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ABSTRACT The concept of early childhood education and care (ECEC) as ‘social justice’ is contested 
and complex. In this article, the author calls on a historical perspective to critically reflect on social 
justice in ECEC. The author does this by exploring the early history of free kindergartens in Sydney, 
Australia. The author demonstrates, through this example, that the idea of ‘social justice’ has long been 
at the core of ECEC work in Australia. The work of the pioneers of early childhood education in 
Australia has tended to be minimised as little more than middle-class ‘do-gooding’ that perpetuated 
middle-class ways of knowing. Revisiting this history, the author argues that these early advocates, 
operating within the confines of their time, constructed free kindergartens as contributing to social 
justice. Understanding of present constructions of ECEC has much to gain from revisiting and 
critiquing this early history. A critical and respectful understanding of the history of ECEC enables 
contemporary advocates to place themselves within a long, hard-fought, though sometimes misguided 
and often controversial, tradition. 

Introduction 

In the call for papers for this special issue, the editors noted that the concept of social justice is 
complex and diverse, and went on to claim that it remains contested amongst those who call on it 
as the foundation of their practice. Whilst many advocates argue that early childhood education 
and care (ECEC) can contribute to ‘social justice’, the term itself is rarely defined. One possible 
explanation for the tendency not to define social justice is that, when immersed in the present, 
contemporary understandings about what social justice ‘is’ can seem ‘natural’ and ‘self-evident’, 
and thus become ‘taken-for-granted’ truths. Historical research is an important way of making 
visible the multiple contemporary concepts of social justice. 

History helps us understand the present. As Benjamin (2001, p. 2) states: ‘everything that 
exists in the present has come out of the past, and no matter how new and unique it seems to be, it 
carries some of the past with it’. Consequently, we cannot hope to understand contemporary 
approaches to social justice in early childhood without some understanding of where these ideas 
‘came from’. History, and in particular the ‘history of the present’ (Foucault, 1979, p. 31), also helps 
us to critically reflect on the present. It provides a distancing that frees us from the immediacy of 
the current context, helping make ‘the familiar strange’ (Baker, 2001, p. 29) and providing a lens 
that can disrupt the natural, taken-for-grantedness of the contemporary, so that naturalised 
ascriptions of meaning become visible and open to critique (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). 

In this article, I explore a ‘moment and place’ in history – the emergence of free kindergartens 
in Sydney, Australia – when advocates constructed the provision of ECEC as a socially just 
endeavour. Some of the arguments these advocates made resonate soundly in the contemporary 
context; others appear anachronistic and are highly problematic from a contemporary perspective. 
However, the understandings gleaned from exploring these arguments can help us to think about 
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the present situation. The purpose of this article, then, is not to provide an exhaustive account of 
the history of ECEC as social justice, nor yet ‘to arrive at a replacement knowledge’ about social 
justice, but rather, by exploring how ECEC was constructed as a socially just endeavour at the 
particular moment and place in history described, it aims ‘to disrupt the certainties of the present: a 
profoundly sceptical move’ (Kendall, 2001, p. 26). I begin by outlining the contemporary 
understandings about social justice and ECEC that have informed this article. 

Social Justice and ECEC 

The idea of a socially just society has been evident since the beginning of written records – Plato 
and Aristotle each discussed the concept (Zajda et al, 2006) – albeit based on a highly stratified 
society. Social justice is also implicit in many religions (for instance, the concept of tzedakah in 
Judaism and the idea of just distribution of wealth in Islam). It is Luigi Taparelli d’Azeglio – a 
Sicilian priest – however, drawing on the work of St Thomas Aquinas, who is generally considered 
to be the first to have coined the term ‘social justice’ in 1840 (Zajda et al, 2006). By the late 
nineteenth century, the term began to be used by social reformers concerned with the plight of the 
poor (Zajda et al, 2006). 

In essence, today, social justice is about equity and fairness, peace and harmony. It alludes to 
issues of human dignity and human rights, and operates at both a collective and individual level 
(Ho, 2011). At a collective level, a socially just society is one which prioritises the welfare of its 
citizens through systemic and structural social arrangements that protect disadvantaged members 
(such as those with disabilities), ensure equitable access to opportunity (for example, workforce and 
social participation pursuant to capacity – often referred to as ‘social inclusion’), and contribute to 
the fair redistribution of resources and access to socially valued commodities (for example, through 
fair wages, supplements and community facilities) (Zajda et al, 2006). At an individual level, a 
socially just society is one in which there is a consensus amongst citizens that society is fair, and 
where individuals have as much freedom as possible, given their role in society. Hence, according 
to Zajda et al (2006, p. 11): ‘true social justice is attained only through the harmonious cooperative 
effort of the citizens who, in their own self-interest, accept the current norms of morality as the 
price of membership in the community’. Whilst morals are socially constructed beliefs about what 
is right or wrong, and can be ‘just’ or ‘unjust’, a socially just society is built on a morality concerned 
with human dignity – that is, where there is respect for the intrinsic worth of individuals 
(Schachter, 1983). Moreover, social justice is related to, but not analogous with, human rights and 
freedoms. Although human rights have been enshrined in the United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights since 1948, it is only through a socially just society – that is, one 
which has just systems and structural processes in place – that human rights can be actualised (Ho, 
2011). 

