Froebel, Social Justice and the Early Years

What is epistemic justice?

Epistemic justice refers to justice in the ways in which
knowledge is understood and communicated (Fricker,
2003). At the heart of this concept is the idea that
what counts as knowledge is not neutral, but infused
with power dynamics.

Why does it matter?

QUALITY: By locating Froebel’s work within a critical
historical analysis and complementing it with works
from diverse and international scholars, the overall
knowledge presented in the course curriculum is
increased in its breadth and depth, and therefore
improved in its quality.

VALUING DIVERSITY: Diversifying the curriculum is an
important response to working with a diverse
international student cohort, and ensures that all
students feel valued and able to engage with the
course content.

FAIRNESS: A wider representation of writers is an
important step towards recognizing the contributions
of those scholars whose work tends to be overlooked
or excluded from processes of knowledge
communication. This is a key step towards recognizing
and challenging some of the engrained power
imbalances and inequalities in society more widely.

Froebel and social justice

Froebel’s work is part of a tradition of ‘liberatory
education’, which argued that education is a means of
achieving freedom from domination of one social
group by another (Wright 2013). Influenced by
romantic and religious traditions, Froebel’s pedagogy
is about questions of individuality and connectedness,
freedom, self-expression of identity and self-fulfillment
— all aspects that resonate with and can be brought
into conversation with social justice theories.

Spotlight on ln“

Implementing epistemic justice in Froebelian teaching

Ensure that course reading lists include writers from different races and genders (see ‘Why Is My
Curriculum White’ campaign (Hussain, 2015)).

Include representations of the histories and cultures of all students, and move away from Eurocentric
curricula (Heleta, 2016).

Critically engage with the ways in which entire disciplines and discourses are constructed. For example,
Burman’s (2008) book “Deconstructing Developmental Psychology” showed that the discipline of
psychology is itself located within discourses of imperialism, colonisation and patriarchy, and therefore as
a discipline can contribute to oppressive discourses in relation to gender and race by reproducing them in
unquestioned, powerful ways (for example, when making claims about children and families that assume
whiteness as the norm).

Fundamentally transform the processes of knowledge production by radically reshaping “the
unquestioned value systems that govern what knowledge is, how it is produced and who is allowed to be a

knowing and knowledgeable agent” (Emejulu 2018: 3).

Be sensitive to power dynamics in the classroom, to the various identities present and to the interactions
and disclosures that come to construct them (Bondi 2004). Recognise the expertise in the room — the life
experiences, the professional wisdom and the different interpretations of academic knowledges — and
draw on it for enriching the students’ learning.

Acknowledge and reflect on the people and processes that have passed on Froebelian thought. For
example, Froebel owes much of his current influence to a group of women who documented, preserved
and disseminated his work, most famously Bertha von Marenholtz-Bllow, but also Henriette Schrader-
Breymann, Doris Litkens, Angelika Hartmann, Henriette Goldschmidt und Gertrud Pappenheim (Berger
1995).

Acknowledge the silences and unspoken assumptions in Froebel’s work and complement/juxtapose
them with other voices. For example, race and racism feature in Froebel’s work implicitly since his lifetime
coincided with the height of the transatlantic slave trade, of which the then German Kaiserreich benefitted
through its involvement in colonialism.
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Conclusion: asking critical questions

An epistemic justice lens requires teachers and
students to engage in critical reflection:

 Whose knowledge counts - in, for and about early
childhood?

 Who are the theorists that have been particularly
powerful for me/ in my context, and why?

 Who are the voices that have been left out?

 What role do different groups (children, parents,
families, communities, stakeholders, people from
different socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds)
play in the production and communication of
knowledge(s) about early childhood?

* How do practitioners choose which aspects of
Froebelian practice resonate with them, and
complement them with other approaches? Or in
other words, is there more than ‘one way’ of being
a Froebelian?

 What is to be gained from using Froebel’s name
today? How do we ‘use’ Froebel in order to assert
certain values and ideologies about early childhood
education (‘Froebel would say...”)?

* How do narratives about Froebelian practice come
to be constructed, both in terms of their historical
transmission and in terms of individual
practitioners’ identities?
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