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Abstract: This article aims to present a few tensions and contradictions when implementing children’s
rights using the case of three Casas de Pensamiento Indígena (CPI)—indigenous childcare services—in
Bogotá. It questions global policies and local interpretations of early childhood education. Its main
purpose is to find insights on what it means to attend to young children from minority groups.
Could early childhood education and care (ECEC) services be reduced to ethnic backgrounds?
In the struggle to deal with global, local, and community discourses, policy makers see positive
discrimination not only as a way to justify their actions and their policies but also as a way to respond
to the question of equity and diversity, regardless of equality. Therefore, this article highlights this
discussion on positive discrimination as a way to intensify social inequality or reproduce inequalities
at another level with a different name. Rancière’s dissertation on politics (Rancière 1998) and on the
different meanings of politics and politique is used to understand the subtle relationship between
equity and diversity. Considering all of this, it was decided to do fieldwork to comprehend the
daily lives of CPI settings and the complexity of their formalization/institutionalization. The study
highlights how CPI both differs from and is part of conventional services, and how indigenous
caregivers and children face an institutional script that asks them to perform indigenism.

Keywords: performativity; indigenous children; ECEC services; institution scripts; early childhood
policies; children’s participation

1. Introduction

Bottom-up policies or grounded policies seem to be the focus of many discourses on implementing
policies and children’s rights approaches (Liebel 2012; Vandenhole 2012). This article aims to present
the tensions and contradictions when implementing children’s rights by introducing the case of three
Casas de Pensamiento Indígena (CPI)—indigenous1 childcare services—in Bogotá, which brings up
the question about global policies and local interpretations of early childhood education. This article
is part of the author’s doctoral dissertation, which aims to outline the institutionalization of CPIs
in Bogotá. Its main purpose is to shed light on what it means to attend to young children from
minority groups. Could early childhood education and care (ECEC) services be reduced to ethnic
backgrounds? The study highlights how CPIs both differ from and are part of conventional services,
which often leads to the question of “minority directions in the majority world” (Dahlberg et al. 1999;
Vandenbroeck 2004). This analysis also questions the existing global and local ideas about ECEC

1 The term indígenas has been translated to indigenous, to keep the terms used by the research actors.
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services and their assumptions on the implementation of these services and young children’s rights in
practice (Boyden 1997; Mannion 2007).

Early childhood education is underscored by two trends. First is the welfare approach, which is
centered on nutrition, care, and hygiene. These are viewed as the most important aspects related
to childcare. Second is the pedagogical approach, which is grounded on the idea that children
need to get a head start on their educational processes in order to be better prepared for when they
attend school. These two trends in Latin American countries are unfortunately related to the social
class of children2. Thus, welfare models are most widespread in public institutions that care for
children in precarious areas or what Rosemberg (2010) in the Brazilian case or Rupin (2014) in the
Chilean ECEC system define as the dilemma of poor education for poor communities. In other words,
vulnerable communities require an education that tends to basic needs and builds everyday habits,
whereas education for middle and upper classes is able to singularly focus on preparing children for
school because the aspects related to care are satisfied by the family. This highlights the ambiguous
nature of the interpretation of equity when it comes to children’s rights. Colombia’s history of early
childhood policies is representative of these two perspectives.

The question becomes more complex when discussing indigenous children’s rights because
minority group policies have to be taken into account. The last census from the Departamento
Administrativo Nacional de Estadísticas (DANE) reported a population of more than 45 million
Colombians, where less than four million identified themselves as indigenous3. Yet, “87 indigenous
ethnic groups” were counted on the 2005 Census (DANE 2007). As a result of this demographic,
Colombian policies related to indigenous communities are formulated based on “statistical information
produced with an ethnic focus” that recognizes the existence of these groups (DANE 2007). Therefore,
indigenous policies in general have always been formulated from a differential approach.

In fact, the Conpes 109—the first public policy for early childhood—in the hopes of providing
young children with better ECEC services, was based on both focus and universalization: “We cannot
universalize if we do not focus on the most vulnerable ( . . . ) we must focus attention to children and
families at risk ( . . . ) from extreme poverty or from belonging to groups or families in vulnerable
situations” (Presidencia de la Republica 2007). Later, in 2016, early childhood policies—Cero a Siempre
(2015)—focused on the political debate around equity, diversity, and quality following the global
debate on ECEC services (Rayna 2010). As a matter of fact, recent documents released by Mesa de
diversidad y enfoque diferencial (the diversity and differential approach board) focused on pertinencia
cultural (cultural relevance) as a criterion to justify indigenous or minority group ECEC services
(Comisión Intersectorial de Primera Infancia 2014) nationally labeled as Situado + Etnico.

