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ABSTRACT 

This paper analysed gender representations in children's books. To be specific, the paper assesses gender equality in 

children's books. In general, children acquired gender concepts from the culture within the society. Then, it is transmitted 

through various media, book is one of them. Gender is defined as a characteristic of men and women constructed by 

society and culture. As one of cultural products, books convey cultural messages including gender messages. Children's 

books contain narratives and pictures of men and women and messages about contemporary men and women. Based on 

literature research this paper argues that children’s books contribute to shaping children's understanding about society 

and themselves. This paper is organized as follows, first, the concept of gender will be explained. Second, the paper 

will combine several previous studies on various issues and how children's books constructed the concept of gender for 

children. Third, the paper analyses the importance of gender equality in children's books. The paper concludes that 

children’s books play an important role in shaping children’s understanding about gender equality. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Books are an important medium in shaping people’s 

understanding about the world. Over the centuries, 

children have learned their role in society through books. 

Gender messages are one of the cultural messages 

conveyed through books. Representations of women and 

men in the media provide ideas about gender that could 

be transferred to the audience [1], [2]. Therefore, it is 

possible that gender representation in children's books 

will shape children's understanding about gender roles. 

However, the media are unlikely to have a direct effect 

on their audience at the same time. We should not 

arbitrarily assume that children are copying or borrowing 

their full understanding of gender from the media they 

use. 

Furthermore, children who live in a different era. 

Therefore, what children learn about gender from books 

in the 1990s may not be relevant with children’s context 

today.  Gender changes overtimes, and so do ideas in 

books. Ideas about gender in contemporary society has 

become more complex. The complexity can be identified 

through how the media, including books, represents the 

role and social attribution of men and women.  

The history of children's books development began in 

the mid-18th century [3]. At that time, discourse in 

children's books represented popular culture. The 

relationship between children and children's books today 

is like an electronic communication medium with the 

audiences. Children interact with books in two ways: 

children as readers and children as spectators or 

observers [4], [5]. In addition, the interaction of children 

and books can also be identified from other early literacy 

practices such as storytelling to children [6]. 

In most societies, storytelling is one of the most 

important ways to disseminate the norms, values, and 

cultural attitudes to children. Therefore, children's books 

are used as a medium for social learning and identity 

development. Children's books also give children some 

of their initial perceptions about gender, race, and class. 

Children's perceptions about their position and role in 

society as girls and boys will be shaped through 

children's interactions with books. 

This paper discusses previous research on gender in 

children's books to show how children’s books have 

become a medium for (re)construct and (re)negotiate 

children’s understanding of gender. The paper argues that 

gender is an important medium to instil equal and 

egalitarian understanding of gender.  

2. WHAT IS GENDER? 

Discussing the concept of gender, it is necessary to 

distinguish between gender and sex. Sex is a human 

biological characteristic inherent in a certain sex [7], [8]. 

For example having and producing sperm for men and 

having a uterus and vagina, and producing eggs for 

women. These characteristics are permanent and carried 
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over from birth so that they become biological provision 

or are often referred to as (fitrah) nature or desires from 

God.  

On the other hand, gender is something that is 

inherent in both women and men which is built from 

society and culture. In addition, these gender traits are 

interchangeable [9], [10]. This is because the changes can 

be made from uncertain times, from one place to another. 

The emergence of gender differences can also be 

influenced by many things since they formed, promoted, 

perpetuated, and taught in a social, cultural, religious and 

national context.  

This includes the construction of ideas that men 

should be strong and aggressive, while women tend to be 

gentle. The results of this construction in the community, 

which are then normalized, are often considered 

contradictory if the gender is exchanged. This normalized 

gender difference is used as a way of providing 

opportunities for the emergence of gender inequality in 

various aspects, including the media. 

2.1. Women and Men Today  

Before further discussing the role of children's books 

as mediums, we intend to provide an overview of the 

relative democratic of women and men in Indonesia. In 

general, both men and women have the same rights in 

democracy. Gender equality has been echoed globally 

and has become one of the global developmental goals, 

which are now known as the Sustainable Development 

Goals [11].  

Gender equality is still an effort that must be fought 

for together. Gender inequality always occurs in various 

aspects of Indonesia Today For example, work is still 

gendered. Indonesian leaders are more dominated by 

men. Some sectors of work normalize the dominance of 

men over women and separate other jobs specifically 

because the majority are done by women. For example, 6 

out of 7 Indonesian presidents are men. Jobs such as pilot, 

engineering, and journalism are mostly done by men. On 

the other hand, care related work is included as women’s 

[12]. 