ECEC has the potential to contribute to social justice through the process of facilitating 
greater equity in the distribution of resources. For example, by assisting children from marginalised 
groups to develop foundational skills, ECEC contributes to children succeeding at school, and 
ultimately gaining employment, thus ameliorating the effects of disadvantage (Pianta et al, 2009). 
Furthermore, ECEC provides support for parenting and enables women who would otherwise be 
burdened with childcare to access education and employment (McCartney et al, 2007; Lush & 
McMullen, 2008). The construct of ECEC as contributing to social justice by facilitating equitable 
distribution of resources has been particularly dominant in policy since the late 1990s, when 
scientific understandings about the importance of experiences in the early years for later 
development gained currency (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2006). 
It is now a widely used, rarely challenged construct underpinning approaches to poverty reduction. 
For instance, the World Bank (2012) asserts on its website that early childhood development 
programs ‘encourage greater social equity ... [and] can modify the effects of socioeconomic and 
gender-related inequities, some of the most entrenched causes of poverty’. 

ECEC also contributes to social justice through its potential to challenge oppressive practices. 
This construct of ECEC is predominantly found in scholarly writing. For instance, several writers, 
who are largely informed by feminist and post-structural ideas, have argued that ECEC critical 
pedagogy can work towards creating a more just society. Through critical pedagogy, educators 
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recognise, engage with, interrogate and challenge unjust and intolerant practices associated with, 
for example, social class, race and gender by challenging stereotypes and oppressive practices (see, 
for instance, Cannella, 1997; Dahlberg et al, 1999; De Lair & Erwin, 2000). ECEC also contributes 
to children’s understanding of social justice by helping children to distinguish between ‘fair’ and 
‘unfair’ behaviour, and develop concepts of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ actions. Constructs of ECEC as 
challenging oppressive practices are evident in several international ECEC curricula (Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2006). The Australian national curriculum 
document Belonging, Being and Becoming: the Early Years Learning Framework for Australia, for 
example, encourages educators to draw on critical pedagogies that ‘offer insights into issues of 
power, equity and social justice’, and has as one of its principles that educators ‘take action to 
redress unfairness’ (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2009, pp. 11, 
13). Further, one of the outcomes for children in the framework is ‘to become aware of fairness’ 
(Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2009, p. 26; for a discussion of 
social justice in the framework, see Millei & Sumsion, 2011). This form of socially just ECEC 
requires educators to recognise how power operates through political, economic and social systems 
and practices, and how this power operates to benefit some and marginalise others, as well as to 
commit to social reformation by working at the local level. 

Socially just ECEC also enacts children’s rights. The most universally accepted articulation of 
children’s rights is the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which has 
been ratified by all countries in the world except for Somalia and the USA. A fundamental principle 
of the UNCRC is expressed in Article 3, which states that: ‘in all actions concerning children ... the 
best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration’.[1] Whilst the UNCRC is intended to 
steer government policies on matters concerning children in relation to provision, protection and 
participation, the ideas articulated in the UNCRC also underpin the work of many early childhood 
advocates. In Australia, for instance, the UNCRC is a foundational document underpinning Early 
Childhood Australia’s (2006) ‘Code of Ethics’ – a statement about the appropriate and expected 
behaviours of Australian childhood educators. 

So, in relation to contemporary ECEC, social justice can be seen to operate in at least four 
ways, by facilitating greater equity in the distribution of resources, challenging oppressive practices, 
supporting moral development and enacting children’s rights. The apparent contemporaneousness 
of these constructs of ECEC as socially just work can suggest that it is a modern phenomenon. As I 
demonstrate in this article, however, by examining the early history of free kindergartens in 
Sydney, Australia, it is possible to see that social justice has been at the core of ECEC since its very 
inception in Australia at least. 

The article draws on data gathered as part of a larger study in which a range of original 
historical sources was examined (Wong, 2006). These sources included public, government and 
professional texts from 1890-1915. Informed by social constructionist understandings (Gergen, 
1999) and using critical discourse analysis (Burman & Parker, 1993), part of that study identified a 
number of texts in which ECEC was constructed as ‘socially just education’. These texts were re-
examined for the current study with a particular emphasis on identifying incidences reflecting the 
principles of social justice outlined previously (facilitating greater equity in the distribution of 
resources, challenging oppressive practices, supporting moral development and enacting children’s 
rights). The quotes cited in the discussion that follows are from original documents (for example, 
documents from the Kindergarten Union of New South Wales and newspaper and magazine 
articles [2]). They were selected in order to illustrate the ways free kindergartens were constructed 
as socially just endeavours. 

The discussion begins with a brief explanation of the social conditions of the times that gave 
rise to arguments for social reform. These arguments created a discursive space within which 
advocates constructed free kindergartens as contributing to social justice. 

Poverty and Social Reform in the Late Nineteenth Century 

As in many European countries (for example, Belgium [Vandenbroeck, 2003]) and North America 
(Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000), kindergartens emerged in Australia around the turn of the twentieth 
century largely in response to the impecunious living conditions experienced by the working-class 
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poor at the time (see, for instance, Walker, 1964; Harrison, 1985; Mellor, 1990; Clyde, 2000). This 
was a period of progressive idealism in Western history (Clarke, 1981), but it was also marked by 
huge disparity in the distribution of wealth. In Australia, a few had amassed vast fortunes, but very 
many more lived in abject poverty (Clarke, 1981). In Sydney, increased industrialisation had led to 
rapid, and largely unplanned, urbanisation, resulting in a shortage of accommodation, 
overcrowding and associated problems such as endemic disease and insecure tenancy. In the 
poorest suburbs, many children lived in dangerous conditions, and child mortality and morbidity 
were extremely high. Newspapers reported daily on children’s ill health, injury, murder and/or 
abandonment, provoking one commentator of the day to refer to the large numbers of children’s 
deaths as ‘The Massacre of the Innocents’ (Arthur, 1894). 

