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Abstract 

This thesis is about a philosophical-empirical interrogation of infant participation 

in research. It reports on a doctoral study that brought together philosophy from 

diverse backgrounds, empirical data, and an interrogation of the concept of infant 

participation. The study was located in an Australian Research Council Linkage 

project that endeavoured to enable infants to enact their participatory rights in 

research concerning their lives in early childhood education and care (ECEC) 

environments. 

Moves towards employing participatory research approaches with infants 

are influenced by several discourses including discourses of children’s rights and 

discourses related to participatory research with older children. Notably, Article 

12 in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is often presented 

by researchers as entitling infants the right to participate in research concerning 

their lives. Language, methodological foci, and methods used in participatory 

research with older children are also frequently presented as appropriate. The 

rhetoric of infant participation has, therefore, been put into practice as ‘listening’ 

to and reporting on infants’ experiences and ‘perspectives’, and resulted in 

second-hand narratives or case-studies reporting infants’ own experiences of 

particular aspects of their lives. Whether or not such research achieves what it 

claims to achieve in regards to enabling infants to efficaciously enact their human 

rights, and particularly their participatory rights, is generally left unquestioned. 

This thesis problematises and responds to that absence of questioning and, in the 

process, provides an in-depth example of a philosophical-empirical interrogation 

of infant participation in research. 

The aim of the study was to negotiate ethical and participatory relations 

with the infants involved in the study, from within the complexities of the 
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moments that we shared. To that end, I shifted my attention away from 

researching and writing about infants’ bodies towards researching and writing 

about my own bodily responses as I opened onto a world that included infants 

(and others) in specific times and spaces; and the ethical reflexivity and questions 

that emerged. I also drew on moments shared with six infants (aged birth to 

eighteen months) in three family day care homes, and a diverse range of scholarly 

sources that included Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy as a common thread, to 

interrogate the questions and uncertainties that emerged.   

The findings of the study suggest that although attention has been given to 

responding to infants’ rights as outlined in Article 12, and the value of that 

response is recognised, much less attention has been directed towards the 

effectiveness of those responses in practice. This has, perhaps, resulted in a gap 

between the rhetoric of infant participation and how infant participation is 

negotiated between researchers and infants in specific times and spaces. The 

findings of the study also revealed that it was through my own carnal responsivety 

to infants’ presence, during my encounters with infants, that they were able to 

displace my experience of self, provoke ethical reflection and provide unexpected 

possibilities for moving forward together towards a shared future. Engaging with 

that experience of displacement and the questions provoked is essential to 

establishing any emancipatory discourse concerning infants. 
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‘Nico’ (1986) reproduced with permission from artist Paul Elwick. Not to be 

reproduced without artist permission. 

Part One: Introduction to the Thesis 

It might seem strange and provocative even to begin a doctoral thesis related to 

researching with infants with a portrait of Nico. Nico was a German actress and 

singer who came to prominence in the 1960s playing with a New York band 

called Velvet Underground. She also acted usually in arty, experimental films and 

recorded her own solo albums. She was a striking beauty in her day but as the 

years passed she developed drug problems and became a notorious heroin addict 

and eventually died aged 49 (P. Elwick, personal communication, October 20, 

2015). However, when I first came across the painting of Nico I was unaware that 

it was a portrait, or even of who Nico was. Instead, the painting had a depth that 

kept pulling me back to look at it again, and again, and again. Even now, each 

time I look at it I find myself not knowing quite where to look or how to make 

sense of what I am seeing. Instead, my gaze wanders in it, changing direction, 
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changing focus, and each time finding something new. The troubled eyes, the 

nose and the mouth jump out at me, but if I look at them from another perspective 

I find myself wondering if they are facial features at all. Perhaps that is another 

face off to the left, looking out from amongst the shapes, the colours, the play of 

shadows and the light surrounding it. And is that an eye, possibly, at the top left of 

the painting? Or, is it just the play of lines — almost geometric, but swirling and 

moving simultaneously. It is a painting that is both vibrant yet sombre. It is ablaze 

in hues of blue and black, red and grey, brown and white with an almost frenzied 

quality that creates a tension, pulling me deeper into myself and making me 

question whether there is a darker side waiting to be found. When the artist, Paul 

Elwick, told me it was a portrait and shared Nico’s life-story, it only added to my 

desire to feature the painting here. Many of the key themes of Nico’s life, and my 

experience of viewing the portrait of Nico, resonate deeply with the themes that 

emerged during the doctoral study and my experience of completing it. The depth 

and multiple foci, the vibrancy yet sombreness, the sense of uncertainty and 

tension evoked, and the questions engendered about what lies beneath the striking 

exterior are what draw me back to Nico again and again. The depth and multiple 

foci, the vibrancy yet sombreness, the sense of uncertainty and tension evoked, 

and the questions engendered about what lies beneath the striking exterior are also 

what draw me back to the notion of infant participation again and again. It has 

been through this process of being repeatedly drawn back into the depths and 

multiple foci that comprise infant participation that has transformed both who I 

am as a researcher, and the doctoral study that is reported on here. To me, both of 

those transformations are inseparable from the moments that I have spent with the 

infants involved in the study. This thesis thus provides an example of what might 

emerge when researchers, research, and infants are permitted the time and space 
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required to “come into being” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 66) together. 

In keeping with the emergent character of the study, the thesis is 

purposefully organised and written to emphasise the metamorphosis of the study. 

This emphasis is important because the type of research reported represents a 

significant departure from what is typically practised with infants, and what is 

typically reified in literature concerning infants. Initially, the design of the 

doctoral study aligned closely with the design of many other studies utilising 

participatory approaches with infants, including the Australian Research Council 

Linkage Project (Sumsion et al., 2008-2011) in which this doctoral study was 

located. Consequently, the doctoral study primarily focussed on researching and 

writing about infants’ own experiences of early childhood education and care 

(ECEC) via observation, interpretation, and representation of their bodily 

expressions and behaviours (see, for example, Hallam, Fouts, Bargreen, & 

Caudle, 2009; Johansson & Emilson, 2010; Pramling Samuelsson, 2004). 

However, as I will discuss, the eventual aim of the doctoral study was to negotiate 

ethical and participatory relations with the infants involved in the study, from 

within the complexities of the moments we shared. This required me to shift my 

focus away from researching and writing about infants’ bodies towards 

researching and writing about my own bodily responses as I opened onto a world 

that included infants (and others) in specific times and spaces; and the ethical 

reflexivity and questions that emerged. 

For Green and Hopwood (2015) this type of focus on the body is 

warranted and they argue that failing to offer such an account leads to 

impoverished explanations of practice that can be disputed on “ontological and 

epistemological grounds” (p. 4). I would add that disembodied accounts of 

participatory research with infants also tend to exclude mention of the plethora of 
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phenomena that escape rational and cognitive control such as the ambiguity of 

bodily experience, the unforeseen consequences of researchers’ actions towards 

infants, and the fortuitous, opaque and surprising moments within research 

encounters that disrupt presuppositions regarding infants. And yet, these things 

matter. Indeed, throughout this thesis it will be argued and empirically illustrated 

that what is ‘other’ to researchers’ rational and cognitive explanations of infants is 

particularly relevant to issues concerning infant participation. Green and 

Hopwood (2015) also point towards the potential benefits that can emerge from 

accounts of embodied practice such as the “challenge” they present to “dominant 

discourses” (p. 4). Examples of such challenges are evident throughout many 

sections of this thesis and they each invite a new perspective for re-envisioning 

infants, research concerning infants, and infant participation. 

What to expect 

This thesis is organised into six parts comprising four published articles, one 

unpublished paper, an exegesis and appendices. To provide some structure to this 

report on what was a metamorphosing doctoral study, each of the first five parts 

of the thesis is organised by the use of three headings: The initial form: The allure 

of the striking exterior; The turning point: The emerging sense of uncertainty and 

tension; and, The present form: Transformation. Part Six is presented as one 

section due to its role in synthesising arguments from across the thesis.  

Each of the four articles included in the thesis was submitted to a peer-

reviewed journal and is published. One unpublished paper is also incorporated 

into the argument developed in Part Five. The articles and the paper were written 

in the order presented. Collectively, they offer what might be described as a 

chiaroscuro rendering of infant participation in research. By this I mean that, 
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together, they show an extensive gradation of light and dark as they interrogate 

and probe the well-lit and shadier sides of infant participation in research, re-

thinking and articulating their interaction, and the tensions and possibilities that 

emerge. 

Each of the four articles is presented in its published format; and, the 

unpublished paper is presented in the format submitted to a peer-reviewed journal. 

There is, therefore, some variation in formatting and referencing reflecting 

differing requirements across journals. Furthermore, because each article and the 

unpublished paper needed to ‘stand-alone’ they each include contextual 

information related to the doctoral study. Thus, there is some unavoidable 

repetition of contextual details across them. 

The eventual aim of the doctoral study 

As noted, the eventual aim of the doctoral study was to learn how best to negotiate 

ethical and participatory relations with the infants involved in the study, from 

within the complexities of the moments we shared. Because of the 

metamorphosing nature of the study, and my eventual intention to interrogate and 

probe questions regarding infant participation as they emerged from within 

different research encounters with infants, I have refrained from presenting 

specific research questions here. However, those questions are articulated and 

discussed in relation to infant participation in research throughout each of the four 

articles and the fifth paper. 

The metamorphosis of the doctoral study 

The initial form: The allure of the striking exterior 

The doctoral study began life called: Listening to infants: An existential 
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phenomenological investigation of the living experiences of embodied infants in 

Family Day Care using Mosaic methods. It was developed as part of the 

Australian Research Council Linkage Project LP0883913 and was supported by 

Industry Partners, Family Day Care (FDC) Australia and KU Children’s Services. 

The Linkage Project — or the Infants’ Lives in Childcare (ILC) project, as it was 

affectionately known — asked the question, what is life like for babies and 

toddlers in childcare? (Sumsion et al., 2008-2011). In doing so, it sought to 

illuminate, as far as possible from their perspectives, the lived experiences of 

babies and toddlers in long day care centres and family day care (FDC) homes. 

The ILC project brought together experienced researchers, three doctoral students 

including myself, service managers, educators, grandparents, parents, older 

children, and infants. The CEOs and senior managers of FDC Australia and KU 

Children’s Services were part of a reference group that provided guidance, 

assistance, feedback, and briefings throughout the ILC project and the doctoral 

study. 

Initially, the aims and questions of the doctoral study were tightly aligned 

with the aims and questions of the ILC project, with a specific focus on infants in 

FDC. The initial aims of the doctoral study were to: 

a. identify respectful and ethical ways of listening to infants that 

provided opportunities for their multiple languages to be made 

visible and legitimate; 

b. investigate what life is like for infants in FDC with a particular 

focus on understanding the living experiences of the embodied 

infant. 

The initial key questions to be investigated were:  
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a. What methods can be used to respectfully and ethically provide 

opportunities for the multiple languages of infants to be made 

visible and legitimate?  

b. What is daily life like for embodied infants in FDC, from their 

perspectives where possible?  

In broad terms, these aims and questions were supported by the argument 

that although there was a national accreditation system for FDC designed to 

ensure at least a baseline level of quality, little was known about what daily life in 

FDC was actually like for infants. Older children’s capacity to convey their 

experiences verbally had provided some information regarding their daily lives 

and experiences. However, as infants are not able to report on their day in the 

same way, much of their day remained hidden, albeit unintentionally, from the 

view of others outside the immediate context. There was also increasing support 

in the literature for participatory approaches to be utilised in research with young 

children, particularly approaches that acknowledged children’s rights to voice 

their views about their lives in various contexts. At the time the doctoral study 

was conceptualised, infants in the Australian FDC context were under-

represented. 

The initial period of the doctoral study can be likened to the first moment 

when I viewed Nico. There was an enthusiasm in the ILC team that incited a 

similar feeling of vibrancy and offered a striking allure to the grant’s 

foregrounded notion of infant participation. Everyone seemed excited to be 

engaging in research that sought to respond efficaciously to infants’ human rights, 

particularly infants’ rights to freely express their views regarding their lives in 

ECEC contexts (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2005; 

United Nations, 1989). It was hard to resist such enthusiasm (and neither did I 
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want to) and increasingly I came to believe that if I ‘listened’ hard enough to 

infants in FDC contexts I could enable their participation in the study by 

ascertaining their expressed views and ethically and accurately representing those 

views in my publications and thesis. 

That belief was further inspired by the ECEC participatory research 

literature that was similarly vibrant with relevant possibilities. There was solid 

evidence, for example, of the efficacy of enabling children aged above three to 

enact their participatory rights via opportunities for them to freely express their 

verbal perspectives in research and for those perspectives to be taken into account 

(see, for example, Dockett & Perry, 2007). Further hope that my aims were 

achievable was also provided by the small but growing corpus of literature 

reporting on similar ‘perspective’ based approaches for enabling infants to enact 

their participatory rights in research concerning their lives in ECEC (see, for 

example, Pramling Samuelsson, 2004). Likewise, and just as the portrait of Nico 

is ablaze in hues of dominant colours, this small corpus of literature was ablaze in 

hues of dominant words and phrases that reflected those used in the ILC project 

and the initial doctoral study design. In particular, the notion of ‘listening’ was 

prevalent; as was the notion of ‘infants’ perspectives’. Also common, was the idea 

that infants express themselves and communicate with their whole body, and their 

actions are as trustworthy as spoken language (see, for example, Lokken, 2000b). 

Phenomenology, and particularly the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

who is well recognised for his philosophy of the body (Carbone, 2004; Carr, 

1967; Dreyfus, 2002; Lokken, 2009; Moran, 2000; Rossholt, 2009), was 

consistently offered as a theoretical means for understanding infants’ bodily 

expressions (Leavitt & Power, 1997; Simms, 2008) and, thus, supposedly 

understanding their expressed ‘perspectives’. Likewise, the Mosaic approach 
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(Clark & Moss, 2001) — that also formed part of the ILC project’s research 

design — held great promise for assisting me on my journey towards answering 

both key questions of the doctoral study: thus, by all accounts, enabling infants’ 

participatory rights in the process. 

It was towards the end of the first year of the doctoral study, though, that 

my Mum became terminally ill. It was while spending time with her during her 

illness that I began questioning whether there was a darker side lurking beneath 

the alluring and striking exterior of infant participation that, until then, had 

captured my attention. 

The turning point: The emerging sense of uncertainty and tension 

Just as the links between the portrait of Nico and research concerning infants may 

seem outlandish to some, so might the links between my Mum’s illness and 

participatory research with infants. And yet, it was while experiencing the 

devastating consequences and implications of my Mum’s diminishing verbal 

language that I began questioning whether the striking allure of infant 

participation might be hiding a less alluring darker side. The following quote 

taken from my reflective notes during that time illustrate my emerging concerns: 

I don’t want to talk for infants or be their voice. Ethically I don’t feel 

comfortable with this. I would not like someone to talk for me based on 

only their interpretations of my non-verbal expressions, particularly as 

there seems to be so much guesswork involved. I think it can be likened to 

someone talking for my Mum: even if they spoke to me and other family 

members first to gain our understanding of her perspective, I would be 

deeply offended if they pretended to be ‘her voice’ or that they were 

enabling her human rights to freedom of expression by reporting their 

perspective on her perspective of those moments in her life (Reflective 

Journal, May 2010).  

  

This shift in the doctoral study is evident in Article One (Elwick, Bradley, & 

Sumsion, 2014b), which is included in Part Two. In particular, it outlines the start 
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of my search of the participatory research literature for the implicit and explicit 

assumptions underpinning the notion of infant participation so that I might 

examine their relevancy to enabling infants to enact their participatory rights in 

research. The article also illustrates a clear shift from the initial epistemic framing 

of the study (aiming to know infants’ ‘perspectives’) to an ethical framing 

(finding ways to negotiate ethical and participatory relations with infants from 

within the complexities of the moments we shared). The rationale for this shift, 

broadly speaking, was that infants and their so-called ‘perspectives’ are denoted 

by default by researchers’ own categories of understanding and ways of 

representing infants. This, in turn, decrees how infants are treated in practice, 

policies and so forth. While this may not be problematic in infancy research more 

generally, it seemed somewhat hypocritical when the research was being labelled 

‘participatory’. Primarily, this approach to enacting infants’ participatory rights 

does not address the power relations or structures and mentalities used to 

constrain and produce infants. Neither does it address infants’ agentic capacities 

to express themselves in ways that resist constraint and reproduction by these 

structures and forces. Put bluntly, in my mind, endeavouring to know what daily 

life was like for infants from their ‘perspectives’ started to seem like a subtle way 

of ignoring infants’ humanness. One way of resolving this, I proposed, was by 

adopting a different methodological point of reference than infants’ experiences 

and ‘perspectives’: namely, the jointly constructed interactions and relations 

emerging between researcher and infant in practice. It was by adopting that focus 

that I hoped to learn how best to think and act from within the complex relational 

dynamics of the encounter, in a more participative fashion (Elwick, Bradley & 

Sumsion, 2014a). 
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Some might ask, of course, why that focus is any better than trying to 

know infants’ experiences and ‘perspectives’. I would reply that there is a value in 

learning how best to think and act from within the complexities of research 

encounters so that infant participation might be enhanced. Such research has the 

potential to contribute to a just and humane world for infants in ECEC, which 

surely should be imperative when framing research in terms of infants’ human 

rights. It was that potential contribution that I became passionate about, placing it 

at the forefront of the study so that I might learn how best to negotiate ethical and 

participatory relations with the infants involved in the study, from within the 

complexities of the moments we shared. 

Adopting a different methodological point of reference than infants’ 

experiences and ‘perspectives’, however, introduced numerous tensions into the 

doctoral study, particularly given that there were aspects of the study’s design 

predetermined by the design of the ILC project. Those tensions are detailed in Part 

Four, but they included aspects such as the tension between the necessity of 

adopting a non-participant researcher role during the data generating phase for the 

ILC project, and my desire to be responsive to infants in the doctoral study. 

Tensions also emerged as a result of the shift in focus more generally. At 

times, I felt like a foreigner trying to find the words to articulate what I was 

proposing in a way that others could understand (and, at times, in a way that I 

could understand). The more I tried, the more evident it became that there are 

some deeply entrenched ways of seeing infants — and habits of knowing and 

behaving towards infants — that saturate research practices; and, practices and 

pedagogies concerning infants more generally. I am hesitant to say that my 

attempts to break (or at least disrupt) some of those habits may be likened to 

Nico’s attempts to break her heroin addiction, but one cannot but wonder whether 
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a connection can be made. Suffice to say that those entrenched ways of seeing, 

knowing and behaving towards infants provided such a familiar domain to 

participatory research with infants that going beyond that domain was difficult 

despite the desire to do so. 

It will also become evident throughout the thesis that to overcome some of 

the abovementioned tensions, and others yet to be mentioned, I often stepped 

away from the ECEC literature to seek inspiration from other scholarly sources. 

Those sources were diverse and perhaps unexpected. They include sources 

derived from within the fields of anthropology, aesthetic theory, contemporary 

film-theory, visual research methodology, and a range of philosophies including 

those of Plato, Matt Dillon (ethics of particularity) Don Ihde (philosophy of 

technology), Vivian Sobchack (phenomenology of film), and Merleau-Ponty. One 

consistency throughout all of the main sources referred to, however, is their 

connection to the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty. It was his philosophy that I was 

drawn to at the start of the study and it is his philosophy that provides the 

underlying theoretical structure to the study. 

The present form: Transformation 

The thesis that follows is not intended as a final product of a philosophical-

empirical interrogation of infant participation in research. On the contrary, the 

initial aims of and the initial questions to be answered by the study provided only 

the entry point into that interrogation, which was then performed through my 

situated-as-researcher lived body. The nature of philosophical interrogation, as it 

is advised by Merleau-Ponty (1968b, p. 90), is such that the embodied thinker is 

“neither an outside witness nor a pure agent” but, rather, is always implicated in 

the questions and problems posed. Furthermore, Merleau-Ponty (1968a) insists 
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that cognitive rationality is always entwined with something other than cognitive 

rationality. As noted, this something other is not without significance but instead 

includes phenomena that are prior to the rational/irrational opposition on which 

rational and cognitive approaches to research insist. What this all means, in simple 

terms, is that the questions and problems that I posed as I interrogated the notion 

of infant participation in research, and the course that my thoughts traced as I 

engaged with those questions and problems, are existentially inseparable from the 

time I spent with infants in particular spaces and what emerged between us during 

those moments (cognitively and otherwise). Moreover, as I explore in several 

articles — particularly Article Three (Elwick & Sumsion, 2013), Article Four 

(Elwick, 2015) and the unpublished paper — my own situated observations of 

infants were both enabled and limited by my own histories, my own projected 

futures, my habits, beliefs, and discourses. This means that any other researcher 

would have opened onto those same moments differently and, certainly, from a 

different embodied perspective; thus, most likely, they would have pursued a 

different set of questions and problems than those I pursued. 

