts that emerged in response to the Nazi occupation 
of France are commonly read into his novel The Plague (1960) and more directly 
observed in the collection of his essays in Resistance, Rebellion and Death (1995). In 
the latter, he presents a very different and ultimately isolating line of thinking to those 
that volleyed around him across the political divides of communism and liberalism. 
The restructuring of post-war Europe that transpired around him was deeply disturbing. 
Two humanisms had set into motion a cold war, and the possibility that was most 
disturbing was that the people of his time and place might be compelled to choose 
between either NATO’s liberal humanist arsenal, or that of Marxist humanist Soviets. 
He “feared that the polarity imperialist/anti-imperialist was simply another invidious 
binary opposition destined to produce suffering, violence, and authoritarianism” (Isaac, 
1992, p. 179). 

Camus (1995) was critical of Marxism, liberalism, capitalism and modernity in 
general. He did not believe that meaningful emancipation would result from continuing 
a political and cultural polemic. Camus offers something here because he called for 
rebellion against totalitarian systems. Yet he did not reject the capacity of human 
reason, nor the struggle for emancipation. Camus did not reject culture; but he did reject 
cultural imperialism. He expressed that his position was from within, and with, his 
society. One’s relationship to the question of how to be human is made more difficult, 
certainly, but at the same time more rewarding. 

Christians and Communists will tell me that their optimism is based 
on longer range, that it is superior to all the rest, and that God or 
history, according to the individual, is the satisfying end-product of 
their dialectic. I can indulge in the same reasoning. If Christianity is 
pessimistic as to man, it is optimistic as to human destiny. Well, I can 
say that, pessimistic as to human destiny, I am optimistic as to man. 



50

And not in the name of humanism that always seemed to me to fall 
short, but in the name of an ignorance that tries to negate nothing. 
(Camus, 1995, p. 73)

This last phrase provides a key element in Camus’ thinking. “In the name of an 
ignorance that tries to negate nothing” can be read in different ways, and each offers 
a rich line of thinking when considering the ways in which humanism creates margins 
and attempts to negate difference. From a position of accepting that he does not know 
what it means to be human or to have a destiny, he offers that he is negating nothing, 
in that he is being open to everything; that he resists the call to define the future that is 
the essence of humanism. 

However, faced with no meaning in life, Camus (1995) refuses to reject faith in a 
human spirit. “If, after all, men cannot always make history have a meaning, they can 
always act so that their own lives have one” (Camus, 1995b, p. 106). What does it mean 
to talk against humanism and yet to value some essence of being human? He explores 
the experience of nihilism that emerged in the replacing of God with Man in the will 
to power and the will to truth, regarding ‘human evidence’ as the thing to preserve us 
from a descent into nihilism (Camus, 1988). He was concerned that in the Nietzschean 
rejection of humanism, in the distancing of the übermensch from ‘ordinary’ beings, 
ordinary lives were constructed and then rejected as less poetic (Camus, 1995c). 

For Camus modern politics is thus founded on what Lyotard has called 
a ‘grand narrative’ of human progress. Originating in an authentic 
effort to cast off the fetters of oppression and affirm the dignity of 
ordinary people, humanism, a liberatory idea, has ensnared modern 
man in prisons of his own creation, where he has become both victim 
and executioner. (Isaac, 1992, p. 75)

The Enlightenment reduction of certainty about the world to a singular epistemological 
position was evidence of the problems of science and reason. Like Nietzsche (1979) 
and Heidegger, he regarded rationalism and scientific thinking as reasonably creative 
but ultimately limited – a chauvinistic representation of a world (Camus, 1991; Young, 
2002). The concern for Camus was the nature of human experience in relationship to 
truth claims, most eloquently addressed in The Myth of Sisyphus when he reveals the 
ultimately poetic nature of science (Camus, 1991). In addition, his concern was the 
kinds of possible poetic resistance to the social and political borders that are constructed 
to harness the human spirit in the name of progress.

To consider Camus within the brief of thinking about difference in relation to early 
childhood education thinking is then to engage with his critique of modern politics, of 
a world where one appears forced to choose between extreme and totalitarian options, 
and to explore his concepts of the absurd and the revolt, knowing however that these 
are angles that Camus took in order to keep certain ideas of humanism, particularly 
that of freedom, in play. His refusal to align himself with sides (east/west; indigenous/
colonial) left him in a space in between that is a productive space for thinking about 
education. That he was often despised and ridiculed for being in this space seems to me 
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to engender him as one of the few thinkers of his time worth seriously considering (see 
for instance Quilliot, 1962). Camus offers a space of resistance to the normalisation of 
humanist ethics that have contributed to the tragedies of 20th century; there are not any 
reasonable sides to take when the sides regard that there are no questions to ask, no 
differences to allow and no views to exchange.