One way of addressing poverty could have been to change the existing capitalist economic 
system to make the distribution of wealth more egalitarian. Such ideas were the basis of Marxist 
ideology, which was not unknown at the time (Clarke, 1981). However, social conditions in 
Australia were not conducive to radical reform, perhaps because (male) suffrage had been gained 
early, and Australia’s history of successful convict and squatter settlement and the possibility of 
social mobility had blurred the boundaries between the classes and reduced the likelihood of 
rebellion. Also, significant improvements to working conditions, such as the eight-hour day, had 
been achieved (at least for some) through reasonably peaceful protests (Clarke, 1981). Instead of 
radical systemic reform, there was optimism that the existing capitalist system could bring material 
benefit and well-being to all (Clarke, 1981). Rather than try to change the system, the focus of 
socially just intervention was on equipping individuals with the relevant skills for operating 
‘effectively’ within the existing capitalist social system and reaping the opportunities supposedly 
promised by progress. It was within these discourses that advocates constructed free kindergartens 
as part of the socially just intervention. 

The Emergence of Free Kindergartens in Australia 

The first free kindergarten in Australia was established in 1896 by the Kindergarten Union of New 
South Wales [3] – a philanthropic association – in Woolloomooloo, a poor Sydney suburb. 
According to Elizabeth Jenkins (1910, pp. 6-7) – one of several kindergarten teachers who came 
from the USA to assist in the establishment of kindergartens in New South Wales – advocacy for 
free kindergartens in Sydney was based on a ‘humanitarian idea’, in particular to support the poor. 
For example, in the first annual report of the Kindergarten Union of New South Wales, Scheer – 
the first director of the first free kindergarten – stated that: 

The moral, physical, and intellectual benefit of true Kindergarten work was considered specially 
needful for the poor – those children of busy mothers, who have neither the necessary time nor 
training to look after their little ones, so that the children have often to spend the most valuable 
portion of their lives in the gutter or the streets. (Scheer, 1897, p. 5) 

Reflecting her grave concern with the conditions experienced by many of Sydney’s poor children, 
Francis Newton (1904, p. 10) – a pioneer of free kindergartens in Australia and later principal of the 
Sydney Kindergarten Teachers’ College – likewise advocated for free kindergartens: ‘When one 
thinks of the hundreds of misunderstood, ill-treated, beaten, starved, love-hungry little ones there 
would seem to be ample excuse for the citizens of Sydney to establish and support kindergartens in 
every quarter of the city’.  

This early history of free kindergartens in Australia as philanthropic work has been criticised 
heavily. Writers such as Spearritt (1979) and Kelly (1988), for instance, argue that the work of free 
kindergartens upheld dominant middle-class ideals and put forward a view that the work of these 
pioneering women was little more than ‘middle-class do-gooding’. Similarly, Brennan (1998, p. 14) 
refers to the work as ‘bourgeois philanthropy’. Indeed, Kelly (1988, pp. 21, 22), in her thesis 
examining the history of day nurseries in Australia, dismisses the socially just work of free 
kindergartens altogether, arguing that the Kindergarten Union ‘ignored glaring evidence of 
children’s mal- and under-nourishment’ and thus ‘betrayed its own welfare objectives’. Moreover, 
as Kelly (1988) points out, free kindergartens were open for only a few hours each day, so any 
assistance they offered was hopelessly inadequate.[4] 
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Of course, from a contemporary viewpoint, the construction of ECEC as a philanthropic 
endeavour that ‘saves’ children is deeply problematic, not least because it tends to construct 
children in multiple, contradictory and unhelpful ways as innocent and vulnerable yet also 
dangerous, and as both asset and burden (Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001). According to Kociumbas 
(2002, p. 6), Australian children in the late nineteenth century were considered at the time to be 
‘malleable, dependent, semi-divine creatures, who were to be kept isolated from the wicked ways 
of the world over a prolonged period of play, personal discovery and growth’. Such constructs 
devalue children’s knowledge and skills, reinforcing their dependency and limiting their freedom, 
as well as legitimating surveillance over them (Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001). In addition, rather 
than challenge oppressive systems, these early forms of ECEC perhaps served to uphold dominant 
power structures. For instance, by focusing on saving individual children, any ‘failures’ to succeed 
would likely have been considered due to individual shortcomings, rather than to structural, social 
or political forces (Cannella, 1997). Moreover, by marginally improving the conditions of the poor, 
free kindergartens upheld the promise of progress and the capitalist system, and contributed to 
placating the poor. Tiffin (1982) and Vandenbroeck (2006), for example, suggest that early forms of 
ECEC possibly stifled moves to challenge an inequitable system that had led to poverty and 
disadvantage in the first place. Further, the establishment of free kindergartens as philanthropic 
institutions focused on the poor, constructed ECEC as outside the parameters of state 
responsibility, mitigated against the view of ECEC as a right for all and operated against universal 
provision (Kelly, 1988). 

Notwithstanding these critiques of the history of free kindergartens, I argue below that the 
politically active women who established free kindergartens in Sydney constructed ECEC as 
socially just – namely, as contributing to greater equity in the distribution of resources, challenging 
oppressive practices and supporting moral development. Whilst acknowledging the problematic 
nature of these constructs, I argue that these pioneers contributed to social justice, and that they 
did so in the face of huge opposition from a highly conservative and largely gender-biased society, 
in which the care and education of young children was seen as primarily a woman’s responsibility. 

Free Kindergartens as Socially Just Education and Care 

Advocates of free kindergartens constructed them as contributing to social justice. One way they 
did this was by arguing that free kindergartens would contribute to poor children having greater 
access to employment opportunities. In kindergartens, advocates argued, poor children would be 
inculcated with useful skills that would prepare them for life and later employment, and thus give 
them access to the resources and benefits of society. Newton wrote in the Kindergarten Union’s 
annual report of 1903-1904, for instance, that: 

We deem no philanthropy worthwhile which pauperises the individual by an emotional and 
over-zealous generosity. We believe, rather, that he should be educated to a level of self-respect 
and of efficiency along some chosen line of the world’s work; and, therefore, while not 
neglecting immediate or imperative needs, all our efforts are directed to this end. (Newton, 1904, 
p. 7) 

Through this work, advocates argued, free kindergartens would contribute to the ‘renovation of 
society’ (‘The Kindergarten Union’, 1895). 