Thesis outline 

Part One: Introduction to the thesis comprises this Introduction and an 

explanation of the key terms to be used throughout the thesis: family day care 

(FDC), and infants. The term FDC is not widely used within the thesis due to the 

shift from the initial focus on knowing infants’ ‘perspectives’ to the final focus of 

negotiating ethical and participatory relations with infants. This shift in focus 

meant that it became less important to label the research context and more 

important to grapple with how I might think and learn from within the 

complexities of the moments I spent with infants. Nevertheless, it should not be 
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overlooked that all of the research encounters that informed the study took place 

in FDC homes; thus, all of the research encounters that informed the study were 

influenced by FDC policies and processes, as well as the home-based 

environments of FDC. It is completely possible, and indeed extremely likely, that 

other research contexts may have provoked different research questions than those 

explored here. 

Part Two: The literature review begins with commentary on the initial argument 

and review of the literature that informed the first year of the study. The second 

section comprises Article One (Elwick et al., 2014b), which interrogates the 

methodological foci, assumptions and language that are evident in the literature, 

published in English, arising from the participatory research agenda with infants. I 

conclude Part Two with an update on, and response to, literature concerning infant 

participation in research. 

 

Part Three: Theoretical orientation begins with commentary on the original 

articulation of the theoretical orientation for the study. The second section 

illustrates how that theoretical orientation evolved as I became more familiar with 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology and its possibilities beyond those documented in 

the ECEC participatory research literature. The third and final section introduces 

Article Two (Elwick et al., 2014a), which offers my first attempt at thinking and 

learning from within a specific research encounter using Merleau-Ponty’s 

philosophical concepts of écart and reversibility, and Dillon’s (2012) ethics of 

particularity that builds on those concepts. 

 

Part Four: Research design begins by providing information regarding the 

participants and sites, data generation methods, my role as a researcher, and 

ethical considerations. In the second section I explore the uncertainties and 
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tensions that arose as I tried to meet my responsibilities in regards to the ILC 

project while achieving a coherent design for the doctoral study. Included in this 

section is Article Three (Elwick & Sumsion, 2013). I conclude Part Four with 

Article Four (Elwick, 2015). 

Part Five: Engaging with data begins with an introduction and discussion of the 

development of the unpublished paper that is included in the second section. I 

conclude Part Five by discussing the limitations of the paper, its value, and how it 

might be revised in the future. 

 

Part Six: Concluding thoughts begins with a return to the eventual aim of the 

doctoral study, and a reflection on to what extent I feel I was able to achieve that 

aim. I also outline the major insights and implications arising from within the 

study. I conclude Part Six by discussing the contributions of the study, its 

limitations, and avenues for further research. 

Explanation of key terms 

Family Day Care 

Family Day Care (FDC) in Australia is a form of regulated ECEC service offering 

flexible education and care in the educator’s home (Family Day Care Australia, 

2014). When the doctoral study was designed, FDC Australia used the term 

‘carer’ rather than the contemporary term ‘educator’.  All information sheets and 

consent forms related to the study therefore use the term ‘carer’ rather than 

‘educator’. However, partway through the study FDC Australia requested that the 

term ‘educator’ be used in all publications related to the ILC project. The four 

articles and the unpublished paper that comprise this thesis therefore use the term 

‘educator’ to encompass all persons who work directly with children and have 
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responsibility for children’s learning and development. 

FDC in Australia operates under the National Quality Framework (NQF), 

which “is the result of an agreement between all Australian governments to work 

together to provide better educational and developmental outcomes for children 

using ECEC services” (Australian Children’s Education & Care Authority, n.d., 

para 1.). The NQF operates under an applied law system that requires educators to 

base their educational program on the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) 

(Australian Government Department of Education, Employment & Workplace 

Relations, 2009). The EYLF is Australia’s first National learning framework for 

ECEC educators and it describes the principles, practices, and learning outcomes 

that support and enhance young children’s learning from birth to five years of age, 

as well as their transition to school. FDC educators are required to hold or be 

actively working towards a Certificate III in Children’s Services
1
 or its equivalent. 

Although most FDC educators are self-employed and working as sole-traders they 

are required to register with a coordination unit that oversees the recruitment, 

training, resourcing, and pedagogies and practices of educators. Coordinators 

working within those units are required to have a Diploma in Children’s Services
2
 

or its equivalent. Families using the FDC scheme are eligible to apply for Federal 

Government Child Care Benefit and the Child Care Rebate subsidies (Family Day 

Care Australia, 2014). 

Infants  

There is disagreement in the literature over definition of the word infant. The 

                                                 
1
 A Certificate III in Children’s Services is a qualification that reflects the role of educators who are required 

to implement policies, procedures, and design and implement curriculum usually under the supervision of 
others. 
2
 A Diploma in Children’s Services is a qualification that reflects the role of educators who are responsible 

for designing and implementing curriculum in ECEC services, and who may have responsibility for 
supervising other staff. 
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National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2004) conceptualises 

infancy as spanning birth to 18 months. Berthelson and Brownlee (2005) agree 

with this definition, suggesting that the term infants refers to children from birth 

to 18 months and the term toddlers refers to children 18 months to three years. In 

contrast, Early Childhood Australia (2007) uses the term infant to refer to “babies 

and toddlers under two years of age” (p. 1). Berk (2000), Nixon and Gould (1999) 

and Stonehouse (1988) provide an alternative definition, suggesting that the infant 

moves into toddlerhood at the age of 12 months. 

In order to align with the ILC project, the doctoral study targeted pre-

verbal children as participants. Due to the vast increase in the use of single words 

during the latter half of the second year of life (Nixon & Gould, 1999) the term 

infants is used throughout the thesis to  refer to children within the age range of 

birth to 18 months. This usage is consistent with that of the National Scientific 

Council on the Developing Child (2004). 
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Part Two: The Literature Review 

I begin Part Two by commenting on the initial argument and review of the 

literature that informed the first year of the doctoral study. The second section 

comprises Article One (Elwick et al., 2014b), which interrogates the 

methodological foci, assumptions and language that are evident in the literature, 

published in English, arising from the participatory research agenda with infants. I 

conclude Part Two with an update on, and response to, literature concerning infant 

participation in research. 

The initial form: The allure of the striking exterior 

As stated in the Introduction, the initial aims and questions that guided the 

doctoral study were chosen because of their alignment with the Infants’ Lives in 

Childcare (ILC) project (Sumsion et al., 2008-2011). They were also supported by 

related participatory research literature that documented the efficacy of enabling 

infants to enact their participatory rights in research via researchers’ reports of 

infants’ ‘perspectives’ (see, for example, Pramling Samuelsson, 2004). Also noted 

in the Introduction, was the presence of dominant words and phrases in that 

participatory research literature. In particular, the notion of ‘listening’ was 

prevalent; as was the notion of ‘infants’ perspectives’. It was also common for 

researchers to convey the idea that they were able to access or know infants’ 

‘perspectives’ via observation and interpretation of infants’ behaviours and 

expressions. All of these ideas and related literature are explored in detail in 

Article One (Elwick et al., 2014b). However, as a precursor to that article I would 

like to clarify that although the aim of the study eventually shifted away from 

knowing infants’ ‘perspectives’ as a means of enabling infants to enact their 

participatory rights in research, I am not opposed to ‘knowing’ approaches per se. 
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Indeed, throughout this thesis I comment on their importance in research 

concerning infants more generally. Moreover, as implied in the Introduction, my 

experience of enacting a knowing approach for the first year of the study 

resonated deeply with my experience of viewing Nico, and particularly with the 

‘pull’ that still draws me back to look at Nico now. In that regard, it was an 

approach that allowed me to experience the vibrancy and enthusiasm of working 

within a team of researchers who were all working together towards advancing 

infants’ human rights. It was an approach, too, that enabled me to pursue the 

possibilities associated with that advance and to eventually experience the 

uncertainties and tensions those possibilities evoked. Put simply, it was an 

approach that provided the entry point into the philosophical-empirical 

interrogation of infant participation in research that is reported here. 

Nonetheless, when my Mum became terminally ill towards the end of the 

first year of the doctoral study, I started to wonder about the irony of 

operationalising infant participation as a knowing or epistemic relation between 

myself and infants insofar as it seemed to grant infants individual rights to 

freedom of expression that they could not actually enact without me speaking on 

their behalf (the inevitable result being that infants’ expressions were by default 

denoted by my foci, categories, theories and concepts). Moreover, if (when) 

infants’ participatory rights were denied via this process, they had no point of 

redress. While this stance was initially persuasive, my experience of living 

through the devastating consequences and implications of my Mum’s diminishing 

verbal language showed me something quite different.  

There are also scholarly reasons why adopting a knowing approach to 

promoting infants’ participatory rights might be limited. Some of those reasons 

are outlined in Article One (Elwick et al., 2014b), Article Two (Elwick et al., 
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2014a), Article Four (Elwick, 2015), and the fifth paper included in Part Five. 

However, those reasons include the possibility that knowing approaches can 

“capture the discourse” (Farquhar & White, 2014, p. 824), potentially excluding 

and trivialising other productive participatory research approaches in the process. 

Furthermore, as argued in Article One (Elwick et al., 2014b), there is a scholarly 

history of debate concerning the problem of whether or not it is possible to access, 

know and adequately represent the experiences and thoughts of others (see, for 

example, Bradley & Trevarthen, 1978; Levinas, 1969; Merleau-Ponty, 1962; 

Stainton Rogers & Stainton Rogers, 1992). This suggests that the ideal that infants 

may enact their participatory rights via researcher interlocutors can be challenged 

on the basis that it fails to do justice to infants’ experiences and thought processes. 

Moreover, what is often not spoken about in the participatory research literature 

concerning infants is the idea that infants’ participatory rights are grounded in the 

notion of freedom of expression (see, for example, Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 2005; United Nations, 1989). Beazley, Bessell, 

Ennew and Waterson (2011) argue, for example, that Article 12 of the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is often presented by 

researchers as entitling children to enact their participatory rights in research via 

inclusion of their views and ‘perspectives’. What is often overlooked, however, is 

that Article 13 of the CRC states that “freedom of expression is also a 

fundamental human right” (p. 162). According to Beazley et al., (2011), Article 

13 should therefore be viewed by researchers as an “essential counterpart to 

Article 12” (p. 162). They caution that when this is not the case, circumstances 

can be created wherein children are perceived as being included in research 

despite their rights to freedom of expression being disrespected. Given 

researchers’ propensity to speak on behalf of infants when seeking to enable their 
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participation in research, I suggest that the potential for creating the 

abovementioned circumstances are high. That is, infants are perceived as being 

included in research via methods such as ‘listening’ despite their expressions 

being contained to researchers’ categories of seeing, knowing and representing 

infants. If this is the case, then one has to wonder where opportunities for infants 

to express themselves in ways that exceed and disrupt researchers’ representations 

actually reside. In this thesis, I draw on a range of diverse scholarly sources to 

build the argument that infants’ opportunities for freedom of expression reside in 

the openness or closure of the research encounter. Infants’ capacity for freedom of 

expression, though, resides in their agentic power to both reproduce and to 

challenge the identities and roles ascribed to them by researchers during research 

encounters
3
. Moreover, it is through that capacity to challenge the identities and 

roles ascribed to them by researchers that infants displace researchers’ experience 

of self, provoke ethical reflection and establish researchers as a being in question 

(Elwick et al., 2014a). Engaging with that experience of displacement and the 

questions it provokes is therefore essential to establishing any emancipatory 

discourse concerning infants. 

The following article provides an initial articulation of the above 

arguments and situates them in the literature arising from the participatory 

research agenda with infants.  

                                                 
3
 This idea is informed by my reading of Coole (2007, p. 245), a contemporary political theorist 

who invokes Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of freedom as ‘the meeting of the inner and the outer”. 
The openness or closure of the research encounter matters. But, infants also play a role in 
enacting their rights to freedom of expression. That enactment is evident in their individual 
corporeal abilities to improvise and to go beyond the identities and roles ascribed to them in the 
encounter. Examples of that corporeal ability are illustrated throughout the thesis, including the 
unpublished paper in Part Five. 
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The turning point: The emerging sense of uncertainty and tension 
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The present form: Transformation 

One outcome of the process of writing Article One (Elwick et al., 2014b) was my 

decision to practise a more self-critical, interrogative and situated approach to 

researching with infants. This decision led to ongoing engagement with literature 

— ECEC literature and otherwise — as I grappled with the various questions and 

tensions that emerged from within particular research encounters with infants, and 

as I tried to make sense of the shift I was proposing. Consequently, each of the 

three remaining articles that comprise the series of publications presented in this 

thesis, and the unpublished paper included in Part Five, includes a review of 

relevant literature. 

However, because the amount of literature that can be discussed within 

each article was limited by journal requirements, I have re-searched the databases 

for literature specific to infant participation — published during the period of 

2013-2015 — that was not included in any of the articles or the fifth paper. The 

search was conducted within the same databases as those reported in the original 

review above (ERIC, EBSCOhost, Informaworld, Informit), and using the 

following key words: infant participation, infant perspective, infants’ perspective, 

infants’ perspectives, infant experience, infant rights, and infants’ rights. I also 

used Google Scholar to search for work regarding the Mosaic approach published 

during 2013-2015. I did so to assist in determining whether the framework had 

been further established in relation to infants. 

The search of the ERIC, EBSCOhost and Informit databases located no 

new publications. Likewise, all publications regarding the Mosaic approach that 

were located via Google Scholar involved children over three years of age (see, 

for example, Hawkes, 2014). The Informaworld database, now accessed via 

Taylor and Francis online, revealed one relevant publication by my colleague and 
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fellow doctoral student Andi Salamon (2015) and which is partly a response to my 

own work. In some sections of the publication it appears that she perceives the 

positioning of infants as “Others” in participatory research as a negative move 

because it denies infants “human ethical consideration as a necessary part of the 

research process” (Salamon, 2015, p. 1016). As a way of “reducing the risk” of 

such forms of “Othering” (p. 1016), she offers Christensen and Prout’s (2002) 

notion of ethical symmetry. As I had not previously engaged with Christensen and 

Prout’s (2002) notion of ethical symmetry, I found Salamon’s interpretation 

intriguing as it suggested a different definition of ethical practice than the one 

argued throughout this thesis. It therefore provides an opportunity for considering, 

and further articulating, aspects of my argument. 

Christensen and Prout’s (2002) notion of “ethical symmetry” (p. 478) is a 

response to what they perceive to be “new ethical dilemmas and responsibilities 

for researchers” arising from “the perspective of children as social actors” (p. 479) 

and “children as active participants” (p. 481). Their discussion of ethical 

symmetry is primarily situated in the context of social theory. Thus, much of their 

discussion of ethical practice is directed towards social interactions and how those 

interactions might be morally or ethically assessed and guided by “a set of 

strategic value orientations for conducting ethical child research” (p. 494). It is 

also situated in the debate of how research with children is similar to or different 

from research with adults (Dockett, Einarsdottir, & Perry, 2011). Citing the work 

of social theorist Bauman, Christensen and Prout (2002, p. 479) propose that 

children are a “minority” Other for whom researchers have responsibility. They 

also emphasise the importance of not treating children as if they were the same as 

adults, or in a way that they are reduced to a “generalized characteristic” (p. 479) 

such as a characteristic produced through “age/ developmentally based 
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assumptions about children’s competencies and conceptual understanding in 

research” (p. 483). Instead, they argue that the practices employed by researchers 

should be determined by recognition of “children’s experiences, interests, values 

and everyday routines” (p. 482). This means that when researchers assume a 

perspective of ethical symmetry it is necessary for them to establish “cultures of 

communication” so that they can know what children’s experiences, interests, 

values and routines are (Christensen, as cited in Christensen & Prout, 2002, p. 

483). They contend that when researching with young children, that culture might 

be established through the use of “methods of listening” such as those proposed 

by Clark and Moss (as cited in Christensen & Prout, 2002, p. 483). 

There are common threads running between Christensen and Prout’s 

(2002) view of ethical practice and the view that I develop throughout this thesis. 

We both refer to the CRC (United Nations, 1989), particularly those sections that 

acknowledge children’s participatory rights. We also perceive children as “fellow 

human beings” (Christensen & Prout, 2002, p. 481; Elwick et al., 2014a, p. 879) 

and share a preoccupation with related issues such as otherness, listening, and 

responsibility. Neither of us, for example, finds it alluring to “[r]educe the Other 

to the Same” (Christensen & Prout, 2002, p. 479). This is reflected in our shared 

resistance to perceiving children as if they were the same as adults; and, also, our 

shared interest in otherness, which is an issue that I and my co-authors flag in 

Article One (Elwick et al., 2014b). Central to that discussion is the ontological 

relation between self and other, and particularly what type of ethical relationship 

might join but also separate the researcher from the other. Outwardly, Christensen 

and Prout (2002) situate that discussion in the context of social theory through 

reference to the work of Bauman whereas I situate it in the philosophies of 

Levinas (1969), Merleau-Ponty (1962), and Dillon (2012). Nevertheless, there are 
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shared connections between our works. According to Dahlberg and Moss (2005, 

p. 82), for example, Bauman “is strongly influenced by Levinas” especially his 

contention that responsibility arises from being existentially “faced with the 

challenge of the Other”. This common reference to the existential connection 

between self and other suggests that Christensen and Prout (2002), and I, each 

share the view that ethical practice is best understood as situated, complex, 

relational and emergent. 

However, these common threads are contrasted by the ways in which we 

respond to our shared interest in otherness and, particularly, in the ways that we 

articulate the relationship between the researcher and the other. Throughout this 

thesis, I draw on Levinas (1969), Merleau-Ponty (1962, 1964a, 1968a, 1968b), 

and Dillon (2012) to identify relations between researchers and infants as 

embodied, pre-reflective, reflexive and asymmetrical. I also develop the argument 

that when researchers and infants spend time together, then that reflexive and 

asymmetrical relation between them ensures that infants can displace researchers’ 

“own experience of self, provoke ethical reflection, and establish the self as a 

being in question” (Elwick et al., 2014a, p. 879). I do not argue, however, that 

researchers will necessarily engage with that experience of displacement or with 

“the unexpected possibilities for moving forward” together with infants that result 

(Elwick et al., 2014a, p. 880). Indeed, throughout the thesis I propose that 

researchers can always diminish or deny infants’ capacities to evoke such 

responses. Instead, what I suggest is that when researchers respect infants as 

fellow human beings, then it is by recording the perturbations that infants create in 

the researcher’s own experience that defines how researchers are ethical. 

Christensen and Prout (2002, p. 495), however, focus more directly on the 

researcher’s reflective ethical relationship with children and define that 
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relationship in terms of symmetry rather than asymmetry. For them, the ethical 

relationship is the same regardless of who the researcher is working with and it is 

through the researcher’s enactment of “the same ethical principles” (p. 482) with 

all children that helps ensure their practice is ethical. Furthermore, as noted, 

Christensen and Prout (2002) contend that the ethical relationship can be 

strengthened when researchers base their practices on their knowledge of the 

children involved. Based on this view, ethical practice is determined by the 

personal skills of the researcher and their capacity to respond towards children in 

ways that would be deemed ethically and morally correct; which, is perhaps why 

Christensen and Prout (2002, p. 492) argue the importance of developing “a set of 

strategic value orientations for conducting ethical child research” (p. 494). 