Difference in early childhood education: The case of the sandpit
In this final section, Camus’ thought is set into motion within the context of the sandpit. 
This section asks: how is the sandpit, in its educational formation, open to difference? 
The sandpit is a place where we spend our time; but in what ways, for what reasons, and 
under what conditions? The sandpit provides a central motif because the image of the 
child playing freely in the sand, seemingly connected to her space, her world, resonates 
with the outsider Meursault and his relationship to the beach. Meursault discovers 
that there is a moment at which his daily existence, his day-to-day purposelessness, is 
negated by his society. 

The sandpit as an educational phenomenon has instrumental qualities that engender 
an early childhood setting as an early childhood setting in countries such as Aotearoa/
New Zealand. The presence of sandpits speaks to the meaning and purpose of being 
in early childhood education and as such speaks to the growth of early childhood as 
a disciplinary mechanism. The sandpit then is infused with a legitimating function 
because it appeals to certain beliefs regarding valued pedagogical practices and valued 
learning for young children. If we are concerned with the story of Meursault, with 
any story where we observe how the great social machinery spits out anything that 
deviates from the plan, we might step in to the sandpit in order to feel its ebb and flow 
in different ways. And, if we have learnt from the lessons of the 20th century, we might 
be careful to consider the ways in which difference is negotiated and not negated in the 
sandpit. The intention here is not to put a blot on the landscape of the sandpit, but rather 
to continue the project of critical pedagogy that responds to concerns regarding, for 
instance, the ways in which teachers may or may not notice heteronormative practices 
in such places as sandpits (see for instance Surtees & Gunn, 2010).

The sandpit reveals certain social, political, cultural positions and obscures others 
as it reveals ideas about gender, age, play and more. The focus, however, is not on 
these elements, although it certainly relates to them, but rather on the ways in which 
discourses construct a certain kind of qualified adult. Think for instance of the ways 
in which sandpits determine ‘childness’ and ‘adultness’ – and not just any kind of 
adultness but the kind of adultness that we call a qualified teacher. Against the image of 
the qualified teacher, the non-teacher is, opposite the child, measured against evidence 
of what counts as good and bad, safe and risky, knowledgeable and ignorant, knowable 
and obscure. The untrained adult has no place in the educational sandpit.

A kind of psychopathologising emerges: the psychology of the unqualified adult 
is dangerous because it is unknown. This is a concern because of the ways in which a 
discourse on the benefits and strengths of taking an interest in and studying the ways 
in which we may support a child’s play in the sandpit has become a border that calls 
difference a problem. More than this, the refusal to acknowledge this difference resists 
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a certain critical capacity that should be the very condition of being a qualified teacher. 
In other words, the critical pedagogue that can engage with the multiple and complex 
moments of learning in a sandpit, is not likely to be the kind of teacher who creates 
unqualified teachers as unwelcome ‘others’. It might be that the most creative play in 
the sandpit comes from those adults whose teaching is rich in their own experience 
and unfettered by three to four years of trying to make sense of the implications of 
constructivism. This is not to devalue trying to make sense of constructivism, it is 
to argue that the responsibility of the teacher with this knowledge is not to regard 
people without this knowledge as ‘less’ because of this difference. It might follow 
then that there is a psychopathology to the qualified teacher. The qualified teacher in 
the sandpit is driven by expectations of certain kinds of performative functions related 
to developmental, sociopolitical and educational goals. The psychology is one of an 
obsession with measurement, as evidenced in the attention to making sense of a child’s 
sandpit play in relation to, for instance, dispositions and/or funds of knowledge. This 
is not to say that these elements of a qualified teacher’s behaviour are negative. The 
concern is with any assumed consensus in relation to the nature of this teacher and 
the ways in which she may be constructed. The problem is one of the negation that 
consensus makes possible. 

Of course this kind of argument hits a rough terrain when, as Camus discovered, 
issues of freedom and rights are raised. We cannot negate nothing, the argument goes, 
because some behaviours and beliefs violate freedoms and hence must be negated. 
However, guided by Camus, this paper is not asking that everything is acceptable, but 
rather that any position we occupy in relation to early childhood education be one in 
which we accept that there are other positions, and that we engage with them. 