A second way free kindergartens were constructed as contributing to the social justice 
principle of redistributing resources was through their support of working-class mothers. Although 
severely limited, free kindergartens nevertheless did provide care that enabled women to work. 
Newton, for instance, claimed that through the assistance offered by free kindergartens: 

The heavy lines of hopelessness, misery, bitterness, sorrow or sin could not all be erased, but 
they were broken by happy smiles; the light of hope shone in their [poor mothers’] tired eyes, the 
great hope of a way out for themselves and their children. (Newton, 1906, p. 12) 

Free kindergartens were also constructed, to some degree, as challenging oppressive practices and 
fighting against intolerance. Jenkins (1906, p. 11) asserted, for instance, that free kindergartens were 
‘the most cosmopolitan place on earth’. Similarly, Anderson noted that: 
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There is no denominational teaching in a kindergarten, though true religion breaths in every 
word and action. The children and their parents may belong to any Christian sect, or may be, as 
they sometimes are, Hindoos [sic], Mohammedans, or Chinese. The supporters of the 
kindergartens are also of many beliefs, and the religious belief of either supporter or pupil is 
never inquired into. (Anderson c.1912, p. 4) 

Such statements construct free kindergartens as open and tolerant. Whilst the historical texts are 
largely silent on issues of race – there is little mention of the ethnic or religious background of the 
children, and no mention of Aboriginal children attending the centres – they do seem to have been 
open to many children, regardless of their gender, race or religion. 

In addition, free kindergartens were constructed as promoting children’s development of 
socially just morality, based on concepts of fairness and kindness. Maybanke Anderson (1916, 
pp. 5-6) – founder of the Kindergarten Union, women’s rights activist and suffragist – stated, for 
instance, that: ‘The Free Kindergartens save them [the children] from the pollution of the streets, 
and teach them to love truth and honour ... Justice and forbearance, charity and kindliness are the 
every-day virtues of the Kindergarten’.  

So, free kindergartens were constructed by advocates as institutions based on principles of 
social justice that we recognise today: contributing to equity in the distribution of resources, 
challenging oppressive practices and supporting moral development. What is clearly absent from 
these texts, however, is any mention of children’s rights – perhaps unsurprisingly, given that 
discussion about children’s rights did not gain international prominence until about the 1940s 
(Veerman, 1992). 

There is no doubt that the practices in free kindergartens upheld middle-class ideals (Spearritt, 
1979; Kelly, 1988). For instance, free kindergartens aimed to transform the homes and 
neighbourhoods of the working class into replicas of middle-class ideals. One way they did this was 
through classrooms that reflected middle-class domesticity, as in this description of free 
kindergartens in The Dawn, written by J.G.D. (J.G.D. is likely to be Mrs J. Dane, a free kindergarten 
advocate): 

Pictures hang upon the walls, fresh flowers fill the vases, and growing plants adorn the window 
sills. Then there is a kitten to be fed and cared for, some canaries to be tended, or maybe, some 
other pets which need daily thought and attention. The care of living things has a refining 
influence on children and leads them to be tender and considerate, and cultivate a love for 
animals and an interest in their habits and characteristics. (J.G.D., 1899, p. 16) 

Another way that free kindergartens became the conduits through which middle-class ideals could 
permeate the homes of the working class was through home visiting – a practice explained in this 
article in the Sydney Morning Herald: 

Homes of the children were visited by teachers, whose sympathy and interest inspired the 
mother’s confidence, and she helped to draw the families of the district together in a neighbourly 
way. The trust inspired had the wholesome effect in creating a spirit of independence and self-
respect and a desire to give more in return. (‘The Kindergartens’, 1911) 

Such practices, as well as potentially colonising the poor, placed an enormous burden on them. For 
instance, rather than the state investing to improve the conditions in poor areas, the poor, engaged 
in the day-to-day struggle of living with poverty and disadvantage, were expected to bring about 
this transformation themselves. 

The construction of ECEC as supporting women is also problematic from a contemporary 
perspective, particularly as it tended to reinforce essentialised gender roles that led to the inequity it 
aimed to address. The construction of free kindergartens as work done for the benefit of women, 
offered as a charitable endeavour, reinforced the responsibility for children’s care as a woman’s 
issue, rather than a legitimate cost of the capitalist economy that should be borne by all (Kelly, 
1988; Brennan, 1998; Ailwood, 2008). Moreover, it was largely women who were expected to carry 
the burden of social reform. Working-class women, under surveillance, were to bear the costs of 
transforming their families and communities. One cannot help but wonder how these mothers 
were to possibly live up to the expectations of the middle-class kindergarteners. How much work 
must it have been, for instance, for these mothers to keep their children clean, in homes without 
running water and only one set of clothes? How could they mimic middle-class sensibilities when 
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they struggled to secure adequate food for their families? But the cost of social reform was not 
confined to working-class women; it also fell on the middle-class women who established free 
kindergartens. Enticed to contribute to socially just practices that supported children and their 
‘more needy sisters’ (Anderson, c.1912, p. 3), these female kindergartners committed untold hours 
of free labour. Working without remuneration not only ascribed the work as ‘charity’, it also 
served to uphold the notion that women’s work was a form of sacrifice, rather than financially 
motivated, and, consequently, may have contributed to the marginalisation of female employment 
(Kelly, 1988). 