This is an important view of ethical practice. However, throughout this 

thesis it is argued and empirically illustrated that employing this view with infants 

is problematic. As argued in Article One (Elwick et al., 2014b), for example, 

many of the assumptions that underpin ‘knowing’ approaches to participatory 

research with infants are shown to be questionable in terms of whether or not they 

enable infants to enact their human rights. Moreover, I highlight the possibility 

that when researchers rely on pre-determined ideals of ethical practice to 

rationalise their own behaviours towards infants it can offer researchers a 

seemingly non-problematic ‘code’ of behaviour that is generally applicable 

regardless of what unfolds during the encounter. And yet, as illustrated in Article 

Three (Elwick & Sumsion, 2013) living that ‘code’ with infants is not straight-

forward.  For one, it can obscure the “darker sides” (p. 339) of enabling infant 

participation, such as the unintended consequences of researchers’ behaviours. It 

can also provide researchers with a rationale for overlooking the inherent 

visibility of their own body during research encounters, and the ethical 
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implications and possibilities that visibility produces. In that regard, pre-

determined ideals of ethical practice offer what might be described as a “top-down 

and idealist imposition” (Sobchack, 2004, p. 3) of ethics. What has emerged 

throughout the study reported in this thesis, is that the corollary of this “top-down 

and idealist imposition” of ethics is that it often obscures the more subtle and 

consequential relations that researchers have with infants and how those relations 

provide ethical possibilities for enabling (and disabling) infant participation. 

What I hope arises from the study reported here, therefore, is an 

appreciation of the deeper bonds and reciprocal but asymmetrical relations that 

researchers share with infants in practice, and through which the “ethical impulse 

surfaces” (Burke, 1993, p. xxx). What might eventuate from development of such 

an appreciation is illustrated in each of the four articles and the fifth paper. In 

particular, what they illustrate is that when the ethical relation in participatory 

research with infants is conceived as embodied, pre-reflective, reflexive and 

asymmetrical then the researcher’s own carnal responsivety to infants is capable 

of rupturing inert significations and presuppositions that frame their 

understandings of infants, and ECEC pedagogies and practices concerning infants. 

This insight echoes Watson’s (1993, p. 164) argument that the ethical for 

Merleau-Ponty is rooted in some moments that are not easily captured in words. 

There are many such moments illustrated throughout the thesis: for example, the 

moments of surprise registered by viewers of baby-cam images discussed in 

Article Four (Elwick, 2015). What appears important about such moments is not 

their ‘knowability’. Rather, it is their capacity to unsettle researchers’ (and 

educators’) intellectual certainties and doubts regarding infants and their 

pedagogies and practices concerning infants. 
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Part Three: Theoretical Orientation 

The study reported on in this thesis reflects a programme of research similar to 

what Green and Hopwood (2015, p. 5) describe as “philosophical-empirical 

inquiry”. According to Green and Hopwood (2015, p. 5), the term philosophical-

empirical inquiry can be understood as an “umbrella term for a range of 

approaches and perspectives, so that bringing together conceptual sophistication 

with empirical rigour is seen as a deliberate project”. That interaction between 

conceptual sophistication with empirical rigour is evident throughout many 

sections of this thesis. It is illustrated, for example, in each section of the thesis 

where the tensions and uncertainties of engaging in empirical situations with 

infants are philosophically interrogated. It is also documented and discussed in 

each of the four articles and the fifth paper. In Article Four (Elwick, 2015), for 

instance, the interaction between the philosophical and empirical components of 

the study is explicitly illustrated when the philosophies of Merleau-Ponty (1962, 

1968b), Ihde (1979) and Sobchack (1992) are brought into conversation with one 

another and with viewers’ responses to empirical data generated via baby-cam 

technologies. In the fifth paper, also, I think from within a particular encounter 

with two infants (Amy and Sandy) and others, to deliberately bring Merleau-

Ponty’s (1968b, p. 84) notion of “flesh” into conversation with my interest in re-

imagining and re-conceptualising infant participation. What emerges as a result of 

that interaction is a critique of my own practices concerning infants, including 

how those practices were limited by my attempts to conceptualise infant 

participation. It became evident, for example, that there was an incongruity 

between my desire to both further conceptualise infant participation and to 

employ my interpretation of Merleau-Ponty’s flesh in relation to my encounter 

with Amy and Sandy. In Part Four of this thesis, I outline the processes that I 
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employed to ensure that the empirical work that informed my philosophical work 

was rigorous.  

The theoretical orientation that underpinned the study has remained 

relatively constant throughout. Nevertheless, one aspect — my commitment to 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology — evolved as I became more familiar with its 

possibilities beyond those documented in the ECEC participatory research 

literature concerning infants. To enable me to effectively discuss that evolution, I 

first outline the theoretical base that underpinned the study, including how 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology is typically employed in participatory research 

studies concerning infants. In the second section, I expand that theoretical base by 

critiquing that application of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology and by outlining 

how I employed it during the study reported here. In the final section I introduce 

Article Two (Elwick et al., 2014a), which offers my first attempt at thinking and 

learning from within a specific research encounter using Merleau-Ponty’s 

philosophical concepts of écart and reversibility. This article also draws on 

Dillon’s (2012) ethics of particularity, which builds upon écart and reversibility, 

to discuss the idea that researchers’ embodied responses to infants provoke 

possibilities for ethical reflection, which can afford new ways of ‘going on’. It is 

proposed that space may be created for infants to influence ECEC practice when 

researchers attend to their own embodied responses to infants during the research 

encounter; and to the factors that may diminish infants’ capacities to affect such 

responses. 

The initial form: The allure of the striking exterior 

The theoretical orientation that underpinned the study was influenced by 

commitments to contributing to a just and humane world for infants, where infants 
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are regarded as fellow human beings (Alderson, Hawthorne, & Killen, 2005; 

Christensen & Prout, 2002); recognition of infants as bearers of human rights 

(Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2005; United Nations, 

1989); and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology (1962, 1964b, 1968b), which 

positions research as an embodied, situated and relational practice. 

Infants as fellow human beings 

My focus on infants as fellow human beings is drawn from a diverse range of 

scholarly sources including those derived from within the fields of philosophy, 

contemporary film-theory, visual research, nursing and participatory research with 

children (including infants). This view of infants and its diverse scholarly 

underpinning are evident throughout the thesis. For example, in Article One 

(Elwick et al., 2014b) it is evident where I draw on related literature to discuss the 

importance of not subordinating infants’ experiences, gestures and behaviours to 

adult categories of understanding; in Article Two (Elwick et al., 2014a) where I 

draw on Dillon’s (2012) ontology of becoming and ethics of particularity to 

explore my own carnal responsivety to an infant’s (Harry) presence during our 

encounter, and particularly to a look that he directed towards me while I was 

filming him; in Article Three (Elwick & Sumsion, 2013) where the work of 

Thomas et al., (2012a, 2012b, 2012c), and the works of Sobchack (1992, 2004) 

and Stadler (2002) are used to explore infants’ carnal presence in research 

encounters mediated by video-data; and, in Article Four (Elwick, 2015) where I 

draw on draw on the abovementioned literature and additional literature, such as 

Ihde’s (1979) philosophy of technology, to explore the possibility that baby-cam 

technology can enhance infants’ presence in research encounters mediated by 

video-data (baby-cam is a small digital-camera system worn by the infant).  
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Acknowledging infants as fellow human beings has also required me to 

acknowledge and explicitly engage with the epistemological problem of knowing 

infants, particularly as it relates to the participatory research agenda concerning 

infants. That engagement and my endeavour to respond to that problem, as it 

relates to participatory research with infants, can be seen in each of the included 

articles. In addition, viewing infants as fellow human beings has required me to 

acknowledge that infants are able to “exercise agency” and employ interactions 

related to power and resistance (Kessler, 2000, p. 70). That acknowledgement is 

explicit throughout many sections of the thesis. It is evident, for example, in the 

fifth paper where I explore Amy’s resistance to my positioning of her as a ‘non-

participant’ during the initial stages of our encounter in a FDC home. 

Adopting the view that infants are fellow human beings has also required 

me to acknowledge the limitations of the age-based criteria that were used to 

include and exclude particular children in the study (Christensen & Prout, 2002; 

Salamon, 2015). I discuss that limitation in the Conclusion. 

Infants as bearers of human rights  

My focus on infants as bearers of human rights is interconnected with my 

abovementioned view of infants as fellow human beings. Adopting the view that 

infants are fellow human beings requires acknowledgement that they, along with 

all children, are “prima facie the beneficiaries of human rights articulated under 

all the international human rights treaties by virtue of their status as human 

beings” (Tobin, 2011, p. 67, original emphasis). That acknowledgement broadens 

the focus from the CRC (United Nations, 1989), and particularly Article 12 which 

outlines children’s participatory rights, to include all other Articles such as the 

aforementioned Article 13 and, also, all other international treaties such as the 
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International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (United Nations, 2016, 

March 16). While the broader context of infants’ human rights has not been the 

focus of ongoing explicit discussion in this thesis, I have articulated how that 

context may have contributed to the ways in which infants’ participatory rights are 

perceived by ECEC researchers. For example, in Part Two I emphasised that the 

participatory research literature concerning infants does not often discuss the idea 

that infants’ participatory rights are grounded in their human rights to freedom of 

expression. I have also explicitly focussed on what Tobin (2011, p. 62) refers to as 

the “institutional and disciplinary obstacles” that are inherent in any rights based 

approach to researching with children. For example, in Article Three (Elwick & 

Sumsion, 2013) I explicitly went beyond the ECEC participatory research 

literature to consider how participation is conceived within the fields of 

anthropology, philosophy, aesthetic theory, political science and mission-oriented 

rural and Third World development; and, also, to consider how structural 

dimensions influenced and provided possible obstacles to the intended functions 

of infant participation within the ILC project. 

Adopting the view that infants are the bearers of human rights also 

required me to acknowledge the limitations of not engaging more explicitly with 

the historical and contested nature of children’s human rights (Cantwell, 2011; 

Tobin, 2011). That limitation and possible related avenues for further research are 

discussed in the Conclusion. 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology 

My focus on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology was initially inspired by its 

prominence in studies, reported in the ECEC literature, that endeavoured to 

understand infants’ experiences and ‘perspectives’ of ECEC environments. 
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Leavitt and Power (1997), for example, draw on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology 

in their attempt to understand the experiences of infants and toddlers attending 

ECEC programs in Midwest America. Likewise, Johansson and Emilson (2010) 

highlight Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology as a common theoretical point of 

departure for Swedish researchers seeking to understand the experiences of 

children (aged one to three years) attending ECEC. Johansson and Emilson (2010) 

also refer to Johansson’s (2001, 2002, 2007) three investigations of toddlers’ 

(aged one to three years) experiences of values and norms in Swedish and 

Australian ECEC environments, each of which are underpinned by Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenology. Løkken (2000a, 2000b, 2004, 2009) also draws on 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology to help understand toddlers’ (children aged one 

to three years) communications and playful acts as they were performed in 

Norwegian ECEC environments. Similarly, Engdahl (2011b) draws on Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenology to help her understand the everyday lives of toddlers 

(aged one to two years) in Swedish ECEC environments. Furthermore, Engdahl 

(2011b, p. 18) proposes that Merleau-Ponty developed phenomenology for 

“researching on and with children” and that he argued that “children should be 

studied in their own right”.  

In line with this argument, scholarship concerning the use of Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenology with infants and toddlers in ECEC environments 

typically employs Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of the life-world and the lived body 

to offer accounts of their everyday lives (see, for example, Engdahl, 2011b; 

Johansson, 2009; Leavitt & Power, 1997). Described as the direct and immediate 

experience of toddlers’ everyday lives (Engdahl, 2011b), the concept of the ‘life-

world’ is based on the idea that the child is “a perceiving subject who is 

inseparable from, and in interaction with, the world” (Johansson, 2009, p. 46). For 
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Johansson, this means that toddlers’ life-worlds must always be viewed as 

influenced by their immediate context, their own subjectivity, the adults around 

them and their peers. Engdahl (2011b, p. 18) advises, also, that toddlers’ life-

worlds are intertwined with their experiences of “nature, culture, society, history”, 

and self.  

When explaining toddlers’ experiences from different life-worlds, Engdahl 

(2011b) refers to Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological concept of the lived body. 

For Engdahl, the concept of the lived body emphasises that toddlers’ bodies 

should not be viewed as objects. Instead, toddlers’ bodies should be understood as 

“a subject which acts in the life-world” (p. 18). Furthermore, Engdahl suggests 

that toddlers’ bodies are best understood as a “unity of thoughts, emotion, 

sensations, motor activity and physiology” (p. 18). Both Johansson (2009) and 

Leavitt and Power (1997) offer similar understandings and also suggest that 

infants and toddlers express themselves through their bodies. Løkken (2000a), 

too, emphasises a similar argument and adds that Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology may “serve to enhance an in-depth understanding of such 

actions” (p. 531). 

However, drawing on phenomenological perspectives to investigate the 

life-worlds of others is contested. Schwandt (2007), for example, suggests that 

postmodern and poststructuralist approaches argue the impossibility of 

representing experience as it is for someone else. Instead, experience is created by 

language and is therefore discursively determined. Researchers then add another 

layer of complexity in that they transform others’ expressed experience through 

the acts of analysing and writing. It is therefore suggested that there can only be 

retellings of experience. Welch (2001) and Latham (2001) argue that for this 

reason, researchers adopting a phenomenological perspective need to take up a 
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critical distance and reflect carefully on what is being communicated, the silences 

and the perspectives. 

The turning point: The emerging sense of uncertainty and tension 

In light of the above ECEC literature, I initially felt confident that observing 

infants from a critical distance and employing the above interpretation of 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology would enable those infants to enact their 

participatory rights during the study (what a strange idea that is now that I have 

written it down). I say ‘strange’ because it implies that infants can enact their 

participatory rights via researchers’ observations and intellectual theories 

regarding infants’ behaviours. Based on this view, it is not necessary for 

researchers to acknowledge the influence of their own presence during research 

encounters or their carnal responsivety to infants (and other persons) who are also 

present. 

As I spent more time with infants, and engaged with Merleau-Ponty’s own 

writing and its application in literature beyond the ECEC participatory research 

literature, I questioned how researchers were employing his phenomenology in 

ECEC research concerning infants. It is possible, for example, that employing 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology as a means for knowing infants’ experiences (or 

life-worlds and lived bodies) is inconsistent with some of the fundamental 

arguments underpinning his phenomenology. For instance, Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology is best understood in the context of his relationship to Husserl, 

who is considered by some to have given voice and legitimacy to phenomenology 

as a tradition of thinking (Hass, 2008). Husserl considered phenomenology to be a 

rigorous science (Coole, 2007). Its aim was to suspend all theoretical 

presuppositions or commonsense preconceptions about the existence of an 
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external world in order to describe phenomena as they appear to consciousness. 

He maintained that this was achievable when those theoretical presuppositions 

and commonsense preconceptions were methodologically bracketed off via a two-

step reductive process (Woodruff Smith & Thomasson, 2005). Moreover, that 

reductive process made it possible to “discover important and certain truths about 

the nature of experience through a process akin to conceptual analysis” (Bruno, 

2006, pp. 640-641). However, Husserl’s arguments concerning the reductive 

process were rejected by other key philosophical thinkers, including Merleau-

Ponty, on the grounds that the process distorted experiential insight by 

intellectually abstracting it from the shared, historical and inter-subjective life-

world in which it is formed. As a consequence, Merleau-Ponty insisted that 

phenomenology should begin with “human and worldly ‘facticity’” (Coole, 2007, 

p. 101) and offer and an account of “space, time and the world as we live them” 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. vii). The challenge that Merleau-Ponty (1962) sets, 

therefore, is for the philosopher to rediscover “... the layer of living experience 

through which other people and things are first given to us, the system ‘self-

others-things’ as it comes into being” (p. 66), yet from within it and without 

reducing it to abstract reason. Moreover, he explicitly states that phenomenology 

is: 

 . . . not the return to immediate experience . . .  on the contrary it is to 

work toward its aggrandizement. It is to begin the effort of expression . . . 

it is to accept the condition of a beginning reflection. What is encouraging 

in this effort is that there is no pure and absolute unexpressed life in man; 

the unreflected comes into existence for us only through reflection. To 

enter into these contradictions . . . [is] a critical inventory of our lives as a 

philosopher. (Merleau-Ponty, 1964a, p. 30) 

 

As noted in the Introduction and explored in several articles (particularly Article 

Three and Article Four), this means that the philosopher must remain aware that 
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the layer of living experience that is returned to is already infused with social, 

cultural and historical sedimentations, to which they have contributed, and by 

which they have been influenced. The process of rediscovery is therefore always 

mediated by those sediments including one’s own histories; one’s own present 

habits, beliefs, and discourses; and, one’s own projected futures. According to 

Coole (2007, p. 103), this means that the philosopher is required to negotiate a 

“plethora of meanings and folds, multiple layers of reflexivity, and a complex 

temporality”.  For Merleau-Ponty (1968b) that negotiation is best understood as 

an ongoing process of philosophical interrogation. 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, therefore, is best viewed as a response 

to his critique of intellectual abstraction; and, also, as reflecting his desire to 

provide a situated and interrogative alternative (see, for example, Merleau-Ponty, 

1962, 1968a, 1968b). Indeed, according to Coole (2007), Merleau-Ponty 

considered purely intellectual approaches as idealist and placed them under the 

heading of “traditional prejudices . . . because they present objects (including the 

body) as devoid of attachment to time and space and devoid of any generativity of 

their own” (p. 34). They also “retain the fiction of an impartial or disembodied, 

atemporal, and decontextualised observer” who stands outside of reality in order 

to gain an objective view of it (p.34). Furthermore, Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) text 

Phenomenology of Perception that is cited by many of the abovementioned ECEC 

sources (see, for example, Engdahl, 2011b; Johansson, 2009) outlines his belief 

that idealist approaches lack “the contingency in the occasion of thought” (p. 32). 

For Carman (2008), that ‘lack’ is explained as the failure of idealist approaches to 

acknowledge the embodied and situated nature of experience (or research practice 

in this instance). Instead, idealist approaches prioritise “the free-floating cognition 

of a disembodied subject” (p. 49). 
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To me, this line of scholarly discussion suggested that ignoring my own 

embodiment during the moments I spent with infants was problematic. It also 

made me wonder whether conceiving the study as a search for knowledge about 

infants’ experiences and thought processes disingenuously reduced the moments 

that I shared with infants to disembodied moments that prioritised my own free-

floating cognition. It made me speculate, too, whether merely noting the uncertain 

nature of knowledge gained through performing that disembodied exercise was 

sufficient to ensure that infants were able to efficaciously enact their participatory 

rights during the study. The following quotes taken from my reflective notes 

towards the end of the first year of the study illustrate my emerging concerns: 

I am finding it difficult to remove myself from my accounts of infants’ 

perspectives of their lived experiences. I feel like all I am offering is a 

reflective/interpretive text of my perceptions or my lived experience of 

being with infants in FDC homes. Even when I focus really hard on 

understanding and representing infants’ experiences it is still my own 

experiences of their experiences that are being reported. It is almost as if I 

should be focussing on how infants participate and influence my lived 

experience during our encounters rather than being so concerned with 

knowing their experience of those moments.  

If I am so uncertain about my reports of infants’ experiences why am I 

doing them and how is this approach enabling infants to enact their 

participatory rights? 

Is it possible and appropriate to switch my focus to my lived experience as 

it unfolds with infants in FDC homes? 

When I read Merleau-Ponty’s work I understand it differently than how it 

is typically portrayed in the participatory research literature. To me it 

seems like he writes about lived experience in first person rather than 

offering accounts of someone else’s lived experience. I am finding it hard 

to switch his approach to third person so that it can be about infants’ lived 

experiences. I am not even sure it is a good idea to switch it as it seems to 

violate many of his arguments. All I can ever provide is my experience of 

our shared experience. Surely this interaction between us and the questions 

that come out of it are more important when thinking about infant 

participation? (Reflective Journal, September 2009).  

 

These concerns, however, were accompanied by another concern. That is, that 

shifting my focus away from researching and writing about infants’ bodies 
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towards researching and writing about my own bodily responses as I opened onto 

a world that included infants (and others) in specific times and spaces might be 

construed by others as providing little more than a subjective retelling of those 

moments. However, as stated above and in Article Two (Elwick et al., 2014a) and 

Article Four (Elwick, 2015), the purpose of the research outlined in this thesis was 

not to seek objective knowledge of infants’ experiences and their subjective 

thought processes. Rather, it was concerned with exploring possibilities for 

enabling infants, as fellow human beings, to influence and contribute to what 

emerged between us during the moments we spent together (and to be 

acknowledged for that influence and contribution).  

I now realise, also, that my concern perhaps reflects what Burke (1993) 

refers to as “traditional conceptions of question and response deeply rooted in 

traditional views of rationality and subjectivity” (p. xxi). What I mean by this and 

how my interpretation of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology differs is best 

illustrated through examples. Take my experience of viewing Nico for example. If 

someone were to follow the lead of the abovementioned ECEC literature and 

employ Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology as a means for researching my lived 

experience of viewing Nico then one would expect they might begin by pre-

determining several questions and then proceeding to ask me those questions. 