Hence when the qualities of the qualified teacher are presented to us as essential 
to the quality of play, as non negotiable, we are asked to forget or avoid questions 
concerning the nature of the teacher, or the possibility of future questions that might 
come from alternate cultural positions in relation to childhood and education and so 
on. In this instance, the possibility that there might be different cultural approaches 
to the play of the sandpit becomes a problem. Camus’s work asks us to resist these 
unreasonable polemic games, to critically reflect on its common sense, and try to negate 
nothing. And so the question he would ask is how might the spaces of early childhood 
education, the sandpit, in this instance, be more or less a poetic space? How might 
the sandpit disrupt its articulation as a non-negotiable space of consensual educational 
outcomes made possible by the presence of a qualified adult (Gallacher, 2006)?

For this paper then, the responsibility of the teacher lies in a poetic engagement with 
least two, perhaps interrelated relationships to her world. The first, explored above, is 
that of resistance. Camus (1995) articulates this as the dangerous game of the artist. 
His own life experiences revealed the challenge of putting to society a representation 
of the absurdity of its positioning. The second engagement is to play with the idea 
of the absurd. This is not unfamiliar terrain for any early childhood teacher who has 
spent some time, paused, to consider the qualities of the work of Dr Suess. Dr Suess 
began publishing his work in the 1930s at about the same time as Camus. Their work 
may have many interesting connections to their life experiences, their concern with 
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the condition of being human, and the relationship to difference, strangeness, and 
the absurd, however these are connections to explore in the future. This paper simply 
reminds the teacher of the poetry of Dr Suess’s work. In a literary genre with a long 
history in moralising about how and what to be, Dr Suess challenged that for children 
perhaps what should be said is ‘just be’. Look for instance at his second book, The 500 
hats of Bartholomew Cubbins, first published in 1938. The boy fails to take his hat off 
to his king. His five hundred hats confound both him and his society. And why did he 
have five hundred hats? Well, we are told on the last page, it just ‘happened to happen’. 
This play with the absurd creates space to reflect on just how we are enjoined in the 
grand social narratives of progress and a better life, to make some space for difference 
within these stories. 

Conclusion
Camus writes from within a modern, humanist horizon. However, this horizon is 
ruptured for him in his attention to other ways of engaging the world and understanding 
one’s presence in it (see for instance Sugden, 1974). He and philosophers around him, 
including Heidegger, were similarly expanding the European thinking project through 
a turn to the philosophies of the Asian continent and alternative ways of rethinking a 
human presence in the world. This paper has explored questions that have concerned 
humanism and post-humanism to develop a manifestation of the sandpit as a space where 
we might consider the politics of early childhood education in relation to difference. 
Policies and research often strategically skirt around the deeper philosophical questions 
in the interest of expedient realisation of shared goals. However, the assumption of 
these goals and the necessity to force upon us an idea that we have a definite purpose, 
that we have defined the future of education and now just need to work towards it, 
leaves me wondering where talk about creativity and poetry might appear? My purpose 
is not to reject teacher education but to challenge any totalising positions in relation to 
teacher education. Camus’ work provides an important source for teachers and teacher 
educators to consider the nature and impact of these total, singular, positions, as well as 
encouragement to think beyond them.
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Abstract
In this paper, we argue that it is now time to weave the cultures of the Pacific into 
the mat of early childhood education (ECE). Te Whāriki1 represents two cultures: 
Māori and Pākehā2. Tongan and other Pasifika people relate to weaving as a metaphor 
for education, since they, like Māori, identify with and differentiate various types of 
weaving. However, they have different types of weaving, and different types of fala 
(mats). Pasifika fala involve different techniques, patterns, sizes, different types of 
materials (pandanus or flax), and are used for different occasions and purposes. What 
type of fala would Tongan ECE teachers want to weave for the Tongan children here 
in Aotearoa/New Zealand? What potential exists for non-Tongan teachers to weave a 
fala that supports Tongan children? We propose a wider understanding of Te Whāriki 
through the Tongan concept of tauhi vā, which could be seen as one of the structural 
bases of a Tongan version of Te Whāriki . It is only one strand, but an important one, 
and perhaps the basis for weaving an understanding of a more inclusive early childhood 
education in New Zealand. We introduce a lesser known strand of European thought to 
show how, from their own philosophic and cultural heritage, European teachers might 
be able to think about their practice in a way more consonant with tauhi vā.

Introduction
New Zealand is a multicultural nation in fact if not in policy. Of a total population of 
4,500,000, approximately 565,000 are Māori. Pasifika people constitute a significant 
group of minorities, but do not have, as Māori do, a constitutional presence in the 
country. Based on the 2006 census (Statistics New Zealand, 2007), the total Pasifika 
population is about 300,000 of which Samoans comprise about 50%, Cook Island Māori 
and Tongans constitute around 20%, while Niueans, Fijians and Tuvaluans account for 
about 10%. A common characteristic of all these people is that they are young: over 
one-third of Pasifika people are under 15. Consequently, it would seem to be of great 
importance that New Zealand should have an early childhood education system that is 
sympathetic to the needs and aspirations of Pasifika parents and children. 