Furthermore, Jenkins’ and Anderson’s statements above, contending that all children, no 
matter their religious or ethnic background, were welcome in free kindergartens, reflect a liberal 
multicultural approach (Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2007). This approach tends to overlook inequity of 
access and fails to recognise and/or acknowledge how dominant power structures can limit access. 
Without this recognition, the potential for change is unlikely. Such approaches, which aim to treat 
all children ‘the same’, tend to homogenise and assimilate. Under the rubric of inclusion, dominant 
mainstream (i.e. white, Christian) ways of ‘knowing and doing’ are normalised, and alternative 
ways dismissed and/or marginalised. Additionally, the absence of records relating to Aboriginal 
Australians contributes to rendering them invisible and to the ‘whiting out’ of Australian 
Indigenous history (Moses, 2005). 

Yet, despite these critiques of the early free kindergartens, it is important that we do not lose 
sight of the valuable socially just work done by the women who established them – our forebears. 
It was their recognition of the vulnerability of working-class poor children, many of whom died or 
were permanently incapacitated by illnesses, accidents and abuse, which led them to action to 
improve these children’s life chances. To not do so would have been to perpetuate injustice and 
hardship. Further, whilst the kindergarteners’ focus on the ‘individual’ might have regulated 
children, it also had potentially positive outcomes. For instance, the children who attended free 
kindergartens would have developed skills and knowledge useful for their future education and 
employment, assisting them to contribute to, and engage more effectively with, the dominant 
capitalist society (May, 2006). Moreover, the construction of free kindergartens outside the state 
system gave kindergarteners freedom to experiment with new pedagogical practices that may not 
have been available had they been part of the state system (May, 2006). 

Further, the provision of free kindergartens was not necessarily a deliberate attempt by 
reformers to retain social stratification. Several of those who established free kindergartens were 
also involved in other social justice projects, such as the women’s rights movement. They were 
working to change systems to make them fairer. As Tiffin points out, we should not dismiss the 
humanitarian work of nineteenth-century reformers 

as merely a hypocritical or self-delusive front for class interest. The visible zeal with which 
reformers acted on behalf of destitute and handicapped children cannot be dismissed as a cynical 
use of religion or humanitarianism to defend their own economic and political power. Ideals 
must be given real weight. (Tiffin, 1982, p. 10) 

Not only did the supporters and teachers in free kindergartens have to operate in settings with 
minimal funding, which they had to raise themselves, these women were advocates for children 
and families. They interceded on behalf of poor families, securing milk supplies and negotiating 
with landlords, and assisted families to set up small businesses (Harrison, 1985). Free kindergartens 
provided valuable assistance for the poor: beyond ECEC, they offered ready access to services such 
as doctors, dentists and libraries. Free kindergarteners also worked closely with other organisations 
for the benefit of the poor, such as the Fresh Air League, which organised holidays in the country 
for the ‘needy’, and the Sydney Needlework Guild, which collected clothing for the poor. Indeed, 
free kindergartens provided central locations where philanthropic ventures could be coordinated, 
or what Jenkins (1906, p. 10) referred to as: ‘neighbourhood centres where the needs of the people 
will be met as far as is within our power’. So, even if they were holding up bourgeois ideals, they 
nevertheless assisted families and worked to maintain family units. 

Likewise, the community outreach of free kindergartens cannot be viewed merely as some 
sinister, hidden agenda to dominate the working class. It was based on a holistic view that 
children’s well-being was affected by their home conditions. Dane (1898, p. 15), for example, 
argued at the time that it was only ‘through a knowledge and appreciation of home influences and 
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surroundings that the Kindergartener can hope to understand and deal with the varied 
temperaments and characteristics of the small individuals who come under her care’. Further, 
home visiting was a valuable and informal way of bringing resources and advice to the socially 
isolated (Bhavnagri & Kroikowski, 2000). It was claimed by Jenkins, for instance, that: 

The Kindergarten is such a vital centre of human interest, when the director herself is a trusted 
friend of the neighbourhood, knowing its needs, its strength, its weaknesses, and holding out a 
helping hand to all. Not the help that weakens, but that which, wholesome and stimulating, 
arouses to self-effort and self-respect. Here in these neighbourhood centres, if anywhere, is there 
an influence at work which is quietly but surely hastening the coming of that brotherhood of 
man for which this century more than any other is consciously labouring. (Jenkins, 1906, p. 11) 

Whilst this statement may seem patronising to modern sensibilities, it nevertheless suggests that 
there was a genuine desire to help young children and the communities in which they grew up. 
This interpretation is upheld by numerous articles written by women involved in the free 
kindergarten movement and printed in The Dawn and the Sydney Morning Herald, describing the 
plight of poor and disabused children and calling for action. For instance, in the Sydney Morning 
Herald, their work is described as: 

The embodiment of love and common sense – love that caused them to care for young children, 
and common sense which told them it was better to exercise a fostering direction over the 
children rather than allow them to learn vicious and criminal habits as gutter children. (‘A Free 
Kindergarten at Newtown’, 1898) 

Further, although there is little doubt that practices in free kindergartens upheld patriarchal 
structures and gave middle-class women positions of power over those who were even less 
powerful – that is, working-class women – there is also ample evidence to suggest that these 
middle-class women were genuinely concerned not only with the health and welfare of poor 
children, but of their mothers too. For instance, although, from a contemporary position, the 
following statement may seem condescending, it does suggest a sense of women uniting together 
in a spirit of camaraderie around a topic of common interest – mothering: 

We count as one of the bye-products of our work the kindly feeling between class and class 
which it engenders. Rich mother and poor mother, employer’s wife and factory hand, meet on 
the common ground of motherhood, all alike interested in the child and the home, to the benefit 
of all concerned. If to know all is to forgive all, then such friendly intercourse must be beneficial 
in these days of industrial strife. (Anderson, 1913, p. 15) 