Examples might include questions similar to those I initially proposed about 

infants’ lived experiences of FDC: What is my perspective of viewing Nico? 

What methods can be used to ethically represent my perspective to others? 

Merleau-Ponty (1968b) refers to such questions as “questions of cognition” 

insomuch as they reflect a pre-determined “lack or provisional absence” (p. 105) 

in what Waldenfels (1993, p. 4), refers to as “the economy of knowledge”. My 

participation in the research via my responses is thus reduced to a kind of 
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fulfilment of that pre-determined and pre-scripted absence (I find Nico confusing, 

the colours are amazing, the lines and shapes are intriguing and so on). Sooner or 

later the questions find their end in certain answers and the perceived gap in the 

economy of knowledge is filled, or not. Moreover, any problems concerning the 

researcher’s own subjective viewpoint impeding my rights to freely express my 

viewpoint of Nico are seemingly overcome by the objective and (disingenuous) 

disembodied distance maintained. 

Most of the abovementioned ECEC literature concerning infants, however, 

takes such questions of cognition further by introducing the idea that the ethical 

and epistemic challenges of knowing anything for certain about infants’ lived 

experiences in ECEC environments can be counterbalanced via the conscious acts 

of the researcher (through adopting a critical distance is one example). In 

Merleau-Ponty’s (1968b) terms, this move modifies questions of cognition to 

“questions [of] knowing” (p. 129) and grants them philosophical status because it 

directs attention to the questionability of what is being put into question and, also, 

to the uncertainty of the state of knowledge achieved. Nonetheless, it is also a 

move that can be described in terms of critical idealism insofar as it forgets that 

all research practice always involves researchers in a perspective and a situation 

that are necessarily embodied and visible from the outside (Green & Hopwood, 

2015; Toadvine, 2008). As I discuss in Article Two (Elwick et al., 2014a), it is 

this embodiment and visibility that ensures that reflection reveals not only a 

presence to oneself, but also inherence in a perspective and situation that 

necessarily exposes oneself to the gaze of others. If I had applied a critical idealist 

interpretation of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology to understanding my encounter 

with Harry, then the reflections that emerged as a result of my embodiment and 

exposure to Harry’s gaze would most likely have gone unacknowledged. 
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The present form: Transformation 

What I have done differently in the study reported on in this thesis, is that I have 

followed Merleau-Ponty’s (1962, 1964b, 1968b) lead and foregrounded the 

abovementioned idea that all research practice inevitably involves researchers in a 

perspective and a situation that that are necessarily embodied and visible from the 

outside. I have also endeavoured to think and learn from within particular 

moments with infants so that I might recognise and record the more subtle ways 

that infants were present and participating during those moments; including, how I 

found myself called into question through my own carnal responsivety to their 

presence. In that regard, I have laid the foundations for what might be described 

as a responsive manner of being together with infants in practice. As Waldenfels 

(1993) states:  

From this point of view, questioning itself is a kind of responding, and 

interrogative thinking turns into responsive thinking, because questioning 

is related to something other that awakens our thinking and keeps it awake 

by the demands it places on us. (p. 12) 

 

As discussed in Part Two, my focus on finding myself called into question 

through my own carnal responsivety to infants’ presence during our encounters 

has also laid the foundations for understanding how the ethical impulse towards 

infants emerges through that responsivety rather than through the idealist 

application of pre-determined and universal ideals and principles regarding ethical 

behaviour and children’s rights. The following article, Article Two (Elwick et al., 

2014a), illustrates my first attempt at thinking and learning from within a specific 

research encounter using my interpretation of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology.  
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Part Four: Research Design 

I begin Part Four by discussing participants and sites, data generation methods, 

my role as a researcher, and ethical considerations. In the second section I explore 

the uncertainties and tensions that arose as I tried to meet my responsibilities in 

regards to the ILC project while achieving a coherent design for the doctoral 

study. Included in this section is Article Three (Elwick & Sumsion, 2013), which 

draws on Thomas, Whybrow and Scharber’s (2012a, 2012b, 2012c) four 

participatory perspectives to describe and complicate my endeavours to move 

beyond utilitarian perspectives of infant participation in the study. Within that 

overarching aim, I maintain a specific focus on expanding possibilities for 

conceptualising infant participation in relation to research encounters that are 

mediated by video-data. I conclude Part Four with Article Four (Elwick, 2015) 

which, as noted, illustrates the interaction between the philosophical and empirical 

components of the doctoral study as the philosophies of Merleau-Ponty (1962, 

1968b), Ihde (1979) and Sobchack (1992) are brought into conversation with one 

another and with viewers’ responses to empirical data generated via baby-cam 

technologies. 

The initial form: The allure of the striking exterior 

Because the doctoral study was completed as part of the ILC project many of the 

requirements regarding participants, sites, data generation methods, and my role 

as a researcher were pre-determined. There was a requirement, for example, that 

participants were selected and data generated in both short-term group and 

longitudinal individual case studies. Data was also generated via methods 

consistent with the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2005). Those methods included field 

notes; digital-video data generated through a tripod-mounted camera and baby-
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cam (a small video camera attached to the infant’s head via a headband or hat); 

conversations with parents, grandparents, older children, and educators; a 

reflective journal; photography; mapping; a time-use diary; and an inventory of 

infants’ first words. Although much of the data generated through those methods 

constitutes a minor component of what is reported in this thesis, the time spent 

with infants during all data generation phases, and the time spent analysing data 

for the ILC project, are inseparable from the questions and thoughts regarding 

infant participation that emerged during the study. Particularly helpful in that 

regard, was data generated via the methods of field notes, digital-video cameras 

(tripod and baby-cam), conversations, and a reflective journal from both the short-

term group and longitudinal individual case studies. For that reason, those data-

generating processes are discussed below. 

Participants and sites 

Data was generated from within three FDC homes located in one FDC scheme in 

the Greater Hume Shire on the New South Wales and Victoria state border. 

Homes with infants were targeted and diversity of socio-economic and cultural 

demographics was sought. Six infants were selected for short-term group case 

studies of infants in groups. A subset of one infant (female) from the short-term 

group case studies was selected for inclusion in the longitudinal individual case 

studies. This purposive sampling method, or sampling in a deliberate way (Punch, 

1998) is described by May (2001) as a non-probability sample whereby selection 

of those participants sought for the research “is made according to a known 

characteristic” (p. 95). 

Data for Article Three (Elwick & Sumsion, 2013) was sourced from the 

ILC project data, which in this instance was collected by another doctoral student, 



 

85 

 

Tina Stratigos. That particular data was generated from within one FDC home 

located in the Blue Mountains, situated west of Sydney. The data comprised an 

image edited from digital-video footage and depicted an infant aged 15 months. 

Primary reasons for its inclusion are discussed in Article Three. 

Initial approaches to participants were made in accordance with ILC 

project requirements. The process involved writing to relevant City and Shire 

Councils to explain the research and seek permission to approach FDC schemes in 

their jurisdiction. Following approval, contact was made with the FDC 

Coordinator of the Greater Hume scheme and an initial meeting was arranged. 

During the meeting, the ILC project and the doctoral study were discussed and 

approved educator information sheets provided (see Appendix C). Following the 

meeting, the FDC Coordinator explained the ILC project and doctoral study to 

FDC educators during a regular fortnightly meeting and requested expressions of 

interest. Based on that information, I contacted interested educators and further 

explained the ILC project and doctoral study and answered any questions. If, at 

the end of the conversation, educators were still interested then all relevant 

information sheets were posted to them (see Appendices A and C). Educators took 

responsibility for sharing this information with the parents of any infants who 

were involved. Approximately one week after sending the information sheets, 

educators were contacted to determine the outcome of their discussion with 

parents. If parental response was positive then all relevant consent forms were 

posted to the educator, and to parents via the educator (see Appendices B and D).  

Entering into the FDC home 

Once all appropriate consent forms were signed, ILC project protocol was 

followed and two half-day visits to the FDC home were completed. The purpose 
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of these visits was to build trusting and reciprocal relationships with the educator 

and to establish familiarity with the environment and infants’ routines. The visits 

were also used to complete a Time-Use Diary (see Harrison, Elwick, Vallotton, & 

Kappler, 2014 for explanation and analysis). No video-data was generated during 

this time.  

Data generation 

For the short-term case studies, data generation occurred concurrently in two FDC 

homes for approximately two half-days per week. However, this varied in 

response to individual educators’ requirements. The maximum time spent in any 

one FDC home was sixteen half-days across approximately three months. For the 

longitudinal individual case study, data generation commenced at the end of the 

sixteen half-days and continued for eight further half-days. 

Field notes 

Detailed field notes in the form of anecdotal records and Visit Summary Sheets 

comprised descriptive and reflective writing and were completed on and shortly 

after each visit to the FDC home (see Appendix E for an example of a Visit 

Summary Sheet). In line with ILC project requirements, visits occurred at 

different times across the day including arrivals and departures. Consequently, by 

the end of the sixteen half-day visits, anecdotal records and Visit Summary Sheets 

were generated in relation to each infant’s attendance for an entire day. To 

enhance accuracy, recording methods were discussed in ILC project team 

meetings and suggestions for improvements were noted and implemented when 

necessary. Educators were also offered ongoing opportunities to read and 

comment on all field notes at the time of writing and, also, during later visits. 
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Information gathered included detailed descriptions of the social and physical 

aspects of each setting, for example, details of children in attendance including 

their ages, and the physical environment and facilities. Visit Summary Sheets also 

supplemented digital-video footage by providing information that was useful in 

putting the footage into context, for example, timelines of specific footage, 

routines, children’s illnesses, and interesting conversations that took place. Notes 

regarding non-occurrences such as things that were said to be happening but were 

not observed were also made (Best & Kahn, 2003). Reflective comments were 

added to each Visit Summary Sheet as it was written and as I looked back at 

video-data generated during that visit. Those comments included emerging 

questions, thoughts, feelings and uncertainties. Often, these were discussed with 

educators during later visits. 

Digital-video footage 

As with selection of participants and sites, methods for generating digital-video 

footage were employed in accordance with ILC project requirements. Two 

methods were used: a tripod-mounted camera and baby-cam.  

The tripod-mounted camera was used to record pre-arranged times of 

infants’ days within the FDC home. The decision of what and when to record was 

made in consultation with educators and in response to the ILC project 

requirement of generating data from across the full day of infants’ attendance 

including arrival and departure times. The use of the digital-video as a method 

required careful thought regarding how recording would occur, and the ethical 

implications of recording decisions. Because the aim of the ILC project was to 

understand infants’ lives in group-based care, it was a project requirement that I 

impacted infants’ experiences as little possible. Thus, I was required to adopt a 
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non-obtrusive role when using the tripod-mounted camera, including a non-

interested demeanour. Examples of attempts to adopt that role include setting up 

the camera in a corner of the room and sitting quietly behind it. 

 ‘Baby-cam’ is a small lipstick style video camera that infants wore at the 

side of their head on a hat, with a recording device held in a pocket at the back of 

a customised top (see Sumsion et al., 2011 for discussion and elaboration of the 

ideas presented here regarding baby-cam; also, for images of baby-cam being 

trialled). It was used simultaneously with the tripod-mounted camera which 

provided the wider context for the baby-cam video footage. The two views were 

then placed side by side using StudioCode™ split-screen video analysis software 

allowing for simultaneous viewing of both an approximation of what the infant 

was seeing and attending to, and the overall physical and social context (see, also, 

White, 2009 for discussion of the idea of using split-screen visual perspectival 

lenses as a means of accessing infants' 'voices'). 

Baby-cam was trialled for comfort, safety, ease of use, visual and audio 

quality as part of the ILC project. Nevertheless, the use of baby-cam involved 

ethical and technical challenges resulting in the generation of only a small amount 

of baby-cam data. Several infants wore the baby-cam for up to ten minutes 

without obvious signs of discomfort or concern and, in one instance, the infant 

became involved in preparation of baby-cam (for example, she helped unpack 

baby-cam, placed the hat on her head, and assisted with placing the recording 

device in her pocket). Another infant, however, removed the camera during 

filming. Because it was impossible to ascertain why the infant removed the 

camera it was assumed that their action was an indication of non-consent and the 

baby-cam was removed and packed away. There were also examples where the 

baby-cam technology failed: for example, turning itself off part-way through 
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recording and so forth. Several times, also, the camera moved from its original 

positioning on the infant’s hat and the ceiling or floor was recorded instead of the 

infant’s visual field. These and other technological and ethical issues are 

discussed in Appendix F which comprises a chapter I co-authored for the ILC 

project (Sumsion, Bradley, Stratigos, & Elwick, 2014). The chapter is included 

because it demonstrates many of the uncertainties, risks and confusions that we 

grappled with within the ILC project. It is particularly relevant to the Research 

Design chapter of this thesis as it explicitly articulates our efforts in the ILC team 

to become critically reflexive in the use of baby-cam technologies with infants. It 

also includes explicit discussion of some of the ethical tensions experienced while 

working with baby-cam technology. 

Conversations 

Conversations were held throughout the data-generation phase. They usually 

emerged spontaneously and were often in response to interactions and events 

within the FDC home. As the study evolved and relationships became stronger the 

conversations provided a source of several levels of member-checking (McMillan 

& Wergin, 2002). By this I mean that they enabled a checking of field notes and 

anecdotal records to individual recollections and some access to individual 

meanings attached to specific events. This strategy was particularly useful for 

following up on and discussing events that later became the focus of articles (see, 

for example, Article Four: Elwick, 2015). Part of the ILC project requirements 

included the use of focussed conversations similar to the unstructured interview 

(Punch, 1998) to provide opportunities for educators, parents, grandparents and 

infants to view and discuss edited videos of key segments of data. Although those 

segments of video-data are not reported on in this thesis, the method of co-
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constructing insights was valuable insofar as it provided opportunities for me to 

draw on educators’ practical wisdom (Goodfellow, 2003) and parents’ deep 

familiarity with their infants as I interrogated the notion of infant participation. 

This is illustrated, for example, in Article One (Elwick et al., 2014b) where a 

conversation with one infant’s parents and grandparents revealed the limits of 

reductively explaining that infant’s use of a toy mobile phone according to 

developmental perspectives. 

Reflective journal 

For the duration of the study, a “Field Work Journal” was maintained (Spradley, 

1979, p. 76). It was used to record my feelings, questions, thoughts and tensions 

that emerged during the research process. Individual entries were dated and used 

as a stimulus for discussion with the ILC project team and also my doctoral 

supervisors. This strategy proved particularly successful in helping me to shift the 

research focus in relation to the uncertainties and tensions that emerged during my 

encounters with infants. As illustrated in parts of this thesis, the journal also 

became an important source of data as my focus shifted away from representing 

infants’ embodied lived experiences and ‘perspectives’ towards my own 

embodiment as I opened onto a world that included infants in specific ECEC 

spaces; and the ethical reflexivity and questions that emerged. 

Researcher role 

As noted, because the aim of the ILC project was to understand infants’ lives in 

group-based care, it was a project requirement that I impacted infants’ experiences 

as little possible. For the most part, this required me to adopt a non-participant 

researcher role as suggested by Punch (1998). In collaboration with the FDC 
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educators, I sat in an unobtrusive part of the room and attempted to remain 

uninvolved. Initially my presence caused interest but this subsided after the first 

few visits. Nevertheless, adopting this role introduced several tensions into the 

doctoral study. Those tensions are discussed in the following section. 

During conversations with educators, parents and grandparents I took on 

the role of collaborator and confidant. From the depth of revelations made during 

the conversations it seems that those were the times when they felt most relaxed. 

Ethical considerations 

Applications to undertake the ILC project were submitted and obtained from the 

Charles Sturt University’s Ethics and Human Research Committee. Because the 

doctoral study remained primarily aligned with the ILC project, particularly in 

regards to data generation and use of data in publications, no further applications 

were required. The potential risks to the participants that were considered and 

specific responses are outlined below: 

 Confidentiality: written documentation, video-data, and digital storage 

devices were stored in a locked cabinet. All laptops were password 

protected. Cameras were not left unattended at any time. 

 Pseudonyms were used in all communications. However, due to the nature 

of video-data it was not possible to de-identify all of the data.  Permission 

was sought for any snippets or images that were included in published 

work. 

 Educators were asked permission prior to all recording using video 

cameras. They also retained the right to ask that video cameras be turned 

off at any time and to request that any section in which they or their family 



92 

 

appeared be deleted. Likewise, when viewing edited footage prior to 

sharing it with parents and grandparents, educators could request that any 

section in which they or their family appeared be deleted.  

 Consent was obtained from educators and parents (see Appendices B and 

D). As infants were not able to give informed consent, their assent was 

relied upon (Hurley & Underwood, 2002). Explanations appropriate to 

each participant were provided for older children.  For example, they were 

asked to give a verbal agreement if they wished to engage in the activity at 

that time. Their participation remained voluntary and was for short periods 

of time only. Parents and educators retained the option to withdraw from 

the doctoral study at any time. 

 Privacy of infants’ right to be silent was respected at all times. This notion 

raised particular issues when working with infants as they were not able to 

verbalise whether or not they wanted particular communications shared 

with others. Therefore, infants were closely monitored for any signs of 

reluctance/distress. 

 Issues of consent and confidentiality in private homes: Yee and Andrews 

(2006) outline a number of additional considerations when researching in 

private homes due to the nature of the space. As the data was generated in 

educators’ homes it was possible that I overheard or witnessed family 

related issues of a personal nature, which although not included in the 

study, raised a range of emotions, tensions and dilemmas. For example, it 

was not possible to control who was present in the home and there was, 

therefore, a possibility that people not involved in the study were 

inadvertently included in digital-video footage.  All video-data of infants 
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whose parents had not given consent, and all others who were 

inadvertently filmed and had not consented, were deleted. 

 Privacy in terms of the trusting relationships that were formed: these 

relations enabled access to information that the participants may not have 

considered to be data. This raised questions of what to do with the 

information. Instances were dealt with on an individual basis with minor 

changes being made to protect participant anonymity. 

The turning point: The emerging sense of uncertainty and tension 

As noted, numerous tensions emerged as I tried to meet my responsibilities in 

regards to the ILC project and achieve a coherent design for the doctoral study. 

One tension in particular arose from the ILC project requirement of adopting the 

role of a ‘non-participant’ observer (or perhaps ‘non-visible’ observer is a better 

description as it seemed like I was trying to wear a cloak of invisibility at times). 

Article Two (Elwick et al., 2014a) already illustrates one instance where adopting 

that role resulted in the marginalisation of one infant’s participation during our 

encounter. There are, however, multiple other examples from across the FDC 

homes that made me question the legitimacy of the ‘non-visible’ stance as a 

means of enabling infants to enact their participatory rights during research 

encounters. One specific example involved Harry and his brother who was also 

attending the FDC home (FDC03-DV170510-1-SE). During lunchtime, the 

educator lifted Harry out of his highchair and placed him on the floor near his 

brother who was eating bananas from a bowl. After placing the highchair in the 

corner, the educator walked out of the room into a nearby bedroom (out of sight) 

to prepare Harry’s cot. While she was gone, Harry climbed onto the table and 

reached for his brother’s bowl. His brother leant away from Harry and moved his 
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bowl out of Harry’s reach. It was at this point that Harry turned to look towards 

me and I became concerned for Harry’s safety (although the table was a ‘child-

size’ table it was on a tiled floor). I lifted Harry off the table and placed him on 

the floor next to it. Harry then walked over to me and cuddled my leg. Just like 

our mutual look that is described in Article Two (Elwick et al., 2014a), Harry’s 

look towards me and his action of cuddling my leg suggest that despite my best 

efforts to wear a ‘cloak of invisibility’, Harry saw straight through it and called 

me into question anyway. Moreover, by pretending that those moments of being 

called into question by Harry were not legitimate ‘participatory’ data, Harry’s 

agentic capacities to challenge and resist what was produced by my supposed 

‘bodily’ absence were marginalised. 

Article Three (Elwick & Sumsion, 2013), presented below, outlines further 

tensions that I encountered as I tried to meet my responsibilities in regards to the 

ILC project design and achieve a coherent design for the doctoral study. It also 

provides my attempt to seek ‘solutions’ to some of the perceived tensions. Scare 

quotes are used here as I am unsure that the word ‘solutions’ aptly describes what 

evolved. As noted, my concern was not with finding a solution to research 

approaches that aim to know infants’ experiences of ECEC environments per se. 