Furthermore, although the traditional view of women 

as dedicated 'housewives', such as women having to stay 

at home and men having to work, have almost 

disappeared in today’s society, more people are 

expressing freedom of choices, including how they live. 

Being a housewife or a career woman is the choice of 

every individual. When deciding to have a career outside 

the house, many women actually have double 

responsibility (as housewives and as career women 

outside the house). 

 

2.2 The Urgency of Gender Equality in 

Children’s Books  

Reading is an activity that can enrich children's 

experiences and knowledge. During the reading activity, 

children became keen observers in observing stories and 

pictures in books [4], [13]. This indicates that books are 

an important resource for children. Children’s books 

transmit values, culture, and social life in society. 

Children's books are also part of the early media that 

children often play in their daily lives. So that children's 

books contribute to shaping concepts about something 

[3], [14], [15]. 

The concept of gender, as stated earlier, is an inherent 

trait for both men and women. The idea of gender is 

constructed by society and culture According to various 

studies, knowledge about the concept of gender is usually 

obtained through direct or indirect interactions. For 

example, in early childhood education settings, 

knowledge of gender concepts can be influenced by the 

teachers’ perceptions in classroom [16], [17], interactions 

with peers during play activities [18]–[21], and through 

the media used by children. Media used by the children 

can be in the form of electronic media or printed media 

[1], [2], [22]. 

There is a widely held belief that books are windows 

to the world. A lot of information can be obtained by 

children from books either read directly or in the form of 

storytelling [15], [23]. This is one of the reasons why 

children's books have become part of printed media that 

also give colour to children's knowledge. This belief will 

provide a perception for children to achieve broader skills 

and opportunities for academic achievements and 

employment, and to act in the society with equal access. 

Children's books help children understand the 

concept of gender. So that the discourse on gender 

equality must be a common concern. Based on the 

literature review, children's books still show gender bias. 

For example, more depicting men than women and using 

traditional gender roles to portray male and female 

characters in children's books [14], [15], [24] 

Exploring gender bias in children's books is deemed 

necessary because children's books are a medium for 

gaining knowledge. As one of the media used by children 

in everyday life, children's books provide various 

interpretations for children as readers. Children's books 

are also literary works that can promote and build 

children's knowledge about gender through discourse and 

pictures, in the context of fictional storybooks, which 

contain fairy tales and non-fiction thematic books such as 

classroom learning activity books. Pictures and 

illustrations of stories in books have a large space in 

children's books [25]. Therefore, children will think 

about gender and see mothers, fathers, daughters, and 

sons' roles. Also, find out what activities boys and girls 

can do through children's books. 
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Therefore, more studies on gender representation in 

children's books need to be carried out. Because from an 

early age, children begin to understand gender and gender 

stereotypes apply to themselves. So that we can also 

naturally ask what types of books teach children about 

gender [14]. 

The diversity of characters in children's books is 

important. Because children need to see what kind of 

characters they represent in the media. So that children 

do not feel isolated [26]. When children do not see 

themselves represented in the books, it can affect their 

self-esteem. 

The urgency of gender equality in children's books is 

part of the responsibility of adults, at home and in 

educational settings, to provide quality learning 

resources for children. To achieve this, adults (teachers, 

parents, communities, and other adults) must be aware of 

gender representation and reflect the content of children's 

books with the concept of gender equality. 

3. CONCLUSION  

Based on the result of the literature review, it can be 

concluded that the media had contributed in shaping the 

concept of gender in society. However, the media often 

created stereotypes about the characters depicted in 

books especially in children's books which are the focus 

of this study. Children's books are a useful medium for 

early childhood education, both at school and at home. In 

addition, children's books have the potential to influence 

children's initial understanding of the concept of gender. 

Therefore, the representation of gender equality in 

children's books needs to be discussed further. 

There are various children's books, some of which tell 

stories of fiction and non-fiction. Both fiction and non-

fiction stories illustrate how to represent narrative 

discourse and visualization, and female and male 

characters related to gender in children's books. 

Researchers further suggested discourse analyses related 

to gender representation in children's books in 

kindergarten. 
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