We argue that it is now time to incorporate the cultures of the Pacific into early 
childhood education in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Te Whariki represents two cultures: 

1 Te Whāriki is the curriculum framework for early childhood education in New Zealand. The literal meaning 
of Te Whāriki is ‘the woven mat’.

2  A New Zealand-born person of European descent.
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Māori and Pākehā. Tongan and other Pasifika people relate to weaving as a metaphor 
for education, since they, like Māori, identify with and differentiate various types of 
weaving. However, they have different types of weaving, and different types of fala. 
Pasifika fala involve different techniques, patterns, sizes, different types of materials 
(pandanus or flax), and are used for different occasions and purposes. This paper 
explores different possibilities in the ‘weaving’ of the educational mat and what this 
might mean for early childhood education.

What type of fala would Tongan ECE teachers want to weave for the Tongan children 
in Aotearoa/New Zealand? What potential exists for non-Tongan teachers to weave a 
mat that supports Tongan children? In this paper, we propose a wider understanding of 
Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) through the Tongan concept of tauhi vā, that 
could be seen as one of the structural bases of a Tongan version of Te Whāriki . It is only 
one strand, but an important one, and perhaps the basis for weaving an understanding of 
a more inclusive early childhood education in New Zealand. The lesser known strand 
of European thought that is explored in the second half of the paper shows how, from 
their own philosophic and cultural heritage, European teachers might be able to think 
about their practice in a way more consonant with tauhi vā.

The metaphor of the mat is important to this discussion and will be used as a 
structural element in the paper. The spatial dimensions of the interwoven mat provide an 
interesting space in which to explore the borders and boundaries of education. The mat, 
for the purposes of this discussion, is the pedagogic space in which different cultures 
can meet through shared notions of relationality and connectedness to others. The first 
half of the paper is dedicated to the weaving of a Pasifika, and specifically Tongan, 
notion of education that incorporates the spatial and relational concept of tauhi vā. 
The second half of the paper continues with the exploration of a spatial and relational 
view of education through the ideas of Spinoza and Deleuze. The juxtaposition of these 
two radically different philosophic and cultural worlds and approaches in this paper is 
deliberate. Both strands of thought, we believe, extend the metaphor of the educational 
mat as an educational space that is in the process of becoming. As such, tauhi vā and 
Spinoza and Deleuze represent in this argument different fala or mats that complement 
each other as different ways of weaving an educational philosophy that privileges the 
relational space and spaces in education.

Part One: Biculturalism and Pasifika in education
The 1989 Education Act opened possibilities for Pasifika education through the 
formation of learning institutions with a defined character, be this religious, cultural, 
or indeed curricular. However, we argue that while the Act provides space for the 
actual creation of a culturally specific school or early childhood centre, it seems not to 
allow a great deal of flexibility in the procedures, content or context that fit the special 
character of a sympathetically Tongan style of education. While Te Whāriki (Ministry 
of Education, 1996) is celebrated for introducing Māori concepts and terms to early 
childhood education settings, little allowance is made for cultural concerns that are not 
identified with those of either of the New Zealand Treaty partners, Māori and Pākehā.

The focus of New Zealand education policy, to the extent it accommodates 
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difference at all, has been on biculturalism. We believe it is unclear where Tongan 
ECE providers should position themselves within the context of educational policy 
in Aotearoa/New Zealand. As teachers and parents in Tongan preschools experience 
the impact of education policy in general, and Te Whāriki in particular, the reality of 
early childhood education is that everything is pre-defined in a bicultural context as 
stipulated in the policies and regulations set out by the Ministry of Education. 

Much of the work Tongan early childhood teachers must grapple with involves an 
understanding of policies, regulations and curriculum that they must then transfer to the 
context of Tongan language and practices. Biculturalism, the official position in New 
Zealand, represents the relationships between Māori and the western culture. Tongan 
early childhood programmes and settings are not bicultural. Rather, they have to be 
understood as multicultural because more than two cultures overlap one another. These 
cultures encompass western world views, alongside Māori, Tongan and other Pacific 
ethnicities. Increasingly, Tongan people marry into other ethnic groups and Tongan 
ECE providers, therefore, need to accommodate families with mixed heritages.

