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Abstract: 

Children are considered as “our youngest citizens” (p. 3) by the ALP’s New Directions for 

Early Childhood Education (2007) 

(http://www.alp.org.au/download/new_directions_in_early_childhood_education.pdf) 
document and other related publications. The political theory of citizenship rests on the 

abstract notions of rights and interests of stakeholders in a liberal democracy. The liberal 

tradition of citizenship also connects citizenship with the idea of universalism, therefore, it has 

the potential to mask inequities and to exclude particular identities. These are the basic ideas 

that I will use to examine the ways children are conceptualized in the ALP’s recent political 
rhetoric. I will argue that there are at least three distinct conceptualizations of children that 

necessarily exclude particular children (if not all children) from citizenship. These concepts 

are: first, children as creative and enthusiastic problem solvers and entrepreneurs; second, 

generic learners who possess a growing number of flexible skills and competencies that are 

perfectible through particular learning; and third, denying children’s present by placing 
emphasis on their future role in the “new world economy and future prosperity” (p. 2). 

Moreover, I claim that thinking about children in these ways takes them further away from the 

possibility to exert their rights and interests as enshrined in the International Convention on 

the Rights of the Child.



2

citizenship

• The status of being a citizen, usually determined by law. In the republican 

tradition, qualifications for citizenship are associated with particular 

rights and duties of citizens, and a commitment to equality between 

citizens is compatible with considerable exclusivity in the qualifying 

conditions. For example, classical republics excluded slaves, women, and 

certain classes of workmen from citizenship. In general, qualifications for 

citizenship reflect a conception of the purposes of the political community

and a view about which persons are able to contribute to, or enjoy the 

benefits of, the common good, or the freedom of the city. … Both 

membership and citizenship may be construed as conferred statuses or as 

empirically determined positions; membership of a community may be 

asserted as a qualification for citizenship; the common good may be seen 

as what gives value to both community and political organization. And 

both membership and citizenship may be valued partly because they are 

not universally available. (The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics, my 

emphasis)

This paper strives to evoke some questions for conversations regarding the concept of 

‘citizenship’ as it is taken up in EC and how ‘the child’ is conceptualized in Australian Labor 
Party (ALP) discourses.

As an example of the ALP discourse: “A substantial and growing body of international 
research indicates that investment in human capital offers substantial returns to both 

individuals and the nation as a whole.  Across many indicators of educational attainment 

Australia falls short of both its competitors and its potential. Our failure to invest in our 

youngest citizens is particularly troubling given strong evidence that such investment yields 

enormous dividends”
(http://www.alp.org.au/download/new_directions_in_early_childhood_education.pdf, p.3). 

The two major points in this excerpt that my presentation addresses are: ‘our youngest 
citizens” and investment in children through human capital.

In political theory the concept of ‘citizenship’ rests on the abstract notions of rights and 

interests in a liberal democracy. It is also connected to the idea of universalism. In EC the 
idea of universalism and equity that governs mostly the use of the concept of ‘citizenship’. 

However, the above political definition of citizenship states that being a citizen is based on 

some ‘qualifying conditions’, thus it is exclusionary in nature. The grounds on which 

somebody is considered to be a citizen is linked to the ‘purposes of the political community’. 
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“our youngest citizens” ( ALP, 2007 

New Directions for Early Childhood Education, p. 15)
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There are many stakeholders in EC education, but this presentation focuses on three: government, family and the child and examines the 
stakeholders rights and interests.

The government: 

Its interest, according to the New Direction document, is to grow productive citizens. Productivity and investment 
are framed in Human Capital Theory (HCT) terms. The idea of HCT originates in the post WWII era and it shapes how education and ‘the 
child’ as its subject is thought about. While the original theory focused on the lack of economic productivity together with the marginalisation
of certain groups and aimed  to compensate for that (Luke, 1997), the recent re-invented format of HCT solely focuses on intellectual capital 

in the context of knowledge economy. 

Investment in intellectual capital strive to stimulate, nurture and reward individual creativity and entrepreneurship. 
The social justice element was divorced from HCT (Luke, 1997) and  the focus shifted onto access (from providing equality of opportunity). 
Individuals are thought about as partners in the knowledge economy (Millei and Lee, 2007). Thus, I would argue that ‘the child’ is 
conceptualized in this ALP document as a ‘young citizen’, who is a partner in increasing economic productivity through developing and 

nurturing his/her creative and entrepreneurial capacities in a life-long learning process. ‘The child’ is thought about in a way that the quote 
on the following slide represents, hence the first two concepts of ‘the child’ in the diagram.

The family: 

However, the family’s interests regarding their offspring is a contested issue, in public discourses regarding the 
early years there appears a consensus that its interest is to provide the best possible start for a future ‘good life’. What ‘good life’ means is 

open to interpretation. In policy documents it is assumed that ‘good life’ means being a productive member of a nation through being 
entrepreneurial and not to rely on government benefits. As a result, a question could be asked: who are we excluding? Who are those who 
think about ‘good life’ differently? Do all families want the same early childhood for their children not even mentioning adulthood?

The child:

The UN Convention officially granted formal rights to children. This process engaged children immediately into the 
nexus of rights and duties, most importantly the duty to be a learner and to build their capacities that are required for the economy - problem 

solving, creativity, innovation etc. However, rights only make difference for children if they are parts of everyday practices (Hunt, 1990). Are 
children’s rights remained at the discursive level or are they actually enacted in practices? - is a next question that could be asked. 

Moreover, while children are considered as citizens with ‘equal’ rights and duties, they are no equal to adults. They 
are economically disempowered and lack civic rights.  Also, they are more often engaged in ‘weak publics’ - thus their opinion are heard, but 
they are shut out from ‘strong publics’ - they are rarely involved in decision making (Lister, 1996). Thus, are they the same citizens as 

adults? If citizenship is based on universal provisions how can children have less rights?

Consequently, what are children’s interests? Were they asked if they want to participate in the knowledge economy 
that is defined in this narrow sense? Is it in their interests to articipate? Is that what will bring them ‘good life’? What is ‘good life’ for them? 
What is ‘good life’ for them in the future and what is at the present? By focusing on and acknowledging only their future, aren’t all children 
shut out from citizenship at the present?

Another series of questions is in relation to their citizenship and on the purposes (being a learner and capacity builder) that has been 
defined: Are the children who disengaged from curriculum and pedagogy and therefore are not able to learn or do not wish to learn what is 
taught in schools or learning programs considered as citizens? Are children who have learning difficulty/difficulties thought about as citizens 
or are they the ‘second class citizens’? Is that equitable? And even more provoking: Are those children who do not want or who are not able 
to participate in productive citizenship labeled as having learning difficulties? 
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“our youngest citizens” ( ALP, 2007 

New Directions for Early Childhood Education, p. 15)

• Discourses of Human Capital Theory 

constitutes the individual as a “generic, 

infinitely perfectable, industrial-era 

machine, with an infinitely adjustable and 

expandable repertoire of quantifiable skills 
and competencies” (Luke, 1997, p.5)

To close I would like to pose more questions: 

The shift, that the introduction of the Early Learning Programs represents both structurally 

(belonging to education departments) and in its purpose (to lift the national economy), results 

in EC education’s closer association with the nation state. Therefore, how far does this new 
program expresses a genuine care for the new generation or becomes a part of a nation 

building exercise? Does the closer alliance with schooling means that the regulation of the 

population exceeds the limits of the school and spreads out to the whole life-span?
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