It may be that these statements merely reflect a romantic idealism rather than any real 
collaboration, especially as we cannot know how working-class mothers interpreted this assistance 
because no one thought to record their comments or opinions. However, we should be careful not 
to suppose that working-class mothers were passive subjects to power. They were actively engaged 
in the operations of free kindergartens. They organised bazaars, dances and entertainments to raise 
money for the Kindergarten Union. Indeed, if it were not for the mothers’ input, the free 
kindergartens could not have existed. Further, the demand for free kindergartens was high. 
Whenever a new free kindergarten opened, enrolments increased rapidly; many had waiting lists; 
and parents reportedly moved house to be closer to the kindergartens (Kindergarten Union of New 
South Wales, 1905, 1907, 1912, 1913). Although, admittedly, there were few options available for 
mothers, it nevertheless seems to suggest that mothers found free kindergartens to be of some 
benefit. 

It must also be remembered that these were highly genderised times. Anderson’s (1913, p. 4) 
claim that ‘[t]here is widespread superstition that to take care of a child is to undermine the inborn 
love of the mother, and to hinder or destroy her maternal responsibility’, as an example, points to 
the fact that the work of free kindergartens was interpreted by some in the general public as a 
threat to the middle-class essentialist views of mothers as natural carers, and as possibly interfering 
with the ‘natural’ relationship between mother and child. Whilst the criticisms of free 
kindergartens are valid, in a context of highly essentialised gender discourses (within which women 
were constructed as essentially different to men [Rothman, 1978]), it would have been no easy feat 
for these women to challenge the norms of the day. As Steedman (1990) argues, women needed to 
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make a place for themselves within the social, cultural and biological understandings of ‘woman’ 
which existed at that time. They had to conform to these ideas of womanhood in order to be taken 
seriously. To not do so would have been to threaten ideals of male supremacy and, as men held 
most of the power, this would have been a dangerous option. Rather than try to challenge the 
construct of ‘woman’ as essentially different – a perhaps futile path – the women who established 
free kindergartens instead created constructs out of essentialist discourses that drew on 
understandings of women’s ‘special’ and unique feminine qualities as a way of bringing about 
reform. 

The non-denominational nature of free kindergartens is also noteworthy. Although the 
construct of free kindergartens as rescuing children was based on issues of morality, the assistance 
offered by the Kindergarten Union was secular. Considering the dominance of religious discourse 
at the time, it seems remarkable that there is only passing reference to a ‘God’ and no reference to 
any organised religion in the Kindergarten Union texts, although expressions of Christianity are 
evident. Perhaps the non-denominational nature of the free kindergartens reflects the 
kindergarteners’ desire to remain ‘outside’ the established church organisations, so that they could 
retain control. Alternatively, the non-denominational nature of free kindergartens could be viewed 
as the kindergarteners’ deliberate attempt at inclusiveness. Women who worked in the 
Kindergarten Union were of multiple faiths. And, according to Jenkins (1906, p. 11), visitors to free 
kindergartens were of different ‘nationality, social distinctions, religious creeds [and] educational 
bias’. Whilst it cannot be assumed that free kindergartens in reality welcomed diversity or that the 
practices were ‘truly’ non-denominational, it does suggest tolerance and an intention of 
inclusiveness. Given that these were highly racist times (Clarke, 1981), the significance of this 
intention must not be overlooked, and it is a possibility that it set a precedent for the inclusive 
practice that underpins many ECEC philosophies today. 

Finally, some of the ideals expressed by the kindergarteners in the quotes presented in this 
article – ‘justice’, ‘charity and kindliness’, ‘care of living things’ and ‘neighbourliness’ – reflect 
humanist, socially just values of equity and fairness, peace and harmony, and cannot be dismissed 
simply as middle-class ideals. 

Conclusion 

This brief historical exploration can inform contemporary thinking about social justice in 
ECEC. Similarly to this history, the dominant approach to poverty that underpins current socially 
just work in ECEC continues to be to ‘improve the poor’ in order to enable them to operate within 
the dominant system, which is now upheld by neo-liberal discourses that privilege the individual 
(Olssen et al, 2004). Without systemic and structural change, however, injustice and poverty will be 
perpetuated. ECEC continues to be constructed largely as a philanthropic endeavour. In order to 
gain support for their work, advocates are still compelled to use discourses of vulnerability rather 
than rights – despite universal agreements such as the UNCRC. And ECEC is still mostly 
performed by women and constructed as being ‘for women’. Likewise, the cost burden continues 
to be borne by women, both through poor pay and conditions, and the costs associated with care. 

As this historical analysis demonstrates, the construction of ECEC as socially just work is 
complex. This complexity is often difficult to see when immersed within its practices. Further, it 
illustrates how what might be thought of as socially just in one time and place can be interpreted as 
oppressive in another – reminding us to reflect with humility on our own practices. 

Finally, an understanding of how those who went before us worked to achieve social justice 
in early childhood helps us to connect with our past and forge a collective identity as early 
childhood professionals. Whilst the current article is just one thread of a story, from one moment 
and place in history, when woven with other stories, it creates a rich tapestry of the profession of 
ECEC. It reminds contemporary ECEC advocates that our heritage is one of working towards 
social justice. 
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Notes 

[1] See http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx  
[2] The Sydney Morning Herald is a quality broadsheet newspaper that has been in continuous production 

since 1831. At the turn of the twentieth century, it enjoyed a large circulation and was highly 
influential in informing the public. Several members of the family that owned the newspaper – the 
Fairfax family – were involved in the kindergarten movement. The Dawn women’s magazine, which 
was established and edited for many years by Louisa Lawson (a suffragist and mother of the poet 
Henry Lawson), claimed to be ‘[t]he Australian Women’s journal and mouthpiece’. During the 
period examined here, it was a highly political text that lobbied for the Divorce Extension Bill and 
women’s suffrage, and advocated women’s further education. It also raised many issues relating to 
children, such as ‘child farming’ and children’s education, which were considered at the time to be 
women’s concerns. 