The bicultural construction of ‘the child’ in Te Whāriki is a response to the demands 
of governing in New Zealand (Duhn, 2008). The document is politically driven; 
it is not neutral, rather it is a cultural artefact, which expresses aspirations, desires, 
and ambitions for the child as future contributors to society from the viewpoints of 
powerful people. Duhn also suggests that to some extent Te Whāriki homogenises 
Māori languages and cultures. The document fails to recognise the differences between 
tribes, Māori language, cultural differences, and Māori identities. Rather, it assumes 
that language and tikanga (customs) are universal, which in turn creates a Māori/
Pākehā binary that excludes other forms of language and customs. Duhn makes the 
observation that Pasifika early childhood centres are less focused on the curriculum, 
which in turn is less focused on them. This is aptly portrayed in the way Pasifika early 
childhood centres are ambiguously discussed within Te Whāriki.

Groups of migrants from the Pacific Islands have established early 
childhood centres to keep their different cultures and languages 
flourishing in their communities in New Zealand. Because of the 
diversity of Pacific Island cultures, there is no single Pacific Island 
curriculum, but there are historic links in language and culture, and 
there is a common geographic heritage. Examples suggested in this 
curriculum, while focusing on Pacific Islands early childhood centres, 
also demonstrate possible models for other ethnic groups who wish to 
support their cultural heritage within the early childhood curriculum. 
(Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 12)

Although Pasifika language and culture are briefly discussed within the curriculum, 
there can be no misinterpretation of Te Whāriki as a multicultural document. Descriptive 
material from within Te Whāriki clearly states that the weaving of this mat consists of 
social, cultural, political and theoretical perspectives on childhood from Pākehā and 
Māori culture (Duhn, 2008). Tongan culture and language is not mentioned and neither 
are the numerous other cultures and languages that comprise the social fabric of New 
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Zealand. The bicultural agenda refers to the specific and special relations of Māori 
people and Pākehā power structures; yet Te Whāriki is the early childhood education 
curriculum that pertains generally to all providers and consumers of ECE. We can see 
a difficulty in generalising the specific bicultural agenda of Te Whāriki to other ethnic 
groups. For instance, in terms of the notions of ‘quality’, Tongan communities may 
very well have different understandings of the term from that proposed in Te Whāriki 
or crystallised in Education Review Office reports (Pau’uvale, 2012).

The significance of ‘relationships’
While differences may exist in the ways in which Te Whariki is understood and enacted, 
an aspect that we believe Māori and Pasifika students share is the importance of 
meaningful relationships in the educational space. As Bishop, Berryman, Cavanaugh, 
and Teddy (2009) emphasise, one of the most significant factors contributing to 
educational success for Māori and Pasifika students is the quality of the relationships 
between the student and the teacher. The salience of this assertion is derived not from 
the achievements of exceptionally well-socialised teachers in the form of highly 
successful students, sadly, but in the form of the absence of such socialisation, and its 
consequences in poor achievement among Māori and Pasifika students. Most likely 
it has consequences for New Zealand European and Asian students as well, but since 
these students are often supported by other factors, and are possibly more culturally 
attuned to the teachers’ lack of attention to relationships, they seem not to suffer to the 
same extent. 

We offer a brief caveat as to the origin of this now-accepted educational finding: 
it is derived from a phenomenological investigation of the views that students, their 
families, their teachers and their principals held about the reason for their educational 
success or lack thereof (Bishop, Berryman, Tiakiwai, & Richardson, 2003; Bishop, 
Berryman, Cavanagh, & Teddy, 2007, 2009). Understandably, few of the teachers 
gave this reason (poor relationships between teachers and students) for poor academic 
achievement, but many of the students, parents and principals did. This may reflect the 
easiest target, rather than considered views, but nonetheless indicates a worthwhile 
avenue to explore in research concerning the academic attainments of Māori, and 
specifically in this paper, Pasifika students. 

Given that teachers should improve the quality of their relationships with students, 
what intellectual resources can they draw on? We argue that European teachers (who 
are the majority) do not have a philosophical viewpoint readily available to them which 
assists them to a thoughtful improvement in their relationships with students. To the 
contrary, official discourses can be directly inhibiting of cordial relationships between 
teachers and students. Our suggestions for a philosophic resource for rethinking the 
role of teacher in relation to students come from the Tongan principle tauhi vā and the 
ideas of the European philosophers Spinoza and Deleuze. We will first discuss tauhi vā 
as an important resource in understanding relationships, and what this would look like 
in education.