Indeed, these early childhood policies are based on the principle that positive discrimination or
a differential approach guarantees equity. In the struggle to deal with global, local, and community
discourse, policy makers see positive discrimination not only as a way to justify their actions and their
policies but also as a way to respond to the questions of equity and diversity, regardless of equality4.
The result of this approach is the development of early childhood services as an industry and the
institutionalization of community-based ECEC services such as CPIs (Molina and Baron 2011) and
many others (Comisión Intersectorial de Primera Infancia 2014). As Torrado et al. (2017) highlighted,
it is really difficult to know the services offered in the country, as the majority of children up to four
years old stay in informal community and family-based arrangements. The implementation of Cero a
siempre has been a challenge to understand and build a more systematic image of what ECEC services

2 Colombia is one of the most populated and urbanized countries in Latin America. DANE’s last census points out a
population of more than 45 million people where almost 80% live in city areas (DANE 2018) stratified in six different
socio-economical classes.

3 An ethnic identification variable has been included in the 2005 Census “that accurately captures the ethnic population and
thus allows its characterization by crossing it with other variables studied” (DANE 2007).

4 Equity here is understood as the principle that guarantees equal access to each one depending on their need and context;
different from equality, which is understood as giving the same opportunities to all, regardless of their context or needs.
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in Colombia are. The CPIs in Bogota define on city’s policy text as services to “allow indigenous
young children to learn, to reappropriate, to preserve their culture based on the specific and authentic
practices of their community” (Bogota 2010, p. 20). Between 2007 and 2017, more than ten CPIs were
recognized as formal services.

Therefore, this article highlights this discussion on positive discrimination and how it intensifies
social inequality or at least reproduces inequalities at another level with a different name. We theorize
using Rancière’s dissertation on politics (Rancière 1998) and on the different meanings of politics and
politique to understand the subtle relationship between equity and diversity. To consider indigenous
community-based models in relation to other models of childcare settings and their impact on early
childhood education policies brings forward the cultural and ethical dimensions. What is the real
difference between CPI and conventional ECEC services? What has been pointed out by Deleuze (1968)
or García Canclini (2004) as a discourse of difference? How “indigenous” ECEC services become so in
everyday life depends on the discourse to define them as different.

Positive Discrimination

Positive discrimination policies are public policies that recognize particular rights in particular
groups in a specific context. They are part of what is usually considered multicultural policies or
differential policy-making approaches (Wieviorka 2004). This means that gender, race, or ethnic criteria
are used to define how governments ought to guarantee people’s rights (in this case, to assure young
children’s access to ECEC services in indigenous communities in Bogotá). The term and existence of
“minority groups” or “marginalized communities” weakens the notion of social justice and equality
and challenges for a democratic society (Velasco and Carlos 2007, p. 142). However, this set of policies
does not target only cultural or identity issues. In practice, it belongs to a larger socio-political project
that deals with diversity and equity. The main focus is to attend to minority groups or marginalized
groups to create some sort of relief5 from what has been or is being done to them.

However, this positive discrimination—or affirmative action—has been largely criticized.
For example, Giovanni Sartori argues that affirmative action continues to be a discriminatory practice,
as “discrimination consists of unfairly favoring or disfavoring groups of people based on matters
which are beyond their merits and abilities” (Sartori 2005, p. 51). Dworkin points out that these actions
can be dangerous when they become a habit: “What begins in a localized and temporary way ends
up becoming a permanent and extensive way of proceeding (and which is also internalized by the
beneficiaries as acquired rights), thus contravening its initial reason, which was none other than the
overcoming of all kinds of discrimination” (Velasco and Carlos 2007, p. 145). An example of these
might be Gomez Gomez’s (2015) study on indigenous and ladino peoples’ interactions and how their
rights and places are apprehended and contracted.

