ATLANTIS

PRESS

Advancesin Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 538

Proceedings of the 5th Inter national Conference on Early Childhood Education (I CECE 2020)

Constructing Gender Identity in Young Children
Nelis Nazziatus Sadiah Qosyasih'”, Vina Adriany?

12Department of Early Childhood Education, School of Postgraduate, Universitas Pendidikan Indonesia

“Corresponding author. Email: nelisnsa2@upi.edu

ABSTRACT

This paper aims to discuss the role of parents in constructing gender identity in early childhood. Based on the existing
literature, the writers argue that parents still tend to treat boys and girls differently, reflecting a patriarchal culture in the
society. This paper uses a post structuralist feminist theory. From the literature review, it is found that to overcome
gender inequality it is important for parents to understand gender equities. The main result of this literature review is
the importance of understanding, voicing and implementing gender equality values in early childhood in the community,

starting from parents at home to minimize social inequality.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Parents play important roles in children development
[1], [2] including in the development of children's gender
understanding [1] through actions and role models.

Gender itself is a social construct [3], [4] and varies
across culture [5]. This means gender is a historical a
social product that has been ingrained in society to that
extent it is seen as something natural. According to Butler
[3], [4] gender construction is reiterated so that it
becomes a taken for granted concept, despite the fact it is
a social construction that is open to be deconstructed [6].

Gender as a social construction will determine how
women and men think, act and feel in a cultural context
[7]. As a construction, gender is often understood as a
set of rules or behaviour prohibitions for individuals who
have a specific gender. This varies from culture to culture

8], [9]. [10], [11].

This paper adopts literature and previous research
both on global [12], [13], [14], [15] and Indonesia scales
[16], [17] on gender construction in young children. The
results of this study are expected to assist parents and
teachers in understanding the importance of gender
flexible roles in young children.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This paper uses a post-structuralist feminist
perspective to analyse gender construction in children
which refers to Foucault’s theory on power, particularly
on how power produces differences between girls and
boys. Post-structuralist feminists are philosophies,
theories and methodologies to determine power relations

through discourse analysis [18]. This theory has been
used in research on gender, power and play in children
[17].

As mentioned before, post-structuralist theories are
informed by Foucault ‘s approach to power and
discourse. This allows us to break many of these taken
for granted assumption about gender in ways that we can
challenge the dominant gender order. Children get gender
identities from various groups, one of them from their
parents [19], teachers and people around them contribute
greatly to constructing children's gender [20].

In post-structuralism, gender is defined as a social
construction in shaping femininity and masculinity [21].
Gender construction is partially shaped by language,
along with physical and material resources such as
clothes and attributes used that are affiliated to a certain
gender [21]. Central to post-structuralist theories is an
idea that gender order can be challenged and negotiated.

According to Hurst & Smith [22] post-structuralist
feminism is a theoretical lens that specifically discusses
how children's gender is formed. In post structuralist
feminists, gender is a complex and dynamic collection of
ideas, actions and feelings as a boy or girl in a different
place, culture and time [23]. In the post-structuralist
perspective, both children and adults play an active role
in re-constructing gender discourses.

3. METHOD

This paper examines ranges of literature review to
unpack how previous research understand the issues of
gender in the early years [24]. We adopt post-
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structuralist feminist concepts that discuss language and
power to understand gender construction in children
carried out by parents.

4. RESULT AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Language

Post-structuralism interprets that all meaning and
knowledge is formed through language [12] and language
is the key to how we create meaning as socially
constructed individuals. If meaning is created through
language, it is impermanent or essential. As a place of
social and political struggle, language is a place where
social meanings and identities about femininity and
masculinity are shaped and reformed. It is also a space
where this social meaning is open to redefining,
challenging, and reinterpreting [25]. This understanding
of the construction of knowledge goes away from the
belief that children are only born in their gender or simply
learn their gender and sexuality by copying adults.

Through conversation and interaction with each
other, children and adults negotiate what it means to be
women and men. Certain talks and actions will reinforce
gender stereotypes. Words such as beauty promotes a
version of femininity, while words like handsome
perpetuates a type of masculinity.

4.2 Power

Post-structuralist feminists refer to Foucault's theory
of power, a philosopher, psychologist and historian [26].
From this perspective, power is seen as a process
operating in our social world, not as something that is
owned by individuals. Power operates in all relationships
and is expressed through discourse. Therefore, Foucault
argues for the understanding of power as something that
circulates and at the same time operates to produce
certain types of subjects. According to Foucault and the
feminist poststructuralist who use his work, "the
individual is the vehicle of power. From this perspective,
it becomes important to understand how power strategies
and techniques work, not just who has or doesn't have
power. How power generates gender identities as women
and men is relevant to understanding gender [12].

Foucault argues that power and knowledge are
interrelated and greatly influence each other. Power
relations exist in the field of knowledge, or "regime of
truth”, which produce and carry out certain forms of
power relations [12]. By examining power as a relation
and in its local form, we can understand the ways in
which gendered social orders are structured and
regulated. In the case of young children, it is through
power-relations between adults and children, young
children will be engaged in the continuous process of
constructing and negotiating their gender.
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5. CONCLUSION

The formation of gender identity in children cannot
be separated from the influence of adults. In Indonesia,
parents and teachers still use hold on to traditional gender
discourses in educating their children [17]. Feminists'
post-structuralist view that gender is the result of social
construction [22], so everything is not final. Elements
that can influence gender identity are language and
power, both of which view that children's gender identity
is fluid and flexible..

As a foundation for children's education, it is
important for adults to understand and implement the
values of gender equality in children in order to ensure
that children are respected as who they are.
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