N Devine, J Pau’uvale Teisina, L Pau’uvale
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Tauhi vā and education
The concept of tauhi vā plays a significant role in the Tongan culture and the identity of 
Tongan people. The word tauhi refers to “maintaining, looking after, tending, or to keep 
or adhere” (Churchward, 1959, p. 463). Definitions of the word vā refer to “distance 
between, distance apart, feeling, and relationship towards each other” (Churchward, 
1959, p. 528). Ka’ili (2005) describes vā as the social or relational space connecting 
people, suggesting that the Tongan notion of ‘space’ places more emphasis on the 
spaces that link and join people together. An in-depth understanding of vā refers to 
the space between two or more parties and their inter-personal relationships (Tu’itahi, 
2005). Tauhi vā literally refers to maintaining and looking after reciprocal relationships 
connecting spaces between people genealogically or among groups who are related to 
one another in various ways (Ka’ili, 2005; Thaman, 2002; Vaioleti, 2011). 

The concept of tauhi vā is one of the core values that underpins the cultural 
identity and sense of belonging of Tongan people. Tauhi vā is nurtured from birth and 
it can be expressed through either formal or informal practices within the home and 
in the community. The birth of a child, one of the most significant occasions in the 
lives of Tongan people exemplifies the operation of tauhi vā through the roles and 
responsibilities of each member of the family and the kāinga (extended family). For 
instance, the father’s side always has the obligation of naming the child, especially 
if it is the first child, and both the maternal side and the paternal side have certain 
obligations in raising the child. These fatongia (obligations) are practiced as a way of 
reaffirming and reinforcing their vā or relationships.

There are also cultural values of ‘ulungaanga (behaviour) that strengthen the 
process of tauhi vā. In order to maintain harmonious relationships, certain behaviours 
are expected and require the assuming of specific fatongia, or roles and obligations. 
One must know what these roles and duties are if relationships are to be sustained. 
These behavioural expectations include establishing reciprocal relationships in the 
form of ofa (love), faka’apa’apa (respect), fetokoni’aki (helping one another), melino 
(peace), and toka’i (empathy). ‘Ulungaanga characterises the vā that binds us within 
the collective and does not focus on the individual, but is embodied in these practices. 
Thus, the practice of tauhi vā promotes the ultimate purpose of peaceful and harmonious 
relationships within the collective (Ka’ili, 2005; Teisina, 2011; Tu’itahi, 2005). 

Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) advocates the importance of relationships. 
One of the foundational principles states that “children learn through responsive and 
reciprocal relationships with people, places, and things” (p. 43). The focal points of 
these relationships are: communication; providing ‘scaffolding’ for the children’s 
endeavours; and opportunities for social interaction with adults and other children. For 
Tongan education, ‘reciprocal relationships’ may not be the equivalent of what is meant 
in the bicultural context of Māori culture. There are layers of relationships that only 
Tongans would understand and perform. Even though it is an advantage to be able 
to refer to Te Whāriki, some of the principles do not match the ‘substance’ that each 
Pacific culture represents and this is true in the case of Tongan culture. Tongan culture 
is described in the lived experiences of Tongan people and how they live. It is in the 
context of tauhi vā as a way of upholding the Tongan social structure that we place the 
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reciprocity of relationships outlined in Te Whāriki . 
In relation to the educational leadership within a Tongan context, tauhi vā also 

develops strong relationships between the community and staff, to ensure there is a 
solid foundation that connects the teachers to the work they are doing. Møller (2007) 
agrees that “it is through the relationship among teachers, students, and the leadership 
team that the school obtains educational purpose” (p. 41). Consequently, tauhi vā is a 
core value essential to becoming a successful site of learning through leadership. The 
reciprocal nature of tauhi vā enables teachers, parents and children to come together 
and build strong relationships that will provide a secure foundation for education 
(Ministry of Education, 2012). 

What does this mean for participants in early childhood education? A site for 
learning that embraces the concept of tauhi vā will be more than one that provides a 
safe and productive learning environment for Tongan children and their families. It 
will also support a number of behaviours that will make the sharing of the ongoing 
community life of the centre more pleasant for everyone. Learning about tauhi vā 
continues in the everyday living of the ‘api (home and family), then the schools, church 
and other contexts in the community. Cultural values of ‘ulungaanga (behaviour) place 
significant emphasis on tauhi vā. In Akoteu Tonga (Tongan language nests or early 
childhood centres), the practice of ‘ulungaanga faka-Tonga (Tongan way of behaving) 
is one of the major components in the learning and development of Tongan children. 