Nonetheless, both sides of this argument agree that these practices are based on a discriminatory
principle. The treatment given to a certain group is only made by pointing this group out as different
from the whole. As Rancière points out, “To designate the opposition is to constitute the place
of a polemical division to affirm the non-place of any equal distribution“ (Rancière 1998, p. 69).
Understood in this article as the action of tracing the differences between indigenous children and
other children, this discourse on difference means arguing that equality is not a possibility, as diversity
is already shaped by difference. This brings us to the subject of this article: could indigenous ECEC
services based on a positive discrimination policy guarantee equity and quality access to indigenous
communities? If so, at what cost? What does this mean to indigenous children and their caregivers
to be labeled as “indigenous” at an ECEC service? The next part discusses how this legal action
creates everyday lives for children and their indigenous caregivers that are embedded in a constant

5 This term is used here as part of a resilience process that has been part of indigenous national policies and state’s agreements
for a long history of multicultural policies (see Gomez Gomez 2015).
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performativity of indigenous and authenticity. For the purpose of this article, performativity is
understood as a contingent and constant production of meaning. Enacting what a category is ought to
be, such as “What we take to be an ‘internal’ feature of ourselves is one that we anticipate and produce
through certain bodily acts, at an extreme, a hallucinatory effect of naturalized gestures” (Butler 2011,
p. XV). Does being indigenous constitute an institutionalized performance or is this “natural fact”
constructed discursively by bodily actions that create and perform such a category? Do CPIs exist as
an ethnic physical and cultural space to perform and institutionalize the indigenous being?

2. Materials and Methods

Through an exploration of policy documents from Colombia and Bogotá, an ECEC services field
was built to understand Bogotá’s ECEC system and its existing offer to guarantee education and
care for young children. To summarize, Colombia’s policies define three different models of ECECs
shown in the state’s policies and texts as “social and pedagogical spaces” where children “learn to
live together, to know, love, and respect others; where they interiorize basic norms of living together
and the recognition of others, of the particularity and diversity and everything that happens around
them.” These models are considered scenarios of “multiple and diverse experiences and interactions,
specifically designed for early childhood. From that perspective, they distinguish themselves by their
openness and appreciation of their social context and their contribution to it, from its own way of
understanding society and the early childhood care for girls and boys” (Comisión Intersectorial de
Primera Infancia 2014, p. 20). Thus, models are ways of organizing the national ECEC system to meet
the different needs of families according to their choices, their desires, and their contexts. Both national
systems and Bogota’s ECEC system have a wide range of nuances within these models from private to
public services, including hybrid services, which are mostly run by foundations. When focusing on
Bogota, the city has a vast panorama of formalized to community-based services from collective to
family-centered solutions. Some of them are recognized by law6, while the rest remain recognized
by families and communities only. Considering all of this, it was decided to do significant fieldwork
to analyze the daily lives of different ECEC settings in the city, as well as to better understand CPI
settings and their formalization/institutionalization.

As a whole, CPI services are one of the many solutions for childhood education and care.
They exist in the context of “inclusive education with a ‘differential approach’ that allows equity
of opportunity, without discrimination ( . . . ) advancing processes of family and community
strengthening” (SDIS 2012, p. 11) and underline the fact that they are services that adapt to the
“characteristics of ethnic groups” and “populations with specific vulnerabilities” (2012, p. 12).
According to Suárez (2014), CPIs are not the result of the city’s Plan de Dessarollo, but rather a
response to the demands made by the city’s various indigenous communities in recent years—for
example, the opening of the first CPI in Bogotá in 2009 (Molina and Baron 2011; Suárez 2014).
The first communities to organize an indigenous ECEC service were the forbearers of the CPI.
The project was “to enable indigenous children to learn, recover, and preserve their culture based on
the specific and ancestral practices of their community” (Bogota 2010). On this subject are several
thesis and dissertations written about CPIs in Bogotá (Quevedo 2012; Reyes 2018). In particular,
Molina and Baron (2011) address the experiences of two CPIs and the construction of their educational
projects and curriculum. An overview of the CPI shows an ECEC service for children from ages one to
five years old belonging to a particular indigenous community. Some are open to every child living in
the area. At the moment, ten CPI services are recognized, organized, and managed by eight different
indigenous communities located in different areas around the city, mostly in the vulnerable ones.
Each CPI has a different internal organization and a different way of conceiving, for example, how the

6 In Bogota ECEC services can choose whether if they are recognized by the SDIS, the Secretaria de Education or by the
Ministerio de educacion itself.
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professional group should be constituted [only Early Childhood Indigenous Caregivers (IC) and Early
Childhood Professionals (ECP) or IC from different communities].