Rather, my concern was with interrogating whether or not such approaches 

achieve what they claim to achieve when they state that they are enabling infants 

to enact their participatory rights.  
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The present form: Transformation 

As noted in Part Three, the study that this thesis reports on was philosophically 

and conceptually expansive. Moreover, it was empirically rigorous. According to 

Tracy (2010), empirical qualitative research may be assessed as rigorous if, for 

example, readers are provided explanation of data collection and analysis 

procedures. That detailed information is provided above. Some data analysis 

processes that were used during the study are also outlined. For instance, I 

explained that tripod and baby-cam generated digital-video footage were placed 

side by side using StudioCode™ split-screen video analysis software.  

There were, however, additional analytical processes used in the study, 

including the selection of data to be included in each of the four articles and the 

fifth paper. That selection was based primarily on the questions and uncertainties 

that emerged during research encounters. For example, data related to the look 

that Harry and I shared whilst I filmed him was chosen for inclusion in Article 

Two (Elwick et al., 2014a) because it reflected a moment where Harry’s 

expressions and behaviours called my expressions and behaviours into question. 

But some data was also selected for inclusion in articles because of its apparent 

capacity to unsettle others’ intellectual certainties and doubts regarding infants 

and their pedagogies and practices concerning infants. This is evident in Article 

Four (Elwick, 2015), where images were selected for inclusion because viewers’
4
 

responses to them had invariably been surprise. This was an unexpected outcome 

of using baby-cam technologies with infants as the aim of using baby-cam in the 

ILC project was to gain footage from the physical perspective of the infant. It was 

also thought that baby-cam would provide opportunities for infants to generate 

                                                 
4
 As discussed in the article, the images were edited from digital images that had been shown to 

a number of audiences including the ILC Project team and, also, to ECEC educators at a 
professional workshop. 
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video-data from their own bodily position; thus, hopefully providing a means for 

gaining insights into infants’ experiences from their ‘perspectives’. What emerged 

throughout the doctoral study though is that when viewers watched images 

generated by baby-cam they were invariably surprised and unsettled by what they 

saw. As discussed in Article Four (Elwick, 2015), experiencing that uncertainty 

resulted in many viewers re-considering their perceptions of and projections onto 

infants; and, in some instances, altering their future pedagogies and practices with 

infants.  
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Part Five: Engaging with Data 

I begin Part Five by introducing and discussing the development of the 

unpublished paper that is included in the second section. I conclude Part Five by 

discussing the limitations of the paper, its value, and how it might be revised in 

the future. 

The initial form: The allure of the striking exterior 

The paper that follows was written after a conversation I had with my Principal 

Supervisor regarding the best way to write an additional publication that could be 

included in this thesis. The conversation occurred subsequent to Articles One, 

Two, Three and Four being written and accepted for publication. During the 

conversation we spoke about the possibility of me writing a paper that illustrated 

how data generated by my philosophical-empirical interrogation of infant 

participation in research, could be analysed and reported. Given the timing of the 

conversation, and that each of the four completed articles included data, I left the 

conversation feeling that the fifth paper had to produce something different. 

I therefore searched the participatory research literature concerning infants to gain 

a sense of how I might proceed.  

What I found was that most papers reporting on data generated in 

participatory research with infants do so via second-hand narratives, excerpts of 

video-recordings and observations, or case-studies that are analysed through 

various theoretical and conceptual lenses to gain insights into infants’ experiences 

(see, for example, Engdahl, 2011a, 2012; Pramling Samuelsson & Pramling, 

2009; Stratigos, 2015; Sumsion, Stratigos, & Bradley, 2014). This suggested that 

the best way to write a data paper for this thesis was to select some data for 

inclusion and then analyse and write about it using a Merleau-Ponty inspired 



130 

 

theoretical lens. That decision turned out to be a decision that led to the most 

lengthy and uncertain period of the study, as I tried to come to grips with the role 

of data in a philosophical-empirical interrogation. 

The turning point: The emerging sense of uncertainty and tension 

I started my first draft of the paper on March 23
rd

, 2014.  The final version that is 

presented below was completed on November 19
th

, 2015. It was by approximately 

Draft Two that I wondered whether my decision to engage in a philosophical-

empirical interrogation of infant participation in research had serious limitations 

in regards to utilising the data generated within the study. I simply could not find 

a way to report on the data without slipping into the idealist and intellectual model 

I was critiquing. Nonetheless, spurred on by Merleau-Ponty’s (1964a) insistence 

that philosophical interrogation is not a naive attempt to return to immediate 

experience but, rather it is to work towards its aggrandizement, I continued trying 

to find a productive way forward. What I overlooked, however, was that re-

positioning infant participation in research as a philosophical-empirical 

interrogation subsequently re-positions the role of data in that interrogation.  

As noted in Part Three, the term philosophical-empirical inquiry can be 

understood as an “umbrella term for a range of approaches and perspectives, so 

that bringing together conceptual sophistication with empirical rigour is seen as a 

deliberate project” (Green & Hopwood, 2015, p. 5). I have already highlighted 

where that interaction between conceptual sophistication with empirical rigour is 

evident in this thesis and, particularly within each article. What I failed to 

recognise at the time of writing a ‘data’ paper was the significance of that 

approach to incorporating data into my reports on the study. Instead, I uncritically 

drew on Merleau-Ponty’s comments to reason an approach that involved 
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following the lead of the ECEC participatory research literature concerning 

infants, and reporting my data in usual ways. What resulted is the following paper. 
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Merleau-Ponty’s notion of ‘flesh’ is explored for its methodological 

potential to advance understandings of infant participation in infancy 

research. It is then employed as a heuristic to help deepen perceptions of a 

research encounter that occurred between two infants, an educator, myself, 

and one other child, during a research project that set out to research with 

infants in Australian ECEC settings. One of the infants was transitioning 

into a home-based ECEC setting at the time. It is proposed that such an 

approach may enhance sensitivity toward the limits of assumptions and 

theories regarding infants. Moreover, this heightened sensitivity may result 

in an ethic grounded in the openness and relationality that are at stake 

when endeavouring to enable infant participation. Implications for 

pedagogies and practices concerning infants’ transitions into ECEC 

settings are discussed. 
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Introduction 

The idea that infants should be involved in research, practices and pedagogies 

concerning their lives in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) settings is 

gaining credibility in infancy research. Consequently, concepts such as ‘infants’ 

perspectives’, ‘participation’, and ‘infants’ experiences’ are infiltrating the lexicon 

of related methodologies. Likewise, concepts drawn from philosophers such as 

Deleuze and Guattari, Bakhtin, and Merleau-Ponty are providing sources of 

inspiration (e.g. Sumsion, Stratigos, and Bradley 2014). However, translating 

mailto:selwick@csu.edu.au
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these theoretical models into practice is not straight-forward and their enactment 

provides ongoing focus for discussion, critique and debate (e.g. Harcourt, Perry, 

and Waller 2011). It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that methodologies 

informing the field of participatory research with infants are multifarious, 

contentious and ever-evolving. 

This diversity and debate is not typically considered problematic in related 

literature. On the contrary, many scholars stress the limitations of relying on any 

one methodological approach and, instead, argue for ‘critical academic 

scholarship’ (Farquhar and White 2014, 823) that aims to broaden possibilities for 

researching infancy. However, while ‘critical academic scholarship’ might create 

the desired intellectual and theoretical space for dialogue to occur, 

simultaneously, it has potential to generate many different pathways to knowledge 

production and its representation (Guba and Lincoln 2005). Significantly, also, in 

the ‘participatory/cooperative paradigm’ (Guba and Lincoln 2005, 192) it is 

generally viewed as desirable to go beyond the creation and representation of 

knowledge towards its utilisation in practice by means of some form of ‘action’ 

(201). This suggests that scholarship around participatory research with infants 

requires a focus on advancing the ways in which we understand both the 

theoretical and methodological possibilities for involving infants in ECEC 

research and how knowledge generated through their involvement provides a 

focus for reviewing and perhaps transforming ECEC for infants. 

To that end, the orientation of the argument developed within this article is 

twofold. First, I aim to advance understandings of infant participation in ECEC 

research. Specifically, I articulate my interpretation of Merleau-Ponty’s (1968) 

notion of ‘flesh’ (84) and its interconnection to his notions of ‘écart’ (124) and 

‘reversibility’ (147), both of which I and others have previously explored 
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regarding infant participation (Elwick, Bradley, and Sumsion 2014a). It is argued 

that ‘flesh’ can be employed as a heuristic for deepening perceptions of moments 

spent with infants in research contexts: an experience that may enhance sensitivity 

toward the limits of assumptions and theories regarding infants. Moreover, it will 

be argued that this heightened sensitivity may enhance conditions for researchers 

to re-consider and transform their ethic towards infants in the future. 

The second orientation of the argument developed here is aimed at further 

advancing understandings of how infant participation in ECEC research might 

provide a focus for reviewing and perhaps transforming pedagogies and practices 

concerning infants’ transitions. Specifically, I employ Merleau-Ponty’s notion of 

‘flesh’ to interrogate a research encounter that occurred between two infants, an 

educator, myself, and one other child, during a research project that set out to 

research with infants in Australian ECEC settings (Sumsion et al. 2008-2011). 

One of the infants was transitioning into a home-based ECEC setting at the time. 

 

Advancing Understandings of Infant Participation 

 

Understandings so far… 

 

This is one of a series of articles scrutinising if and how infants can be considered 

‘participants’ in ECEC research (Elwick In press; Elwick, Bradley, and Sumsion 

2014a; Elwick, Bradley, and Sumsion 2014b; Elwick and Sumsion 2013). These 

argue that infant participation can be perceived and experienced with far more 

intensity and nuance than is typically acknowledged in the research literature. 

Furthermore, infant participation is best conceived when research is ethically 

rather than epistemologically framed
5
. Such an argument may seem moot: given 

that most participatory studies concerning infants stem from the infants’ rights 

movement epitomised by the CRC, particularly Article 12 (United Nations 1989) 

                                                 
5
 See Bradley (2015) for discussion of this idea in relation to developmental psychology. 
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and General Comment 7 (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 

2005). Yet, it was this overt ethical positioning that piqued interest in ensuring 

that studies named ‘participatory’ were actually democratic and empowering 

(Elwick, Bradley, and Sumsion 2014b). Typically, such studies are sites of 

‘epistemic’ research: they profess to represent infants’ own experiences or 

‘perspectives’. However, such reports comprise researchers’ constructions of 

these ‘perspectives,’ built using adult categories for understanding infants. 

Moreover, researchers can never exhaustively know the position of another 

person; a difficulty that becomes extreme when verbally reconstructing the 

experiences of infants.  Not that we argued infant participation in ECEC research 

was unimportant or unachievable. Rather, we proposed that it is best realised 

when framed as ethical, not epistemological, practice. 

Elwick, Bradley, and Sumsion (2014a) explored what such an approach 

might look like. Drawing on observational data and Merleau-Ponty’s (1968) 

concepts of reversibility (primordial interconnectedness of self with others and 

things) and écart (the Other always transcends or goes beyond me), we 

emphasised some complex participatory and non-symmetrical relational aspects of 

seeing and being seen by an infant (Harry) whom I was filming. It was during this 

moment of mutual ‘looking’ that I found myself shifting between being a 

reflective embodied ‘seeing’ subject and a reflective, embodied ‘seen’ object: an 

experience that, for me, resulted in bodily responses such as sympathy, anger, and 

uncertainty. Dillon’s (2012) ethics of particularity—modelled on Merleau-Ponty’s 

reversibility thesis—showed my responses afforded possibilities for ethical 

reflection which, in turn, opened new ways for moving forward with Harry in 

practice. Merleau-Ponty’s reversibility thesis holds that researchers and infants are 

always primordially encroaching upon yet differentiated from one another through 
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their actions and expressions during their encounters. Yet researchers can either 

illuminate or block this entanglement through their responses. Researchers can 

allow themselves to be ‘touched’ by this encroachment and differentiation and 

alter their course of action, or not. Either way, their response can be understood as 

an ethic—that is, it reflects their way of conducting themselves towards infants in 

practice. 

Previously, I argued that baby-cam technologies—a miniature 

digital/audio-camera worn by the infant—might positively influence this ethic 

(Elwick In press). Specifically, two sets of corresponding digital-images from the 

study reported here—one set produced by a tripod-mounted digital-camera and 

the other by baby-cam—were juxtaposed. Informal conversations with those who 

had viewed the images addressed the question, ‘what might we perceive or sense 

differently if we look at one filmed-event through two different camera 

technologies, one of which is baby-cam?’ Most viewers responded to the tripod-

generated images, portraying an infant and her surroundings, by applying 

particular meanings to the infant’s non-verbal expressions and behaviours and 

inferring her thought processes. Moreover, when asked to consider the limitations 

of their interpretations, most remained satisfied with their initial thoughts and 

representations. They were surprised, however, when they saw the corresponding 

baby-cam images. For many, exposure to the infant’s viewpoint was so unsettling 

that it led them to re-consider and transform their stated ethic towards infants. 

As stated above, the ‘participatory/cooperative paradigm’ generally holds 

it desirable for participant involvement to influence future pedagogies and 

practices. It is important to acknowledge the potential of baby-cam technologies 

for outwardly realising this purpose. And yet, there are difficulties associated with 

using baby-cam as a participatory approach to researching infancy. Baby-cam 
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technologies can be cumbersome and their use constrained by factors such as 

assent/dissent, cost, and quality of image (Sumsion et al. 2013, 177; Sumsion et 

al. 2011). Here, therefore, I explore alternative heuristics for provoking deepened 

perceptions like those made available by baby-cam technologies. Merleau-Ponty’s 

notion of ‘flesh’ opens one such alternative. 

 

Flesh 

Merleau-Ponty’s notion of ‘flesh’ has received limited attention in relevant ECEC 

literature. An exception is Johansson and Løkken (2014) who employ this idea in 

urging researchers and educators to encounter young children through a sensory 

pedagogy embracing the ‘embodied and intertwined existence of the child, the 

pedagogue and the world’ (888). Following Merleau-Ponty, Johansson and 

Løkken characterise ‘flesh’ as re-configuring dualisms of ‘mind/body’ or 

‘subject/world’ into ‘relational, intertwined and reversible aspects of a single 

fabric: the flesh of the body and of the world’ (890, their italics). This 

characterisation is extended through incorporation of Crossley’s proposal that the 

‘flesh’ of the world comprises ‘the relational intertwining of seer and seen, 

[whilst] the flesh of the body includes the reversibility of sentience and sensible’ 

(890). They further characterise ‘flesh’ as ‘not matter, not mind, not substance’. 

Rather, it is ‘an element of being’ (893).  

Outwardly, this way of employing flesh suggests that Johansson and 

Løkken (2014) are seeking to enhance possibilities of an ethic towards young 

children similar to that proposed here. Nevertheless, the language they use 

regarding ‘grasp[ing] the life-worlds of children’ (895) so that we may ‘help them 

to comprehend various phenomena’ (889) suggests the putative pay-off of their 

conception is ultimately that it helps researchers know or represent children’s 

realities, the better to facilitate children’s learning. Such an approach has a place 
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within ECEC in that ‘getting to know’ a particular infant can influence how I 

orient towards them in practice. But my argument is different: that infant 

participation in ECEC research may be enhanced when researchers discover their 

assumptions about infants’ viewpoints are largely imaginary (for Merleau-Ponty, 

when they discover the transcendence (écart) that always accompanies 

reversibility). It is not ‘getting to know’ babies that makes infant participation 

possible; nor, does ‘getting to know’ provide conditions for an ethic towards 

infants which lets them influence adults in transformative ways. It is allowing 

écart to undermine our own ‘naive confidence’ (Dillon 1997, 157) that provokes 

awareness that our assumptions regarding infants are limited, moving us toward a 

more de-centred experience through which reflexivity can arise. It is this 

reflexivity, I suggest, that provides the conditions for an ethic that allows infants 

to transform who we are and how we behave with them in practice. 

Johansson and Løkken’s (2014) manifold characterisations of ‘flesh’ also 

suggest this term is opaque—and hard to harness to empirical data. As Coole 

(2007) says, ‘flesh’ is metaphorical and under-developed. Merleau-Ponty also 

used it in diverse ways. Hass (2008), however, offers a helpful tri-partite analysis: 

flesh as carnality, flesh as reversibility, and flesh as an element of being (139). In 

the first case, flesh is ‘the carnality and physicality of ourselves and our relations 

in the world’ (138). This sense of flesh can articulate the carnal relations woven 

between viewers, other persons and inanimate things such as cameras, screens, 

visual images and so forth during data-viewing events (Elwick In press). This 

usage was not to give the ‘absurd’ impression that, ‘everything is literally flesh 

and blood’ (Hass 2008, 138), but to emphasise that other persons, and inanimate 

objects are inextricably woven into (and thus mediate, transform and are 

transformed by) our living experience.  
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Flesh as reversibility was evoked when I explored the aforementioned 

mutual ‘look’ I shared with Harry (Elwick, Bradley, and Sumsion 2014a). Here 

Merleau-Ponty’s (1968) reversibility thesis is understood as the reflexivity 

through difference intrinsic to embodied existence: as I looked at Harry and he 

looked at me, my body was an object for Harry (who doubtless saw aspects of my 

body that I did not); but from my perspective, my body was me qua ‘agentic 

phenomenon’ (Coole 2007, 173). The form of reflexivity that arises from 

experiencing this interweaving interiority and exteriority does not preclude violent 

or oppressive responses towards infants: all research encounters are unpredictable 

and even well-meaning researchers cannot control every consequence of their 

actions, nor infants’ capacities for resistance and improvisation. However, I argue 

that this form of reflexivity is capable of rupturing the inert significations and 

presuppositions that typically frame researchers’ understandings of infants in 

ECEC, granting infants existential status and taking the otherness of their bodily 

experience into account.  

The last sense of flesh is, for both Hass (2008, 139) and Johansson and 

Løkken (2014, 893), ‘not matter, not mind, not substance’. Rather, it is ‘an 

element of being’ (893). This meaning is obscure. Coole (2007) perhaps offers a 

more helpful explanation when she writes that this sense of flesh invokes a 

‘plethora of invisible relationships’ (180) which grant flesh its openness and 

generativity. Perhaps every object or form in the world goes beyond its visibility, 

not simply because ‘some of the object’s profiles are literally invisible to the 

embodied perceiver’, but because ‘things do not exist in isolation, [being] 

subtended across time and space by a plethora of invisible relationships’ (Coole 

2007, 180). While this sense of flesh is difficult to comprehend, I suggest it is 

crucial to advancing understandings of infant participation. One reason the 



140 

 

following encounter features in this paper is that it involves a moment when baby 

Amy, who was transitioning into the setting, abruptly stopped crying. This 

moment was not easily explicable by what I could see at the time. 

Hass’s (2008) three senses of flesh are explicitly disjunct and they do they 

exhaust all possibilities of flesh. Rather, they are best understood as ‘expressive 

gestures’ (140) that ‘overlap and co-implicate,’ sometimes indicating further 

unconsidered senses of flesh. As such, I hold that they may provide a heuristic, 

deepening my perceptions of the encounter described below, particularly the 

moment when Amy calmed. However, I undertake this task with trepidation, 

because it is never possible to return to the ‘presence’ of an encounter. This might 

make Amy merely my representation. I take this possibility seriously, particularly 

as I believe researchers’ initial interpretations of experiences with infants are 

typically laden with assumptions, inherited discourses and old habits of knowing. 

Yet this is precisely why we must interrogate such moments: 

It is in experience that discourses, ideologies and sedimented discourses 

and practices are reproduced, and it is in lived experience and perceptions 

of dysfunctions and lacunae that resistance is first motivated and appears . 

. . (Coole 2007, 107) 

 

It is by neglecting the ‘emergent agencies’ that resist and re-configure their 

world—despite the identities and roles ascribed to them by sedimented 

discourses—that dooms analysts to ‘high-altitude thinking,’ and ‘surrenders any 

basis for critical judgement’ (Coole 2007, 107). The key point here is that when 

Amy abruptly stopped crying during the time we spent together, it was so 

unexpected that my body responded in the form of surprise. This pre-reflective 

response (or reflexivity emerging from the de-centred interweaving of interiority 

with exteriority, qua ‘flesh’) suggests that although Amy’s identity and role in the 

encounter were ascribed by my assumptions and discourses regarding infants, she 
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was able to improvise and contribute to forming her world—and my view of it—

regardless. 