Acknowledging and incorporating tauhi vā provides useful tools to rethink ways of 
understanding and operationalising a fundamental Tongan concept that we believe will 
contribute to the enhancement of relationships and curriculum that will be meaningful 
for Tongan and other Pasifika communities. This acknowledgement has the potential 
to be particularly important in mainstream institutions that serve the needs of Pasifika 
students and their families. Moreover, non-Pasifika, whether teachers, parents or people 
in other roles associated with early childhood education are likely to find themselves 
warmly welcomed when their respect for and contribution to the vā is perceived. In this 
space that connects, it is possible to find both common ground and differences, which, 
respectfully discussed, could enable critical and adaptive development in pedagogies, 
curriculum, administration and policy. 

Part Two: Enlightenment and resistance 
Part of what makes New Zealand such an interesting place to live, philosophically 
speaking, is that both the European Enlightenment, and resistance to it, are played out 
in dramatic form, especially in education. The neoliberal ‘reforms’ of education in the 
1990s can be seen as the extreme political expression of a particular reading of (neo-
classical economic) liberalism; but at the same time, there are significant communities, 
not all of them non-European, who resist both politically and theoretically the attempt 
to render all persons intelligible in terms limited to those of consumer choice. Our 
interest in Spinoza and Deleuze lies in the possibility they will have something to add to 
this resistance in a way that complements the discussion of tauhi vā. The purpose of this 
second section is to provide a western philosophic alternative to the above discussion 
that non-Tongan teachers might be able to incorporate into their teaching practices in 
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early childhood education. 
Spinoza, like Descartes and Kant, was a foundational figure of the European 

Enlightenment, but the ideas of Descartes and Kant have become naturalised. The 
common view is these Enlightenment views constitute ‘common sense’, particularly 
through the traditions of liberal and neoliberal thought. A large part of Spinoza’s purpose 
is to argue against Descartes, as a large part of Deleuze (and Guattari’s) purpose is to 
argue against Freud and Lacan. Consequently, these writers, it seems to us, have two 
enormously important points of interest: they argue from within the western tradition 
against some of the most restricting and pervasive ideas of current European thinking. 
In that resistance, it is possible to find points of similarity with thinkers from outside 
the western tradition altogether. Importantly, these points of convergence with non-
Western thought link the spatial dimension of tauhi vā with the relationality espoused 
by Spinoza (and later Deleuze) through a common critique of individualism. 

Spinoza gives an account of mind and body that does not divorce the two, but 
positions them as inextricably linked. 

The human body, as a highly complex composite of many simple bodies, 
is able to act and be acted upon in myriad ways that other bodies 
cannot. The human mind, as an expression of that body in the domain 
of thought, mirrors the body in being a highly complex composite 
of many simple ideas and is thus possessed of perceptual capacities 
exceeding those of other, non-human minds. (Internet Encyclopaedia 
of Philosophy, n.d.)

Similarly, his logic brings him to a view that people seek the social because this is a 
logical consequence of who and what they are. According to Gatens (2000), 

Spinoza argues that each individual seeks out that which it imagines 
or thinks will increase its power of preserving itself. From this simple 
maxim, it follows that an attempt to organize one’s encounters in order 
to minimize bad and maximize good affects leads human being to 
sociability. (p. 65)

The notion there is only one substance, in which humans partake so that they are 
never complete but always in a process of relationship with others, yields a position that 
explains both the attraction people feel for others and the nature of productive ‘joyful’ 
relationships. 

In the very few steps of argument here, we have a resistance to Decartes’ separation 
of mind and body, but also a resistance to the more important, pervasive, unnoticed 
separation of individuals themselves from the body-social. It is not quite as vehement as 
the Samoan rejection of the individual found in Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave, and Bush 
(2005), but certainly is strong enough to underpin a strong critique of individualism, 
and specifically the methodological individualism of neo-classical economics and new 
public management. 

The individualist critique is extended in the work of Deleuze, who in a lecture on 
Spinoza’s thought, explains the difference between affectio or affection, and affectus or 
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affect in terms of the ‘adequacy’ of the experience (Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze, 1978). 
Affectio is the experience of the mixing of substances or bodies, and Deleuze gives the 
example of the experience of sunlight on the body. There is no purpose of the sun in 
giving heat to the body: it is a meaningless experience in some ways, and is therefore 
‘inadequate’. An affect, however, is meaningful to the person who experiences it: 
it comes from an external source, and is undergone by the person who experiences 
it whether they will it or not. The verb is patior gives us ‘patient’, the person who 
experiences. It is often translated as ‘passion’ but this is to convey a sense of will that 
is not present in the original. However, the affect will present itself as an experience of 
some kind of emotion on a continuum between joy and sadness. Again, joy and sadness 
are not quite what we expect. Joy increases our capacity for action: sadness decreases 
it. It is the natural reaction of a body to a sad affect to try to escape it. Likewise, the 
response to a joyful experience is to enjoy its affect. So our responses to other bodies, 
and things, are always in a state of flux. 