[3] Free kindergartens were established by other philanthropic associations in other state capitals: 
Melbourne (1901), Adelaide (1906), Brisbane (1907), Hobart (1910) and Perth (1912) (Brennan, 1998). 
The Kindergarten Union of New South Wales – now KU Children’s Services – continues to provide 
early years services across New South Wales. 

[4] It was not until the opening of the Sydney Day Nursery in Woolloomooloo in 1906 that work-related 
long day care was available for the children of Sydney’s poorest mothers. 

References 

A Free Kindergarten at Newtown: a successful inauguration (1898) Sydney Morning Herald, 21 February, p. 3. 
Ailwood, J. (2008) Mothers, Teachers, Maternalism and Early Childhood Education and Care: some historical 

connections, Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 8(2), 157-165. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2007.8.2.157 

Anderson, M. (c.1912) The Story of the Free Kindergartens and Playgrounds. Sydney: Kindergarten Union of New 
South Wales. 

Anderson, M. (1913) The Free Kindergartens in Sydney. Commemoration address, Kindergarten Union of 
New South Wales, Sydney. 

Anderson, M. (1916) What Are You Doing to Help the Little Children? In M. Anderson, M. Atkinson, J. Dane, 
H. Dumulo, Z. Benjamin & E. Desailly (Eds) Articles on Kindergarten, pp. 5-6. Sydney: Kindergarten 
Union of New South Wales. 

Arthur, R. (1894) The Massacre of the Innocents, Sydney Morning Herald, 1 December, p. 5. 
Baker, B. (2001) Foucault, Historiography, and Writing a History of the Child: productive paradoxes, History 

of Education Review, 30(1), 17-42. 
Benjamin, J.R. (2001) A Student’s Guide to History, 8th edn. Boston: Bedford/St Martin’s. 
Bhavnagri, N.P. & Krolikowski, S. (2000) Home–Community Visits during an Era of Reform (1870-1920), 

Early Childhood Research and Practice, 2(1). http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v2n1/bhavnagri.html 
Brennan, D. (1998) The Politics of Australian Child Care: philanthropy to feminism and beyond. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511597091 
Burman, E. & Parker I. (Eds) (1993) Discourse Analytic Research: repertoires and readings of texts in action. 

London: Routledge. 
Cannella, G.S. (1997) Deconstructing Early Childhood Education: social justice and revolution. New York: Peter 

Lang. 
Clarke, C.M.H. (1981) A History of Australia, Vols 5 and 6, From 1888 to 1935. Melbourne: Melbourne 

University Press. 



A ‘Humanitarian Idea’ 

321 

Clyde, M. (2000) The Development of Kindergartens in Australia at the Turn of the Twentieth Century: a 
response to social pressures and educational influences, in R. Wollons (Ed.) Kindergartens and Cultures: the 
global diffusion of an idea, pp. 87-112. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Dahlberg, G., Moss, P. & Pence, A. (1999) Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care: postmodern 
perspectives. London: Falmer Press. 

Dane, J. (1898) Report of the Newtown Free Kindergarten, in Kindergarten Union of New South Wales, 
Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report, 1897-1898. Sydney: Kindergarten Union of New 
South Wales. 

De Lair, H.A. & Erwin, E. (2000) Working Perspectives within Feminism and Early Childhood Education, 
Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 1(2), 153-170. http://dx.doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2000.1.2.4 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (2009) Belonging, Being and Becoming: the 
Early Years Learning Framework for Australia. Barton: Commonwealth of Australia. 
http://education.gov.au/early-years-learning-framework 

Early Childhood Australia (2006) The Code of Ethics. 
http://www.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/code_of_ethics/early_childhood_australias_code_of_ethic
s.html 

Foucault, M. (1979) Discipline and Punish: the birth of the prison, trans. A. Sheridan. New York: Vintage Books. 
Gergen, K.J. (1999) An Invitation to Social Construction. London: Sage. 
Grieshaber, S. & Cannella, G.S. (Eds) (2001) Embracing Identities in Early Childhood Education: diversity and 

possibilities. New York: Teachers College Press. 
Harrison, R. (1985) Sydney Kindergarten Teachers College 1897-1981. Sydney: Sydney Teachers Kindergarten 

College Graduates Association. 
Ho, L. (2011) What Is Social Justice? Occasional Paper No. 1. National Pro-Bono Resource Centre, University 

of New South Wales. https://wic041u.server-
secure.com/vs155205_secure/CMS/files_cms/Occ_1_What%20is%20Social%20Justice_FINAL.pdf 

Jenkins, E. (1906) Annual Report of the Kindergarten Training College, in Kindergarten Union of New South 
Wales, Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report 1905-1906. Sydney: Kindergarten Union of 
New South Wales. 

Jenkins, E. (1910) The Sydney Kindergarten Training College, Annual Report 1909-1910, in Kindergarten 
Union of New South Wales, Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report 1909-1910. Sydney: 
Kindergarten Union of New South Wales. 

J.G.D. (1899) The Free Kindergarten in Sydney, The Dawn, 13 February, pp. 16-17. 
Jørgensen, M. & Phillips, L. (2002) Discourse Analysis: theory and method. London: Sage. 
Kelly, J. (1988) Not Merely Minded: care and education for the young child of working women in Sydney: the 

Sydney Day Nursery and Nursery Schools Association, 1905-1945. Unpublished PhD thesis, University of 
Sydney. 

Kendall, G. (2001) Normality and Meaningfulness: detailing the child in eighteenth-century England, History 
of Education Review, 30(2), 26-36. 