I will now contextualise the encounter that underpins the remaining pages 

by providing still-frames from video-footage and accompanying vignettes. 

 

The Encounter 

The still-frames used below are edited from digital-images portraying Amy and 

Sandy—both 11-month-old infants participating in the Infants’ Lives in Childcare 

(ILC) project, and their educator, Rose (Sumsion et al., 2008-2011). One other 

child is visible: Richie—a boy aged three-years-and-7-months. Although not in-

shot, I was present throughout. Amy was transitioning into the setting at the time. 

This was her third visit to the setting and the second time she had met Sandy and 

Richie. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: *Amy (striped top), Sandy, and the semi-opaque material 

* Names changed to protect anonymity. Reproduced with permission from 

participants.  
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Figure 1 depicts Amy and Sandy together immediately following Amy’s 

arrival. Although not visible, Rose and Richie were both in the room. As Amy 

entered the room, Sandy picked up a piece of semi-opaque material and placed it 

over her head, verbalising and looking towards Amy. Sandy then crawled towards 

Amy, reached out with her right hand and touched Amy’s face. Amy moved 

backwards, simultaneously verbalising. Altering her direction, Amy moved 

towards Sandy and sat directly in front of her. Sandy reached out and touched 

Amy’s face again. Rose said to Sandy: ‘Gentle, just be nice’. Sandy reached 

towards Amy’s face, turned away, and crawled towards Rose. Rose said to Amy: 

‘Does Amy want to come and play with us?’ Amy started crying. Rose, sitting on 

the floor, picked up Amy and placed her on her lap. Rose asked all of the children: 

‘Do you want to play peek-a-boo too?’ Rose placed Amy on the floor between her 

legs. Amy started crying. Rose placed Amy back on her lap. 

Ten minutes after Amy’s arrival she remained on Rose’s lap. She was still 

crying and had her dummy in her mouth. In her right hand, Amy held a blanket or 

‘blanky’ brought from home. Sandy and Richie moved towards Rose, and Richie 

picked up the material. He said: ‘I am going to play with it’ while waving the 

material around and laughing. Sandy crawled over and sat next to him. Amy 

stopped crying and looked towards them. Sandy cuddled Richie and stroked his 

hair. Amy continued looking towards them. Rose placed Amy on the floor 

between her legs. Amy started crying. Rose placed Amy back on her lap. 

Twenty-four minutes after Amy’s arrival, Amy was still crying and sitting 

on Rose’s lap. Rose picked up the material and rubbed it over Amy’s hands and 

body, moving it up towards Amy’s face. With stroking movements Rose 

gradually placed the material over Amy’s head. Richie picked up a second piece 

of identical material and placed it over his head. Sandy picked up one edge of 
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Richie’s material, climbed underneath and sat next to him. Amy stopped crying 

and looked towards them. She made no attempt to remove the material from her 

head. Rose placed Amy on the floor. Amy’s expression did not visibly change. 

 

 

Figure 2: *Amy, the semi-opaque material, the toys, and me (behind the 

camera)  

 

Twenty-eight minutes after Amy’s arrival, Rose stood and moved away 

from Amy (see Figure 2). Amy’s expressions and behaviours did not visibly alter. 

Sandy moved towards Amy and sat approximately one metre away. Amy 

continued to sit under the material while occasionally looking towards Sandy. 

Rose placed the threading toy under the material with Amy and then moved 

behind Amy and out of Amy’s line of sight.  

Thirty-three minutes after Amy’s arrival, Amy removed the material from 

her head and crawled towards Sandy and Richie. She stopped mid-way to pick up 

a small toy. Looking across to Richie, Amy verbalised and held out the toy in his 

direction. Amy looked back towards Rose and then across the room to me. She 

then crawled towards Sandy and sat next to her. They both touched and picked up 

various toys around them. 
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Employing ‘flesh’ to deepen perceptions of the encounter 

One of the many dilemmas I experienced while choosing the above images and 

writing the accompanying vignettes is revealing—both methodologically, and 

regarding the profit of employing ‘flesh’ to deepen perceptions of moments such 

as those described here. 

 

The dilemma of conceptualising infant participation 

It was while struggling to find words to compose the above vignette without 

adopting a stance that posited Amy or Sandy’s existential presence according to 

my assumptions, inherited discourses and old habits of knowing babies, that I was 

struck by the incongruity of my desire to both further conceptualise infant 

participation and to engage with the ‘flesh’ that might precede such forms of 

conceptuality. Yet, despite this incongruity, it was while thinking and writing 

about the encounter that I furthered my understandings of both Amy and Sandy’s 

involvement and deepened my perception of the time we spent together. Indeed, 

the more I composed the vignette, the more I became aware that my desire to 

further conceptualise infant participation had blinded me to the subtleties and 

nuances of the girls’ participation in the ‘flesh’. The initial focus of my visit was 

to video Sandy’s morning at the ECEC setting, as she was the officially 

designated ‘participant’. Amy, on the other hand, had not been awarded such 

‘participatory’ status as she had begun to attend the setting too close to the 

completion of the data-gathering phase. Accordingly, my attention was primarily 

directed towards Sandy and, thus, Amy’s involvement was rendered marginal. 

Indeed, it was not until the moment that Amy abruptly stopped crying whilst 

sitting under the semi-opaque material that my body responded to her presence in 

the form of surprise—a pre-reflective response that led me to consciously re-focus 
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my attention away from Sandy and towards Amy. At the time, my actions did not 

strike me as controlling. However, it is now obvious that this is precisely what 

they were. By entering the encounter with a pre-conceived notion of infant 

participation, I not only exercised my ‘researcher’ power to decide who and what 

counted in regards to ‘participation,’ but I also conceptually obscured the 

complex, reversible and differentiated interplay between myself and the girls that 

became palpably evident to my body when Amy’s cries ceased. 

This revelation was disturbing. However, it forced acknowledgment that, 

in the ‘flesh,’ both girls and I encroached upon one and another in complex ways 

that circumvented my conceptually imposed boundaries. Evidence of this 

circumvention intensifies if the three senses of flesh are employed to emphasise 

how Rose, Richie, the semi-opaque material, the dummy, and Amy’s ‘blanky’ 

were inextricably woven into what emerged during those moments through 

multiple complex reversible (but differentiated) visible and invisible relationships. 

Take, for example, the moment when Amy first entered the room. Instantly, 

Sandy moved towards her, only to turn after a short while and move back towards 

Rose. Often, Sandy looked in Amy’s direction, sometimes smiling, and sometimes 

reaching out to touch Amy’s face. Once, Amy moved backwards away from 

Sandy. Yet, moments later, she moved towards Sandy and sat directly in front of 

her. This time, Sandy moved backwards, but only after she touched Amy’s face 

once more. Possibly, Sandy’s touch was a response to Rose’s words: ‘gentle, just 

be nice’. However, these same words suggest apprehension, as if Rose had to 

remind Sandy of the ‘niceties’ of welcoming a new person into the home-based 

setting. Possibly, Rose’s awareness of Sandy’s actions in relation to my presence 

engendered in her a sense that she needed to guide Sandy to behave in ways 

towards Amy that she felt I might perceive to be ‘appropriate’. Or, maybe, 
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Sandy’s familiarity with the home, the educator, Richie, and myself engendered in 

her a sense that she had a role to play in ‘welcoming’ Amy into the home—

maybe, in response to Rose’s more explicit invitation, ‘Does Amy want to come 

and play with us?’. Interestingly, this is an opinion that Rose voiced during a 

conversation towards the end of my visit. 

There is something so utterly simple about each of these interpretations—

so knowable, and easily representable. Yet, writing about these moments and 

engaging with the varied foci and possibilities made me realise just how much 

was ‘swept over by my look’ during the moments I spent with the girls. Perhaps 

this is what Merleau-Ponty (1968) meant when he stated that: 

 . . . every visible involves a ground which is not visible in the sense that . . 

. [it] slips under the gaze or is swept over by the look . . . hence . . . [i]n the 

very measure that I see, I do not know what I see . . . which does not mean 

that there would be nothing there, but that the . . . perceived world . . . is 

the ensemble of my body’s routes . . . . What it does not see [the look] is 

what makes it see, is its tie to Being . . . is the flesh wherein the object is 

born. It is inevitable that . . .  in principle it [the look] disregards Being and 

prefers the object to it, that is, a Being with which it has broken, and which 

it posits beyond this negation.  (247—248) 

 

It makes sense that during the encounter the ensemble of my body’s routes 

comprised my ideas of infant participation. But, possibly, they also included my 

knowledge of ECEC policies and literature concerning infants’ transitions; 

knowledge that perhaps limited my ‘look’ to these ways of seeing and positing the 

‘transitionary’ moments in Amy’s life. 

One focus of such policies and literature is the importance of relationships 

as pedagogy when working with infants (e.g. Brooker 2012, 2014). Often, the 

relationship that is of most interest is the relationship established between the 

educator and infant: with clear links identified between the securities offered by 

this relationship and infants’ optimal learning and development. Moreover, it is 
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typically thought that objects—such as the dummy visible in Amy’s mouth in 

Figure 2, may provide infants similar feelings of security by providing a ‘defence 

against anxiety’ (Winnicott 1971, 4) in situations such as when some person on 

whom the infant depends is absent. Conceived by Winnicott (1971) as 

‘transitional objects’, some argue that items such as ‘blankies’ and dummies have 

become so entrenched within ‘belief systems and customs concerning young 

children’ that in some countries they are normalised within ECEC transition 

practices (Jones et al. 2012, 52). It is this ‘normalisation’ and the generalisations 

and universals implied that are of concern here. If Merleau-Ponty is correct, then 

collectively their effect can be to ‘break the tie to . . . the flesh wherein such 

objects are born’; possibly, excluding other discourses, ways of seeing, and ways 

of engaging with infants in the process. If so, it is reasonable to conclude that, 

despite their importance, such foci offer only a small glimpse into the ‘’flesh’ 

wherein Amy’s transition ‘was born’. 

One visual object that may help clarify what was ‘swept over by my look’ 

is the semi-opaque material, particularly if the third sense of flesh is employed to 

emphasise that every object or form in the world goes beyond its visibility. This 

material was made from colourful gauze-like cloth of approximately one metre 

square. The surface of its red fluid shape folded and wrinkled as the contrasting 

vertical stripes bent and flowed while constantly catching the light streaming in 

through a large window along one side of the kitchen. It is evident now that this 

motion between the material and light emerged alongside the motion between my 

‘look’ and ‘flesh’, including the afore-mentioned reversible and differentiated 

interplay between myself, Amy, Sandy, Richie, and Rose. As such, the material is 

not easily reducible to my own experience of it as an object or resource for 

infants’ play. Take the interplay between Rose and the material, for example. For 
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her, the material seemed to offer different possibilities than those that haunted my 

‘look’, including the possibility of a shared game of ‘peek-a-boo’. Likewise, 

Sandy’s actions of placing the material over her head as Amy entered the room 

and later cuddling Richie and stroking his hair while he waved the material in the 

air, suggest the material offered her possibilities that may have included, but also 

gone beyond, providing an opportunity to play ‘peek-a-boo’. Meanwhile, the 

increasing tempo, volume and pitch of Amy’s crying and its sudden cessation at 

twenty-five minutes after her arrival as she sat, on her own, underneath the 

material suggests that it offered her body spatial possibilities that are only 

beginning to be explored in ECEC policies and literature concerning infants. 

It is argued, for example, that much research informing policy and 

regulatory standards regarding infants is ‘space blind’ (Sumsion, Stratigos, and 

Bradley 2014, 45, their italics) in that findings are typically generated from within 

particular regulated spaces. Moreover, conceptions of space regarding ECEC 

provision for infants typically emphasise the physical space available, its use, and 

arrangement; along with regulation of these elements. Nevertheless, discussion is 

emerging concerning the importance of infants’ bodies in space (e.g. Elwick In 

press; Elwick, Bradley, and Sumsion 2014a). Also, and specific to literature 

concerning infants’ transitions, Brooker (2014) offers a richer notion of space by 

defining it as comprising physical, social and organisational dimensions that can 

shape, and be shaped by, young children. Here, ECEC space is similar to 

Merleau-Ponty’s (1964) description of space as having a ‘depth’  (174) that is not 

an empty void comprising ‘points’ and ‘lines’ (Merleau-Ponty 1968, 195) as if a 

measurable distance could be drawn between them. Rather, space is the site of the 

‘where’ within which one becomes inextricably intertwined with, and 

differentiated from, the human and non-human world (Merleau-Ponty 1964, 173). 
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It is this coming together and coming apart through carnal, reversible, 

visible and invisible relations that, for Merleau-Ponty (1968), devastates 

conceptually imposed boundaries and emphasises the idea that in the ‘flesh’ such 

boundaries are permeable and fluid. Perhaps, for Amy, her transition into ECEC 

space was somewhat marked out by the porosity of the boundaries present in-

between her body, the material, and the world beyond. At this juncture, even as 

the material’s red fluid shape folded, wrinkled and encircled Amy—in what 

Merleau-Ponty might call an ‘embrace’ (271), the boundaries remained porous 

and fluid as light, movement, air, Rose, Sandy, Richie, myself and so forth leaked 

through and animated the solitude within. This is space of a different order to that 

which typically dominates ECEC literature, policy and regulations; and to that 

which focussed my ‘look’. Here, there is little to be generalised, universalised, 

‘normalised’ and measured. Instead, the taken-for-granted regarding Amy’s 

transition is contextualised, individualised (and yet, interwoven with the world 

and others), and multiplicious. In Merleau-Ponty terms, it is the claiming of a 

location—a ‘milieu’ (1968, 88) from which Amy may inhabit and interpret the 

ECEC setting in her own particular and individual style. It is the ‘milieu’, so to 

speak, that provided part of the setting of perception for Amy: the location of the 

‘coiling over’ (Merleau-Ponty 1968, 146) of the flesh, where the seer and seen, 

toucher and touched, worked on each other in a sort of reversible interweaving 

through écart that simultaneously connected Amy to, and disconnected her from, 

the larger ECEC space and its human and non-human elements. Given that Amy 

crawled towards Sandy and Richie immediately after sitting under the material for 

approximately nine minutes, perhaps it was also the ‘milieu’ that enabled and 

facilitated formation of the abovementioned relationships so sought after in the 

ECEC literature concerning infants. Described as such, it is also a ‘milieu’ that 
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hints towards the potentiality of such moments of carnal interweaving in ‘flesh’ 

for unsettling assumptions regarding how best to support infants’ transitions, so 

opening possibilities for imagining and re-imagining ECEC practices differently. 

 

Conclusion: Infant Participation and Infants’ Transitions  

The argument developed within this article is twofold. First, it is aimed at 

advancing understandings of infant participation, my argument being that 

employing ‘flesh’ as a heuristic may enable researchers to deepen perceptions of 

moments spent with infants in research contexts: an experience that may enhance 

their sensitivity toward the limits of their sedimented discourses, theories and 

assumptions regarding infants. I proposed that this heightened sensitivity may 

enhance conditions for researchers to re-consider and transform their ethic 

towards infants in the future. Second, I argued that fleshly responses woven by 

infant participation might provide resources to review and transform pedagogies 

and practices concerning infants’ transitions.  

In regards to advancing understandings of infant participation, this article 

has perhaps produced more questions than answers. Outwardly, Merleau-Ponty’s 

notion of ‘flesh’ provided a useful heuristic for deepening my own perception of 

the moments I spent with Amy and Sandy and enabled me to clarify what was 

‘swept over by my look’ during our time together. The possibilities and questions 

opened via this clarification were multiple. The possibility materialised, for 

example, that infant participation was incorrectly conceived as a direct and un-

mediated relationship between myself and either Amy or Sandy. Rather, infant 

participation seemed to be situated somewhere in the encroachment of the 

intertwining of  myself, Sandy, Amy, Richie, Rose, the semi-opaque material and 

so forth as we came together and came apart through multiple dynamic, situated 

and complex visible and invisible relationships. If this possibility is plausible, it 
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gives rise to noteworthy questions regarding infant participation: for example, 

where is infant participation located?  

Given the limits of ‘looking’ identified here, it seems reasonable to 

conclude that infant participation is only partially located in what one observes 

when spending time with infants in ECEC research contexts. Possibly, infant 

participation is also located in the ground which is not visible—in the ‘flesh’ that 

is ‘swept over’ by the look. If so, then infant participation might be located in the 

ruptures that are created when ones’ observations slip and shudder in the 

encroachment of the intertwining between self, others and the world that, for 

Merleau-Ponty (1968), is inescapable in ‘flesh’. For me, such a rupture occurred 

when Amy unexpectedly stopped crying. By using Merleau-Ponty’s notion of 

‘flesh’ to sink deeper into that hiatus, and seeking sense along the way, my ways 

of looking at and behaving towards both girls were ultimately reconfigured
6
. This 

reconfiguration, I suggest, can be understood as an ethic grounded in the 

‘openness and relationality that are at stake’ (Coole 2007, 247) when 

endeavouring to enable infant participation: not least because it acknowledges 

Amy and Sandy’s existential presence during those moments (and, one might 

argue their existential presence through the multiple complex invisible temporal 

and reversible relationships that link those past moments to my present) but also 

because it is responsive to their capacities to improvise and help form their worlds 

regardless of the structures I used to constrain them. Moreover, and in relation to 

the second aim of this article, that reconfiguration revealed new possibilities for 

thinking about and discussing future pedagogies and practices concerning infants’ 

transitions. One such possibility was that Amy’s transition was similarly situated 

                                                 
6
 There are similarities between the discussion of this idea and the work of Collins (2010) 

who uses ‘flesh’ to explore how artwork reconfigures the act of looking. I fully 
acknowledge her contribution to my thinking and writing in this regard. 
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somewhere in the encroachment of the intertwining of  herself, Sandy, Amy, 

Richie, Rose, myself, the semi-opaque material and so forth as we came together 

and came apart through multiple dynamic and situated complex visible and 

invisible relationships. 

Implications for pedagogy based on this provocation include messages 

regarding the importance of acknowledging that individual infants will manage 

and experience their transition in ways that may align with, but also go beyond, 

the generalisations and universalities implied in the ECEC transition literature 

concerning infants (and implied in researchers’ looks). With this in mind, there is 

scope to review and perhaps transform some of the dominant frames of reference 

that currently underpin transition practices and pedagogies concerning infants. For 

example, emphasis on the contextual, symbiotic and carnal nature of infants’ 

transitions in the ‘flesh’ offers challenge to the assumption that the educator-

infant relationship—thought to be so pedagogically crucial to supporting infants’ 

transitions—is a direct and un-mediated dyadic relationship. Instead, the 

relationship can be understood as influenced and mediated by multiple 

overlapping dynamic sources, including other children and pieces of material, 

each of which may enhance or diminish the transition process
7
. But, also, 

consideration of the contextual, symbiotic and carnal nature of infants’ transitions 

in the ‘flesh’ provokes the idea that more can be done to understand how infants 

manage their own transitions through the (re)positioning of their bodies in ECEC 

‘policy and regulated’ space. Through this lens, consideration might be given 

towards the availability of multiple and diverse resources for infants to alter the 

boundaries of ECEC ‘policy and regulated’ space to suit their own bodily needs, 

                                                 
7
 This idea extends Brooker’s (2012, 2014) findings that infants draw on multiple 

resources during the transition process, including peers, textiles and furnishings within 
their immediate environments. 
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knowing that any one particular resource may not afford infants the same 

possibilities that ‘haunt’ our own ‘professional’ ways of knowing that resource. 

Consideration might also be given to the ways in which this (re)-positioning of 

spatial boundaries might enhance and facilitate formation of relationships between 

infants, educators, and peers. Finally, perhaps consideration might be given to the 

possibility that the spatial nature of infants’ transitions in the ‘flesh’ has much to 

offer how space is conceived in and regulated through policies concerning infants. 

Hopefully, through such considerations, the encounter described here may dwell 

in others’ thoughts and imaginations, perhaps continuing to rupture assumptions 

and reveal new possibilities for thinking and talking about future pedagogies and 

practices concerning infants’ transitions. 
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The present form: Transformation 

Reviewers generally responded positively to the paper, particularly in regards to 

my attempts to “push the boundaries within early childhood research, and to come 

to terms with an important issue, ie: infant participation” (Reviewer comments, 

November 5, 2015). However, they shared a concern that the paper collapsed 

when I chose to adopt narrative accounts of encounters in ECEC settings. They 

each argued that this kind of data presentation is typical of early childhood 

literature and not in keeping with what I was trying to achieve.  