Affect and schooling 
Spinoza thinks of subjectivity as a state of constant exposure to the complexity of 
experience and volition. The parts of the body and the subjectivity that corresponds to 
the complexity of the body are in perpetual motion as they experience themselves and 
other forms of being. If we think of educational contexts for students as the experience 
of a whirling physicality and a constant barrage of changing experience in relation 
to other bodies, then we have to abandon the idea of the autonomous, self-referential 
subject of education. It then makes no sense to talk about individual decisions, choices 
or responsibility. 

Such a different way of looking at affect, at relationship, even pedagogy and 
knowledge, suggests different ways of thinking about the student, the teacher, pedagogy 
and learning. In the conventional classroom, the ability of the student to distance 
themselves from a bad encounter is seriously limited. In a Deleuzian/Spinozian world, 
the students, and perhaps also the teacher, has the ability to decide on what other bodies 
they will mix with, on the basis of their understanding of the affect of those bodies upon 
themselves. This is a type of autonomy that is not really embraced by the Greek notion 
of ‘know thyself’ but it may well be a very good rendition of ‘take care of yourself’. 
It allows for a kind of instinctual withdrawal from proximity that students can be very 
good at, but which is not usually officially permitted or encouraged in the context of 
compulsory and non-compulsory schooling. 

In Nomadology, Deleuze and Guattari (1986) expound their view of subjectivity. 
Like Spinoza they do not subscribe to the Cartesian view of the world, which can be 
summed up as the distinction between mind and body. Nor do they accept a Kantian 
view of the person as a kind of disembodied rationality. They differ from most modern 
theorists on the nature of subjectivity by regarding the person as always in a state of 
change, of tension, of movement between states – a conception that puts all liberal 
and neoliberal theories, and those of developmental psychology into question, because 
these theories regard the person, or the subject as a fixed state – as having ‘personality’ 
for instance, in the case of psychology, or of having fixed and ordered preferences in the 
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case of neoliberal economics. These very characteristics, the rejection of the Cartesian 
(and Kantian) make Deleuze and Guattari sympathetic from the point of view of non-
European researchers: the inclusiveness of their thinking concerning the non-human, 
material, ecologic world and the interest in the relations between people resonate with 
Pasifika ways of thinking, and could well provide the basis for productive ways of 
thinking for early childhood teachers and teacher educators who are looking for ideas 
beyond the confines of European individualism.

Conclusion
This paper has explored two different views that may be woven into the educational 
mat of early childhood education in Aotearoa/New Zealand. While we acknowledge 
the importance placed on relationships in the fabric of Te Whāriki , we critique the 
primarily bicultural emphasis that excludes a specifically Tongan perspective of 
what these relationships might mean. In the second half of the paper, we extend this 
discussion with a critique of western individualism found within the western tradition 
that we think complements the non-western discussion of tauhi vā. The spatiality of the 
mat of early childhood education in the Tongan context of tauhi vā, and the affective-
spatial dimension in the ideas of Spinoza and Deleuze, offer an interesting opening in 
which to consider early childhood education in a way that stands in resistance to both 
bicultural essentialism and western individualism. 

We consider the type of fala or mat that teachers of Tongan children want to weave 
would involve the qualities of the critique both sections of this paper have explored. 
Tauhi vā is the specifically Tongan way of viewing relationships that is spatial, 
communal and embodied. Spinoza’s affective materiality and the Deleuzian fluid 
body/subject provide a similar perspective, albeit from a radically different tradition. 
Relationships in education, if we take on board both dimensions, involve a community 
of affective subjects that are inextricably linked to each other. To return to the metaphor 
of the woven mat, these relationships are not only sympathetic to the Tongan culture, 
but also vital and productive in ways that benefit the space of education generally.

Our purpose here is not, by any means, to assimilate Tongan ideas to the ideas 
of Spinoza or Deleuze. What they have in common is that they have well developed 
notions of ontology, of being, and the kind of subjectivities that develop from different 
ways of thinking about ontology. Moreover, all these philosophic positions can be seen 
as forms of resistance to the currently dominant forms of thought concerning ontology 
and subjectivity in New Zealand education broadly, and early childhood education 
specifically. Although they would play out very differently in educational practice they 
are worth thinking about as ways of developing the importance of relationships, and the 
effects we have on one another in the educational village. 
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