Kindergarten Union of New South Wales (1905) Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report 
1904-1905. Sydney: Kindergarten Union of New South Wales. 

Kindergarten Union of New South Wales (1907) Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report 
1906-1907. Sydney: Kindergarten Union of New South Wales. 

Kindergarten Union of New South Wales (1912) Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report 
1911-1912. Sydney: Kindergarten Union of New South Wales.  

Kindergarten Union of New South Wales (1913) Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report 
1912-1913. Sydney: Kindergarten Union of New South Wales. 

Kociumbas, J. (2002) Historical Perspectives on Australian Childhood, in M. Prior (Ed.) Investing in Our 
Children: developing a research agenda. Canberra: Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia. 

Lascarides, V.C. & Hinitz, B.F. (2000) History of Early Childhood Education. New York: Falmer Press. 
Lush, M. & McMullen, M. (2008) The Child Care Trilemma: how moral orientations influence the field, 

Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 9(1), 36-48. http://dx.doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2008.9.1.36 
May, H. (2006) ‘Being Froebelian’: an Antipodean analysis of the history of advocacy and early childhood, 

History of Education, 35(2), 245-262. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00467600500528586 
McCartney, K., Dearing, E., Taylor, B.A. & Bub, K.L. (2007) Quality Child Care Supports the Achievement of 

Low-Income Children: direct and indirect pathways through caregiving and the home environment, 



Sandie Wong 

322 

Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 28(5/6), 411-426. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2007.06.010 

Mellor, E. (1990) Stepping Stones: the development of early childhood services in Australia. Sydney: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich. 

Millei, Z. & Sumsion, J. (2011) The ‘Work’ of Community in Belonging, Being and Becoming: the Early Years 
Learning Framework for Australia, Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 12(1), 71-85. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2011.12.1.71 

Moses, D. (Ed.) (2005) Genocide and Settler Society: frontier violence and stolen indigenous children in Australian 
history. Oxford: Berghahn Books. 

Newton, F. (1904) Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report 1903-1904. Sydney: Kindergarten 
Union of New South Wales. 

Newton, F.E. (1906) Annual Report of the Kindergarten Training College, in Kindergarten Union of New 
South Wales, Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report, 1905-1906. Sydney: Kindergarten 
Union of New South Wales. 

Olssen, M., Codd, J. & O’Neill, A.-M. (2004) Education Policy: globalization, citizenship and democracy. London: 
Sage. 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2006) Starting Strong II: early childhood 
education and care. Paris: OECD. http://www.oecd.org/edu/preschoolandschool/37417240.pdf 

Pacini-Ketchabaw, V. (2007) Child Care and Multiculturalism: a site of governance marked by flexibility and 
openness, Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 8(3), 222-232. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2007.8.3.222 

Pianta, R.C., Barnett, W.S., Burchinal, M. & Thornburg, K.R. (2009) The Effects of Preschool Education: 
what we know, how public policy is or is not aligned with the evidence base, and what we need to 
know, Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 10(2), 49-88. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1529100610381908 

Rothman, S.M. (1978) Women’s Proper Place: a history of changing ideals and practices, 1870 to the present. New 
York: Basic Books. 

Schachter, O. (1983) Human Dignity as a Normative Concept, American Journal of International Law, 77(4), 
848-854. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2202536 

Scheer, M. (1897) Kindergarten Union of New South Wales Annual Report 1896-1897. Sydney: Kindergarten Union 
of New South Wales. 

Spearritt, P. (1979) Child Care and Kindergartens in Australia 1890-1975, in P. Langford & P. Sebastian (Eds) 
Early Education and Care in Australia. Sydney: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 

Steedman, C. (1990) Childhood, Culture and Class in Britain: Margaret McMillan 1860-1931. London: Virago. 
The Kindergarten Union (1895) Sydney Morning Herald, 15 December, p. 9. 
The Kindergartens (1911) Sydney Morning Herald, 21 February, p. 2. 
Tiffin, S. (1982) In Whose Best Interest? Child Welfare Reform in the Progressive Era. Westport, CT: Greenwood 

Press. 
Vandenbroeck, M. (2003) From Crèches to Childcare: constructions of motherhood and inclusion/exclusion 

in the history of Belgium infant care, Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 4(2), 137-148. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2003.4.2.4 

Vandenbroeck, M. (2006) The Persistent Gap between Education and Care: a ‘history of the present’ research 
on Belgian child care provision and policy, Paedagogica Historica, 42(3), 363-383. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00309230500336814 

Veerman, P.E. (1992) The Rights of the Child and the Changing Image of Childhood. Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff. 
Walker, M.L. (1964) The Development of Kindergartens in Australia. Unpublished Master of Education 

thesis, University of Sydney. 
Wong, S. (2006) Early Childhood Education and Care in New South Wales: historicising the present. 

Unpublished PhD thesis, Macquarie University. 
Zajda, J., Majhanovic, S. & Rust, V. (2006) Introduction: education and social justice, Review of Education, 

52(1/2), 9-22. 
 
 
 



A ‘Humanitarian Idea’ 

323 

 
SANDIE WONG is Assistant Director of the Research Institute for Professional Practice, Learning 
and Education at Charles Sturt University, New South Wales, Australia. Sandie’s research focuses 
broadly on the role early childhood education and intervention have in ameliorating disadvantage 
and reducing marginalisation. Sandie’s PhD examined the early history of early childhood 
education and care in New South Wales, and she has an ongoing interest in exploring 
contemporary issues through historical methods. Her current research examines integrated early 
childhood services, collaborative practices and interprofessional working relationships. She is a 
member of the Excellence in Research in Early Years Education Collaborative Research Network. 
Correspondence: swong@csu.edu.au 