For me, the main problem with the paper is associated with complex issues 

of temporality and the question of whether or not it is possible to claim to be 

thinking from within an encounter when so much time has passed. I thought about 

this issue a lot as I wrote the paper and, indeed, in the paper I attempt to explicitly 

address the issue. And while it would be easy for me to continue on a similar path 

of reasoning here, I am not sure that it is a productive path to take — particularly 

when Amy and Sandy’s human rights to participation and to freedom of 

expression (United Nations, 1989) are at stake. I tend to think that once the 

encounter is in the past, then it is quite difficult to do anything different than what 

is already done in the ECEC literature. In other words, it is difficult not to present 

data in the form of a vignette, transcript or the likes thereof, and then analyse and 

write about it from a disembodied distance (although I am not convinced it is 

entirely disembodied or distanced as I am still intrigued by the moment of surprise 

described in the paper). The inevitable outcome of that approach is similar to what 

I have argued against; that is, it produces an idealised and abstracted account of 

those moments that is presented entirely by me. 

Nevertheless, there is value to the paper; particularly in terms of my own 

learning and development as a researcher; and, for others, in terms of 
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understanding the complexity of infant participation in research. In regards to my 

own learning and development, the process of writing the paper required me to 

learn about a philosophical idea (flesh) that was completely new to me and it 

required me to learn how to bring that idea together with the concept of infant 

participation and with empirical data. Moreover, it was through my efforts to 

bring those elements together that I developed an enhanced awareness of the 

limitations of my own behaviours towards infants. This is evident, for example, 

where I describe my struggle to compose a vignette without representing Amy or 

Sandy according to my assumptions, inherited discourses and habits of knowing 

babies in the process (how does one do that?). In short, as a result of endeavouring 

to produce the paper and engaging in the learning it required, I learnt the limits of 

my ways of looking at, thinking about, and behaving towards infants. As a result, 

I will enter into my next encounter with infants quite differently. This change in 

my own ways of looking at, thinking about, and behaving towards infants 

suggests that when infant participation in research is re-positioned as a 

philosophical-empirical interrogation, part of the role of data in that interrogation 

is to contribute towards furthering researchers’ learning and development 

regarding their own pedagogies and practices concerning infants.  

In regards to the value of the paper for others, I feel that the paper offers 

opportunities for recognising the complexities of infant participation in research. 

For example, the paper particularly emphasises the limits of researchers’ 

observations as a means of enabling infant participation in research. I also note the 

possibility that infant participation is incorrectly conceived as situated in a direct 

and un-mediated dyadic relationship between the researcher and the infant (which 

is mostly how the relation is conceived when researchers set out to know infants’ 

experiences and ‘perspectives’). Instead, I argue that infant participation is 
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situated somewhere in the encroachment of the intertwining of researcher, infant, 

other persons, material objects and so forth as they come together and come apart 

through multiple dynamic, situated and complex visible and invisible relationships 

in practice. What this means is that efforts to enable infant participation in 

research also require consideration of these other mediating influences and how 

they may enhance or diminish infants’ opportunities for and capacities to enact 

their participation. Regardless of whether or not I might have misrepresented the 

contribution of Amy and Sandy to the development of these ideas and arguments, 

they are still worth considering: not least, because they may stimulate 

conversation and debate regarding infant participation and, in the process, unsettle 

researchers’ intellectual certainties and doubts regarding infants and their 

pedagogies and practices concerning infants. 

There is, however, a second problem with the paper that will be addressed 

when it is revised. For me, the paper is too complex and I have included too many 

ideas that would each benefit from more explanation. Given that this thesis might 

be publicly available prior to that revision, my plans are outlined only briefly 

here. There is sufficient content in the paper for it to be presented as two papers 

(at least). I envisage that one paper might be written along similar lines as Article 

Two (Elwick et al., 2014a), where empirical data is used to illustrate Merleau-

Ponty’s (1968b) concept of flesh, and its applicability to developing 

understandings of infant participation in research (particularly the broader 

influences and mediating forces of infant participation). A second paper might 

bring the current focus on infants’ participatory rights into conversation with the 

broader context of infants’ human rights. This would provide scope, too, for 

engaging explicitly with the historical and contested nature of infants’ human 

rights, which I have already noted as something this thesis has not done. The role 
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of data in that paper might be to illustrate how even the most well-meaning 

researchers (including me) can inadvertently disrespect infants’ human rights in 

the very process of trying to respect them. That illustration could be partly 

achieved by exploring moments where Amy’s agentic power to resist my 

marginalisation of her participatory rights (by evoking a response in me despite 

my intent to label her as a non-participant) might also extend to my inadvertent 

marginalisation of her other human rights. While such a paper would not alter the 

fact that my time with Amy and Sandy has passed and that I cannot change how I 

enabled her to enact her rights during our encounter, it is a step towards ensuring 

that similar forms of unintentional marginalisation might be avoided in the future.  
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PART SIX: CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 
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‘Nico’ (1986) reproduced with permission from artist Paul Elwick. Not to be 

reproduced without artist permission. 

 

Part Six: Concluding Thoughts 

It might seem strange and provocative even to conclude a doctoral thesis related 

to ECEC research by returning to the portrait of Nico. However, as stated in the 

Introduction, when I first came across the painting of Nico I was unaware that it 

was a portrait, or even of who Nico was. Instead, the painting had a depth that 

kept pulling me back to look at it again, and again, and again. Many of the key 

themes of Nico’s life and my experience of viewing the portrait of Nico resonated 

deeply with the themes and insights that emerged during the doctoral study and 

that have been reported on in this thesis. The depth and multiple foci, the vibrancy 

yet sombreness, the sense of uncertainty and tension evoked, and the questions 

engendered about what lies beneath the striking exterior are what draw me back to 

Nico again and again. The depth and multiple foci, the vibrancy yet sombreness, 
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the sense of uncertainty and tension evoked, and the questions engendered about 

what lies beneath the striking exterior of infant participation are what I have 

endeavoured to report here. In that regard, this thesis is a portrait too. It portrays a 

philosophical-empirical interrogation of infant participation in and through 

research that emerged as I tried to negotiate ethical and participatory relations 

with the infants involved in the study, from within the complexities of the 

moments we shared. It is a portrait that is both limited and enabled by my own 

histories, my own projected futures, my habits, beliefs, and discourses. In that 

way it has offered a chiaroscuro rendering of infant participation in or through 

research evoking both well-lit and shadier sides of endeavours to enable infant 

participation in research practice. My emphases offer a different rendering of 

infant participation in research than the current focus that holds infant 

participation to be achievable via researcher interlocutors, since they reveal that 

knowing and thematising infants’ experiences and ‘perspectives’ can no longer be 

thought of as necessarily enabling infants to efficaciously enact their participatory 

rights. 

I begin the conclusion by bringing that portrait more sharply into focus. To 

do that I return to the eventual aim of the study and reflect on to what extent I feel 

I was able to achieve it. I also outline the major insights and implications arising 

from within the study. I then add finer detail to the portrait by highlighting the 

contributions of the study, its limitations, and avenues for further research. 

A portrait of a philosophical-empirical interrogation of infant 

participation in research 

The eventual aim of the study was to learn how best to negotiate ethical and 

participatory relations with the infants involved in the study, from within the 

complexities of the moments we shared. Achieving that aim was influenced by 
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my commitments to contributing to a just and humane world for infants, where 

infants are regarded as fellow human beings (Alderson et al., 2005; Christensen & 

Prout, 2002) and recognised as bearers of human rights (Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 2005; United Nations, 1989). Achieiving that 

aim was also influenced by Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology (1962, 1964b, 

1968b), which positions research as an embodied, situated and relational practice. 

Throughout this thesis I have argued and empirically illustrated that once 

research is positioned as an embodied, situated and relational practice, then it is 

problematic to impose pre-determined ideals and conceptions regarding ethical 

practice and infant participation onto that practice. Instead, it is necessary to 

acknowledge that the meanings of ‘ethical’ and ‘participatory’ always develop 

ambiguously between researchers and infants in specific times and spaces; and, as 

such, are also always mediated and influenced by other persons, objects (such as 

baby-cam technologies and images) and a broader social, cultural and historical 

context. In light of that argument, it would now be contradictory to offer a 

decontextualised reflection regarding the extent to which I feel I was able to 

negotiate ethical and participatory relations with the infants involved in the study 

reported on here. 

Nevertheless, if I am right to argue that it is by recording and engaging 

with the perturbations that infants create in one’s own experience that one defines 

how researchers are ethical towards infants then there have been many ethical 

moments documented throughout this thesis. For example, in Article Two (Elwick 

et al., 2014a) I documented one such moment when I drew on Dillon’s (2012) 

ontology of becoming and ethics of particularity to explore my own carnal 

responsivety to Harry’s presence (participation) during our encounter, and 

particularly to a look that he directed towards me while I was filming him. 
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Another moment is documented in the fifth paper when I describe a 

phenomenological lurch occasioned when Amy suddenly stopped crying — an 

event which was so unexpected that I viscerally responded to her presence and 

accompanying behaviours and expressions in the form of surprise. As discussed 

throughout the paper, it was by recording that sense of surprise and engaging with 

the questions it provoked that my ways of looking at and behaving towards both 

Amy and Sandy were challenged and ultimately reconfigured. In light of these 

examples, and other examples documented throughout the thesis, it seems 

reasonable to claim that throughout the study relations emerged between myself 

and the infants that were ethically-relevant — and participatory. 

The following three major insights that were generated from within the 

study further emphasise the importance of acknowledging the embodied, situated 

and relational nature of ethical and participatory practice: 

Major insights 

1. There was often an unperceived gap between my intentions to enable 

infant participation in research and my actions in practice. 

What consistently emerged as I embarked on a philosophical-empirical 

interrogation of infant participation in research was the realisation that despite my 

best intentions to enable infants to enact their participatory rights during our 

encounters, I often unwittingly behaved in ways that contradicted those intentions 

in practice. Furthermore, I did not become aware of those contradictions until the 

second year of the study, which was when I deliberately turned my attention away 

from researching and writing about infants’ bodies towards researching and 

writing about my own bodily responses as I opened onto a world that included 

infants (and others) in specific times and spaces; and the ethical reflexivity and 
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questions that emerged. It was through making that shift that I developed 

awareness that infants are always present and participating in research encounters 

whether their presence and participation is embraced or not. Indeed, as I have 

argued throughout this thesis, it is possible to limit infants’ presence and 

participation to one’s own readings and representations of infants’ experiences 

and thought processes. It is also possible to rely upon documents such as Article 

12 (United Nations, 1989) and General Comment 7 (Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 2005) — and traditional ‘participatory’ 

methodologies and methods — to reason that one’s research with infants is ethical 

and participatory. However, what emerged as I developed awareness of my own 

carnal responsivety to infants during our encounters was that it was through that 

responsivety that infants often challenged my ethical certainty and reasoning, and 

affirmed their participation in unexpected ways. This suggests that simply relying 

on one’s own cognitive judgement and reasoning to argue that one’s own 

behaviours towards infants are ethical and participatory, is problematic. It also 

suggests that engaging with one’s own carnal responsivety to infants during 

research encounters, and the questions and uncertainties provoked, is essential to 

establishing any emancipatory discourse concerning infants’ involvement in 

research
8
. 

2. There is a potential gap between the rhetoric of infant participation in 

research and how infant participation is negotiated between researchers 

                                                 
8
 When reviewing this thesis prior to submission, my Associate Supervisor asked who this 

discourse is emancipating – me or the infants. This is a question that has no easy answer as I tend 
to think it might be both. In a sense, engaging with my own carnal responsivety to infants in this 
study has contributed to my own emancipation as a researcher insofar as it has enabled me to go 
beyond some of the habitual research practices that I felt confined by. However, it has also 
(hopefully) contributed to emancipating the infants involved in the study inasmuch as their carnal 
presence during the study was not limited to my representations of their experiences and 
‘perspectives’. This suggests that the emancipatory discourse/s I am referring to involve both 
researchers and infants. 
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and infants in specific times and spaces. 

Reliance on parts of children’s rights documents such as Article 12 (United 

Nations, 1989) — and traditional methodologies and methods for involving 

infants in research — to reason that one’s research with infants is ethical and 

participatory might not be limited to the study reported here. Indeed, as I argued 

in the Introduction, the type of research reported in this thesis represents a 

significant departure from what is typically practised with infants, and what is 

commonly reified in participatory research literature concerning infants. Most 

participatory research with infants is framed as a desire to know infants’ 

experiences and ‘perspectives’ via observation of their expressions and 

behaviours (see, for example, Engdahl, 2011b; Stratigos, 2015). It is uncommon, 

therefore, for the ways in which infants observe and affect researchers to be 

explored. Moreover, although many researchers who seek to involve infants in 

research, via knowledge of infants’ experiences, acknowledge the uncertainty of 

the state of knowledge achieved, I found no evidence of sustained questioning of 

the effectiveness of that approach as it was enacted and negotiated with infants in 

practice. Instead, it appears as if that acknowledgement of uncertainty might act as 

a form of disclaimer that enables researchers to feel comfortable that their 

tentative conclusions of infants’ experiences provides all infants opportunities to 

efficaciously enact their participatory rights in research regardless of individual 

circumstances and contexts. Indeed, to my knowledge, this thesis provides the 

first example of a sustained, situated, and empirically-informed philosophical 

interrogation of infant participation in research. If that is the case, then the 

possibility of a gap existing between the rhetoric of infant participation in research 

and how infant participation is negotiated between individual researchers and 

infants, as they encounter one another in specific times and spaces, is high. If such 
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a situation is left unquestioned then it has potential to eventuate in a state of 

affairs where the ideals of ECEC participatory research with infants are humane 

and respectful, even though what unfolds between individual researchers and 

infants in specific times and spaces is not. 

3. Researchers’ reliance on parts of children’s rights documents such as 

Article 12 (United Nations, 1989) to reason infant participation in 

research has potentially been to the detriment of infants’ broader human 

rights. 

As noted in Part Two, what is often not spoken about in the participatory research 

literature concerning infants is the idea that infants’ participatory rights are 

grounded in the notion of their rights to freedom of expression (see, for example, 

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2005; United Nations, 

1989). In Part Three, I also noted that adopting the view that infants are fellow 

human beings requires acknowledgement that they, along with all children, are 

“prima facie the beneficiaries of human rights articulated under all the 

international human rights treaties by virtue of their status as human beings” 

(Tobin, 2011, p. 67, original emphasis). What this means is that Article 13 (United 

Nations, 1989), and all human rights as articulated under all international human 

rights treaties should be viewed as essential counterparts to Article 12 (United 

Nations, 1989). And yet, within the participatory research literature concerning 

infants, Article 12 has captured most attention with little mention being made of 

infants’ broader human rights. What has become evident throughout the study 

reported here is that, when infants’ broader human rights are brought into focus, 

then the practice of ‘including’ infants in research via reports of their experiences 

and thought processes is not as ethical and participatory as it outwardly appears. 
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For example, when that practice is considered alongside Article 13 of the CRC 

(United Nations, 1989) that states that freedom of expression is also a 

fundamental human right, then researchers’ propensity to speak on behalf of 

infants is questionable insofar as it limits infants’ expressions and behaviours to 

what can be brought into representation by researchers. What I have consistently 

illustrated throughout this thesis is that when ethical and participatory practices 

are considered to be embodied, situated and relational then it becomes evident that 

infants often go beyond, and even disrupt, researchers’ representations of infants. 

Moreover, as I have argued throughout, those disruptions to researchers’ rational 

and cognitive explanations of infants are particularly relevant to issues concerning 

infant participation. Given that this is just one example of going beyond Article 12 

(United Nations, 1989) to consider current practices concerning infant 

participation in light of infants’ other human rights, there is a distinct possibility 

that considering other examples will be equally revealing. 

The collective implication 

Collectively, the implication of these three insights is that simply promoting ideals 

of infant participation, and unquestionably employing traditional methodologies 

and methods regarding infant participation in research, is inadequate and even an 

obstacle to ensuring those ideals are realised in practice. I use the term ‘obstacle’ 

because throughout the study reported here, I found it particularly difficult to 

disrupt or even challenge accepted ideals regarding infant participation, and 

accepted methodologies and methods thought to enable infant participation in 

practice. As noted in the Introduction, there were many times that I felt like 

foreigner trying to find the words to articulate what I was proposing in a way that 

others could understand (and, at times, in a way that I could understand). The 
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more I tried, the more evident it became that there are some deeply entrenched 

ways of seeing infants — and habits of knowing and behaving towards infants — 

that saturate research practices; and, practices and pedagogies concerning infants 

more generally. There were many times, too, where I felt it would be much easier 

to remain within the boundaries of conventional approaches to participatory 

research with infants, rather than pushing those boundaries as I have. However, 

there are reasons why I persisted. 

As I have argued and illustrated throughout this thesis, infant participation 

emerges in relation to researchers’ own histories, own projected futures, habits, 

beliefs, and discourses concerning infants. Those ‘habits’, therefore, should not be 

ignored, or simply acknowledged and then let be when establishing any 

emancipatory discourse concerning infants. Indeed, that approach will not actually 

change anything for infants. It will also not challenge any of the dysfunctions and 

injustices that emerge when those ‘habits’ play out in practice with infants. What 

this suggests, to me, is that engaging in a philosophical-empirical interrogation of 

infant participation in research should not be seen as a ‘one-off’ occasion. Instead, 

it should be perceived as an ongoing and responsive way of being with infants that 

can help ensure alignment between the ideals of infant participation in research 

and how infant participation is negotiated between researchers and infants in 

specific times and spaces. 

The finer details: The contributions of the study, its limitations and 

avenues for further research 

Contributions 

The major contribution of this study is that it challenges and reshapes the reason 

for engaging in participatory research with infants. Throughout this thesis, I have 
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argued that participatory research with infants is often motivated by researchers’ 

aspirations to respond to infants’ participatory rights as outlined in Article 12 

(United Nations, 1989), and to know more about infants’ experiences of ECEC 

environments from infants’ ‘perspectives’. It is an approach to researching 

infancy, therefore, that is underpinned by the assumption that infants are able to 

effectively enact their participatory rights via researchers’ reports of infants’ 

experiences and ‘perspectives’. And yet, as I have argued and empirically 

illustrated, that assumption is problematic. It takes for granted, for example, that 

researchers can easily access infants’ perspectives via observation and 

interpretation of infants’ expressions and behaviours; that researchers can move 

closer to knowing infants’ ‘perspectives’ by employing concepts such as 

‘listening’, and by using multiple data sources and interpretations; and, that 

researchers categories of understanding align with how infants experience their 

worlds (Elwick et al., 2014b). In the fifth paper included in Part Five and the 

accompanying discussion, I also illustrated that reporting on data generated in 

research with infants via second-hand narratives or case-studies is problematic 

when endeavouring to enable infant participation. What this study does differently 

is that it provides an alternative rationale for engaging in participatory research 

with infants. That is, to enable infants to affect and alter the researcher. 

The implication of this shift is that participatory research with infants is no 

longer about knowing yet more facts about infants’ experiences or ‘listening’ to 

their ‘perspectives’ in some metaphorical way. Rather, it is about developing 

awareness of one’s own carnal responsivety to infants in specific times and 

spaces; and, allowing oneself to be affected and influenced by what flows through 

that responsivety. As illustrated in Article Two (Elwick et al., 2014a), Article 

Three (Elwick & Sumsion, 2013), Article Four (Elwick, 2015), and the fifth paper 
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include in Part Five, re-shaping participatory research with infants in this way also 

has consequences for research methods, for data generated via those methods, and 

for analysis and reporting of generated data. It is therefore a shift that has 

potential to not only alter one’s own practices and pedagogies concerning infants, 

but to also create new possibilities for re-envisioning how infancy research may 

be practised in the future. 

This thesis also provides new conceptual and theoretical understandings 

that can be used by future researchers. As noted in the Introduction, throughout 

the study I often stepped away from the ECEC literature to seek inspiration from 

other scholarly sources. Those sources were diverse and were derived from within 

the fields of anthropology, aesthetic theory, contemporary film-theory, visual-

research methodology, and a range of philosophies including those of Plato 

(1937), Matt Dillon (1997, 2012), Don Ihde (1979, 2002), Vivian Sobchack 

(1992, 2004), and Merleau-Ponty (1962, 1964b, 1968b). One consistency 

throughout all of the main sources referred to, however, was their connection to 

the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty. By taking that diverse approach I was able to 

expand possibilities for conceptualising infant participation in face-to-face 

research encounters (Elwick et al., 2014a), and encounters mediated by video-data 

(Elwick, 2015; Elwick & Sumsion, 2013). I was also able to critique how 

Merleau-Ponty’s (1962, 1964b, 1968b) phenomenology is typically used in the 

ECEC participatory research literature concerning infants, and establish an 

alternative. 

This thesis also contributes to understandings regarding the importance of 

critiquing current practices employed in participatory research with infants in light 

of their broader human rights. As noted in Part Three, the theoretical orientation 

that underpinned this study was influenced by commitments that included 



174 

 

contributing to a just and humane world for infants, where infants are regarded as 

fellow human beings (Alderson et al., 2005; Christensen & Prout, 2002); and 

recognition of infants as bearers of human rights (Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 2005; United Nations, 1989). Those 

commitments required acknowledgement that infants, along with all children, are 

“prima facie the beneficiaries of human rights articulated under all the 

international human rights treaties by virtue of their status as human beings” 

(Tobin, 2011, p. 67). That acknowledgement broadened the focus from the CRC 

(United Nations, 1989) and particularly Article 12 which outlines children’s 

participatory rights — to include all other Articles such as the aforementioned 

Article 13 — and, also, all other international treaties such as the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (United Nations, 2016, March 16). By 

doing so, it revealed that when infants’ broader human rights are brought into 

focus then it raises questions regarding the effectiveness of current practices 

employed in participatory research with infants; such as, whether or not limiting 

infants’ expressions and behaviours to what can be brought into representation by 

researchers effectively enables infants to enact their rights to freedom of 

expression. That revelation, hopefully, may lead to an enhanced appreciation that 

infants’ participatory rights, as outlined in Article 12 (United Nations, 1989) and 

General Comment 7 (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2005), 

are intricately intertwined and connected with their other human rights. Perhaps, 

too, this may assist researchers to better meet their responsibilities concerning 

infants’ rights as outlined in the CRC (United Nations, 1989) and other 

international treaties. 

A further contribution of this thesis is that it offers an alternative to a “top-

down and idealist imposition” (Sobchack, 2004, p. 3) of ethics onto research 
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encounters with infants. It does so by teasing out and revealing some of the deeper 

bonds and reciprocal but asymmetrical relations that researchers share with infants 

in practice, and through which the “ethical impulse surfaces” (Burke, 1993, p. 

xxx). What might eventuate from development of such an appreciation is 

illustrated in each of the four articles and the fifth paper. In particular, what they 

illustrate is that when the ethical relation in participatory research with infants is 

conceived as embodied, pre-reflective, reflexive and asymmetrical, then the 

researcher’s own carnal responsivety to infants is capable of rupturing inert 

significations and presuppositions that frame their understandings of infants, and 

ECEC pedagogies and practices concerning infants. These four articles and the 

fifth paper, therefore, offer researchers useful resources for developing awareness 

of the deeper bonds and relationships they share with infants in practice, and the 

ethical reflexivity that is provoked through those relationships. 

Along similar lines, this thesis provides researchers with an in-depth 

example of a philosophical-empirical interrogation of infant participation in 

research. As noted, to my knowledge, there are no other similar examples 

currently available. In that regard, this thesis provides researchers with an 

example of what is involved in engaging in an emerging manifesto of research 

that deliberately sets out to “bring together conceptual sophistication with 

empirical rigour” (Green & Hopwood, 2015, p. 5). It does so by providing in-

depth documentation of the theoretical orientation, the research design, the role of 

data, and the uncertainties and tensions encountered, as I came to grips with what 

a philosophical-empirical interrogation of infant participation in research entailed 

in practice. However, this thesis has relevance beyond the field of ECEC and 

participatory research. For example, it might provide a useful resource for 

researchers hoping to employ a similar program of research in relation to any 
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concept of interest such as those with an interest in the concept of practice (see, 

for example, chapters included in the edited text by Green & Hopwood, 2015). 

The limitations of the doctoral study 

Some limitations of this study have been noted. For example, in Article Three 

(Elwick & Sumsion, 2013), Article Four (Elwick, 2015) and the fifth paper, I 

noted that my own situated observations of infants were both enabled and limited 

by my own histories, my own projected futures, my habits, beliefs, and 

discourses. I also highlighted that other researchers would have opened onto those 

same moments differently and, certainly, from a different embodied perspective; 

thus, most likely, they would have pursued a different set of questions and 

problems than those I pursued.  

What I have not noted, though, is the possibility that the questions and 

problems that I pursued potentially took my attention away from other, equally 

important, questions and problems. It is also possible that my decision to present 

the thesis as a series of publications focussed my attention in particular ways 

insofar as each publication required me to consider journal requirements (such as 

word count and the journal’s audience) when deciding what foci were important. 

This is perhaps evident in relation to the concept of embodiment. Throughout this 

thesis and the included articles I have drawn on related literature to write about 

my experiences of being embodied, and the relations and reflexivity that emerged 

through that embodiment, as I spent time with infants. I have also drawn on 

relevant literature to write about the problematic aspects of thematising infants’ 

embodied experiences as a means of enabling infant participation. Nevertheless, 

further attention could have been given to theorising and problematising the 
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concept of embodiment by situating my discussions in the much larger 

philosophical debate that surrounds it. 

As noted, adopting the view that infants are the bearers of human rights 

also requires me to acknowledge the limitations of not engaging more explicitly 

with the historical and contested nature of children’s human rights (Cantwell, 

2011; Tobin, 2011). Although infants’ participatory rights were a focus 

throughout the study, it was not until the final two months of writing of the 

exegesis that infants’ broader human rights emerged as important to ensuring 

infant participation. Given that importance, it is possible that my lack of early 

engagement with the broader issues concerning infants’ human rights may have 

led to me inadvertently disrespect those rights. It is also likely that engaging with 

the historical and contested nature of infants’ human rights may have raised 

entirely different issues and problems regarding the notion of infant participation 

in research than those that I pursued here. 

Also noted, was that my commitment to viewing infants as fellow human 

beings requires me to acknowledge the limitations of the age-based criteria that 

were used to include and exclude particular children in the study. Some 

researchers, such as Christensen and Prout (2002) and Salamon (2015), view the 

use of age-based criteria to determine involvement in research as unethical. 

However, I am not sure that it is quite that straightforward. As noted in the 

Introduction, in order to align with the ILC project, the doctoral study targeted 

infants as participants. Because of the vast increase in the use of single words 

during the latter half of the second year of life (Nixon & Gould, 1999), it was 

decided that children within the age range of birth to 18 months would be invited 

as participants. That decision, no doubt, excluded particular children from the 

study. In that regard, it is a decision that has ethical ramifications insofar as 
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children over the age of 18 months were not able to influence how the study 

evolved, or the understandings developed. However, the ethical ramifications of 

excluding children over the age of 18 months should not be located purely in the 

negative. By that I mean that my decision to focus on children under the age of 18 

months can also be located in the affirmative inasmuch as it led to new 

understandings regarding ethical and participatory practice with infants. 

In the final week of writing this exegesis, a new limitation of the doctoral 

study became apparent; that is, the interconnection between the concepts of infant 

participation and infant assent. While I have touched on issues of infant assent in 

Part Four, and also in the Baby-cam chapter included in Appendix F, it is not a 

concept that I have given considerable attention. That now strikes me as 

problematic and in the following section I note it as an avenue for further 

research. It is possible, for example, that if I had problematised current ways of 

conceiving infant assent alongside problematising current ways of conceiving 

infant participation in research, it might have revealed serious limitations and 

implications to assuming infant assent in the study reported here. 

Avenues for further research 

Two of the limitations outlined above offer avenues for further research. The first 

is how infant participation in research is implicated by the human rights context in 

which the CRC (United Nations, 1989) was formulated. Cantwell (2011) notes, 

for example, that increased attention towards children’s human rights has 

sometimes resulted in approaches or actions that are at variance with the “human 

rights community” (p. 47). This is particularly evident, according to Cantwell 

(2011), in activities that promote “participation rights” without regard to many of 

the Articles that intersect to outline the details of those rights (p. 54). When left 
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unquestioned, it can result in the “grave violation” of those rights (p. 54). 

Examples of such variance have been documented throughout this thesis. For 

instance, I have argued that infants’ participatory rights are not often seen as 

counterpart to infants’ rights to freedom of expression. That said, this line of 

enquiry may prove useful in ensuring that the focus on infant participation in 

research does not inadvertently undermine the value of, or possibly violate, 

infants’ other human rights. 

A second avenue for further research is the relationship between infant 

assent and infant participation. The concept of assent in research, for example, is 

informed by multiple discourses that each offers a different way of understanding 

and employing the concept in research (Dockett & Perry, 2010). It is a concept, 

too, that has led to dissent amongst researchers (Wilkinson, 2011). When viewed 

in light of infants’ human rights as outlined in the CRC (United Nations, 1989) — 

including their participatory rights — infant assent is also a concept that might 

present particular challenges to researchers. For example, Beazley et al., (2011) 

note that children’s right to be protected from exploitation, as outlined in Article 

36, is particularly problematic when seeking their consensual involvement and 

ensuring that information generated via their involvement is appropriately 

disseminated. They also emphasise that fundamental to rights based research is 

the idea that “informed consent of children cannot be assumed from parental 

consent” (p. 172). Ideas, such as these, raise interesting questions regarding 

current practices of engaging infants in participatory research. For example, they 

make it possible to question whether or not researchers’ reliance on parental 

consent and their own personal judgment to ensure infants are ‘consensually’ 

involved in participatory research provides an effective response to infants’ rights 

to be protected from exploitation in that research. 
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A third avenue for future research involves pursuing a more explicit in-situ 

and empirically informed focus on the interaction between the concept of infant 

participation and the concept of practice. In this thesis, my focus was on infant 

participation in research. For that reason, educators’ practice with infants was not 

a focus. However, many of the ideas that I have explored throughout this thesis 

are potentially relevant to educators and their practices and pedagogies concerning 

infants. It is not unreasonable, for example, to consider that educators might 

benefit from developing awareness of their own carnal responsivety to infants and 

the importance of that responsivety for developing ethical and participatory 

relations with infants. Indeed, an example of what might eventuate from such a 

focus is provided in Article Four (Elwick, 2015) where I noted that when a group 

of ECEC professionals viewed images generated by baby-cam they were 

invariably surprised and unsettled by what they saw. As discussed, experiencing 

that uncertainty resulted in many of those professionals questioning their own 

ways of objectifying and representing infants; and, in some instances, altering 

their future pedagogies and practices with infants. This suggests that further 

research exploring the possibilities of methods, such as baby-cam, for enhancing 

educators’ responsivety to infants would be worthwhile (perhaps, for example, 

through in-situ practice-based training sessions). 

Concluding comments 

This thesis has been described as a portrait of a philosophical-empirical 

interrogation of infant participation in research. It is a portrait that emerged as I 

tried to negotiate ethical and participatory relations with the infants involved in 

the study, from within the complexities of the moments we shared. In that regard, 

it is a portrait that portrays the processes involved in an endeavour to enable infant 
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participation in research, including the tensions and uncertainties of infant 

participation; and, also, its possibilities. By painting that portrait, I am hopeful 

that this thesis connects differently with audiences; perhaps, capturing their 

interest in ways similar to how Nico captured mine. What I hope most, though, is 

that the time and effort it took to go beyond conventional approaches to 

participatory research with infants, and to go beyond what is perhaps expected of 

a thesis reporting on research concerning infants, will contribute to destabilising 

current perspectives and dominant discourses; thus, inviting new perspectives and 

discourses for re-envisioning infants, research concerning infants, and infant 

participation, along the way. 
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Appendix E: Sample Visit Summary Sheet 

Visit Summary Sheet 
Carer: M  

Infant participants: Z (.11); AO (.11) 

Others present: L (3.7) 

Date:  5
th

 November 2009 

It is sunny, clear and warm day (expected top mid 20s).  It is cool in the house.  

There is no background noise and the house is very quiet.  The purpose of the visit 

today is to film routines including bottles and going to bed; also, AO and Z 

together.     

9.30am I arrive.  Z and L are playing in the kitchen/diner – they are at 

opposite ends of the room.  AO has not arrived yet so I am able to 

film arrival.  Preparation for this and also discussing progress and 

organising future dates with M.    

10.00am DV footage of AO arriving.  Mum and Nan are dropping off.  When 

AO arrived Z was still in kitchen/diner with L.  She crawled to front 

area following M.
9
 AO’s mother thought that AO had a soiled 

nappy.  M checked immediately after Mum had left but the nappy 

wasn’t soiled.  

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 1 (0.00.00-02.15.52) 

10.05am DV footage of inside time.  AO had just arrived and both AO and Z 

were still in the hallway near the front door.  M was standing on the 

right side of the camera footage (just out of shot).  Z made several 

attempts to reach out and touch AO.  During this episode M went to 

the backdoor to speak to a friend.  AO became upset when Z 

approached near middle of episode (04.34.25 on timeline).
10

 

L also included in footage – good example of interactions in group.  

The front doorbell rang towards the end of the episode (M wasn’t 

expecting anyone).  It turned out to be a man delivering a 

newspaper.
11

  I stopped taping as I was in the doorway and had to 

quickly move out of the way. 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 2 (02.15.56-10.19.24) 

10.15am DV footage of inside time following the visit from the newspaper 

man.  AO is still upset at the start of footage and is seated on M’s 

                                                 
9
 AO and Z have not seen each other for a fortnight. 

10
 This became an obvious pattern in the episode – most times Z approached AO, AO would cry.  

M thought it might be because AO has not had a lot of contact with other children.  Also, that AO 
might be jealous of Z as AO’s mum had mentioned that M was a lot like AO’s Nan. 
11

 This happens each week and M mentioned that the children are quite used to him staying and 
chatting at the front door for a few minutes. 
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knee (M is on floor).  Footage includes Z interacting with L and 

feeling his hair. 

AO still upset most times that Z approaches. 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 3 (10.19.28-21.18.16) 

10.30am DV footage of inside time continued (changed camera slightly).  AO 

quite upset still (Z nearby).  At approximately 23.24 on the timeline, 

M was seated on the floor with AO on knee.  M reached for the see 

through curtain and started to introduce it to AO.
12

  M can be heard 

talking about the process of hiding AO so that she could see but not 

be seen as easily. 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 4 (21.18.20-31.11.68) 

10.45am DV footage of L and Z interacting with a pretend cup of tea.  Z 

laughing throughout.
13

 M also can be heard interacting with both.
14

  

AO still seated on own under the material. 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 5 (31.11.72-33.39.52) 

10.50 DV footage of AO after she had taken the fabric off herself.
15

  Z, M 

and L also present. 

AO started to move around the room and selected toys to look at. 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 6 (33.39.56-36.55.48) 

10.55 DV footage of AO and Z near each other in the kitchen/diner.  This 

is the first time they had been near each other since AO had been 

upset, and since AO had removed fabric cover from self.  M seated 

on floor on right hand side of camera shot.
16

  L had left the room to 

go toilet; he re-enters during filming.  AO can be heard verbalising 

as she touches the magnets on the fridge. 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 7 (36.55.52-41.04.00) 

                                                 
12

 M mentioned that she intentionally did this slowly; first covering parts of AO’s body and then 
her face.  I had the camera focussed on L and Z who were on the floor nearby.  Afterwards it 
eventuated that AO became settled when covered with the fabric (even when approached by Z); 
to the point that M was able to leave her on the floor and move away (and even leave the room 
quickly at one point). 
13

 Z can be heard saying ‘ta’.  This is the second word M has heard her say.  Hello was the first.   
14

 M directed this episode quite a bit.   
15

 She appeared more settled than prior to being covered by fabric. 
16

 It was quite interesting to note that when AO had moved away from M, Z went over and 
‘cuddled’ M.    
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11.00am DV Footage of AO, Z, M and L in kitchen/dining room.  M was 

taking some photos during this time.
17

  M also left room to wash 

hands.  On her return she brought out some puppets for the children.   

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 8 (41.04.04-44.06.76) 

11.05am  DV footage of Z, L and AO in kitchen/diner with puppets and other 

toys.  M is seated on floor.  Z and L can be seen together with 

puppets.  During the episode, AO drops her dummy out of her 

mouth.
18

 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 9 (44.06.80-50.51.40) 

11.15am  DV footage of Z and AO interacting with a small red pan and other 

toys.
19

  AO became upset during episode.  I stopped filming when Z 

and AO moved away from each other. 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 10
20

 (50.51.44-53.02.80) 

11.25am  DV footage Z and AO in hallway prior to nappy changes.  M off to 

right side of camera footage (in hallway); moves to left side part 

way through approx 53 on timeline). 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-1-SE) – Episode 11 (53.02.84-end) 

11.30am  Lunch preparation – all children playing back in kitchen/dining 

room while M preparing food etc. 

 

11.35am 

Tape 2 

inserted 

DV footage of lunch preparation and lunch time.  Z and AO in 

doorway of kitchen/dining together. 

FDC02-DV051109-2-SE) – Episode 1 (0.00.00-35.15.28) 

12.15pm 

 

 

DV footage of AO and Z standing at a chair together.  Part way 

through (approx 36.28 on timeline) Z can be seen waving to M who 

was at the kitchen sink and waving.
21

 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-2-SE) – Episode 2 (35.15.32-36.59.44) 

                                                 
17

 M mentioned that she purposely sat back to see whether AO would become upset again.  She 
felt that Z may have shown some awareness of not wanting to make AO cry (for example waiting 
for AO to leave prior to seeking attention).  Z can also be seen watching AO prior to approaching. 
18

 It had been in her mouth constantly since becoming upset. 
19

 M felt that Z was trying to share the toys with AO. 
20

 Nappy changes were going to be done at the end of this footage but when M took AO out, Z 
started to crawl after them.  The next footage (Episode 12) picks up both infants in the hallway 
prior to nappy changes. 
21

 Nappies were checked after this. 
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12.25pm 

 

DV footage of Z and AO having bottles.
22

 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-2-SE) – Episode 3 (36.59.48-42.28.80) 

12.30pm DV footage of preparation for sleeps.  Also, going to bed (Z).
23

 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-2-SE) – Episode 4 (42.28.84-43.36.24) 

12.35pm 

 

 

DV footage of preparation for sleeps.  Also, going to bed (AO).
24

 

 

(FDC02-DV051109-2-SE) – Episode 5 (43.26.28 – end) 

 

What were the main issues or themes that struck you in this contact? 

 As noted last week, I was mindful of checking whether Z was turning her 

back on me when filming (therefore possibly not providing consent).  

However, I felt that there was no evidence of Z purposely turning away 

from me.  Evidence supporting this includes a number of times that she 

looked directly at the camera and continued on with what she was doing 

(without turning her back).  Also, as noted last week, M tends to sit with 

the children and facing me.  This means that when Z faces her she has her 

back to me.  I mentioned this to M and she tried on several occasions to sit 

with her back to me, or side on to me.  Each time she did this I noted that 

Z did not notably turn her back on me (there were a number of times she 

was playing and the toys were opposite me so she sat with her back to me).  

I tried to focus on gaining some footage when M wasn’t seated with the 

children but this was quite difficult as she spends considerable time with 

them
25

.  Most of the times that she wasn’t present it was because she was 

preparing for routines (lunch, sleep), also when she opened the door (the 

children usually followed). 

 AO became upset most times that Z approached her.  Z appeared to want 

to interact – she offered AO toys on occasions.  M felt that Z was trying to 

play with AO. 

 When M covered AO with fabric she became settled – this was a really 

interesting event as AO had been quite unsettled prior to this.  She 

remained settled most of the time after the event.  During later footage it is 

evident that AO appears more comfortable to be near Z, and on occasions 

approaches her. 

 Z frequently watched AO and M interacting. 

                                                 
22

 It appears that Z consistently feeds herself while lying on the floor.  M sits next to her. 
23

 Z settled straight away – no sounds. 
24

 AO settled in approx 2-3 minutes. 
25

 AO was upset for some of the time this morning which may have influenced the amount of 
time that M stayed on the floor. 
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 Z approached L on a number of occasions and appeared to be interacting.  

What do you need to do on next visit? 

 J to take photos of Z’s favourite places (AO hasn’t been attending long 

enough).   

 Collect footage of AO and Z together 

 Continue trialling Baby Cam 

Any concerns? 

None 
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Appendix F: Baby Cam Chapter 
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