One of the main methodological questions was choosing as field only institutions labeled CPI as a
main criterion, which underlines what other researchers have discussed as the “difficulties associated
with visibility” for indigenous groups (Kaomea 2003, 2005; Brayboy and Jones 2003). In other words,
the data were only collected on recognized indigenous ECEC services. It must be noted that access
to these particular settings is not always granted and is very complex for two reasons, the first being
public official term limits and the second being the fact that authorizations must come from both
public officials and the indigenous community’s governance corps7. Therefore, the communities and
the public officials were approached at the same time to guarantee the agreement of the communities,
specifically the IC. The communities of the three CPIs agreed to be observed in their daily routines
and to discuss the videos recorded and analyze them further with the researcher. Thus, this particular
context allowed us to study a set of CPIs that reflected distinct situations (Table 1).

Table 1. List of the field and their particularities.

CASA A CASA B CASA C

Less than a year working New one Open more than 6 years ago

Has been organized by a private
foundation

Is a Bogota’s city project to
respond to an indigenous
community petition

Community based project

Has been given a room inside a
conventional early childhood education
and care (ECEC) service run by the
foundation

Built on a recover municipal
building

Has lost his initial physical
space and is actually inside a
city’s official’s ECEC service

Only Early Childhood Indigenous
Caregivers (IC) from the community, but
with an Early Childhood Professionals
(ECP) coordinator, that holds an idea of
what they ought to be and do as Casas de
Pensamiento Indígena (CPI)

Different communities IC and
some ECP

Only IC from the community
but sharing a room and a
planning with ECP

A multi-method approach was used to gather information (Table 2). Fieldwork was conducted
for two weeks in each institution to observe—via video—their daily routines and practices in a class
of children two to three years old. This was followed by individual interviews with parents and
professionals at each institution and conversations with policy-makers and public officials about the
ECEC services in Bogotá. The main goal was to understand the discourse of indigenous-oriented
ECEC services based on the positive discrimination approach (Glazer 1975; Velasco and Carlos 2007).
The empirical data were interpreted with the help of ECEC monographies by focusing the analysis of
the dialogues and the situations occurring during the time of the observations in these ECEC services.

Table 2. List of the field and the data collected.

Institution Observation Focus Observation Interview with
Professionals8

Interview with
Parents

CasaA 3 days 4 days 1 interview 2IC 3 Interviews
CasaB 3 days 4 days 2 interviews 2 IC 4 interviews
CasaC 3 days 4 days 2 interview 1IC 1 Taita9 4 interviews

7 Bogotá has more than 17 different indigenous communities living in the city, and each of them has its own political
governance institutions and agreements with the city’s government.
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This study faces two important ethical issues. The first concerns the specifics of the video
observation as a method of study, which means asking participants for their authorization and
fulfilling the requirement of anonymity. However, obtaining children’s authorization to follow them,
was more difficult, as it was given through the relationships built with them during the fieldwork.
Nevertheless, parents, professionals, and caregivers formally gave their authorizations. The second
ethical question is the reliability and validity of the findings, as video observation only captures
one image and not the whole environment. It is difficult to say whether the situation was captured
objectively, as the researcher chose which parts to observe, and the data in this study were subject to
free interpretations made by the researcher. However, the researcher’s standpoint does not undermine
the value of the study, as the selection of the data was justified and the conclusions were supported by
the material produced by fieldwork (Flyvbjerg 2006). As mentioned before, the three CPIs studied are
not representative of all CPIs; they are cases that help shed light on some questions about the existing
CPI services in Bogotá.

3. Results

Policies and legal actions on behalf of CPIs show the value of the existence of different ECEC
services in the city. In the city’s official texts and in the indigenous curriculum (Bogota 2010, p. 14),
we find the role of the Secretaria Distrital de Integracion Social (SDIS)10 in the formalization of CPI projects
in Bogotá. In this document, CPIs are institutions that guarantee both “civil rights” and “specific rights”.
For example, cultural identity is defined as a “fundamental right” where “culture is constituted as
a fundamental element to be able to be, in their case, to be indigenous” (Molina and Baron 2011).
The purpose of a CPI is that children feel like they belong to an indigenous culture and have
the opportunity to be educated according to the customs and ideologies specific to their cultural
background (Contcepi 2012). This part presents the results of the analysis from two angles—the
professional posture and the idea of being indigenous. These two aspects rely on what the CPI ought
to be or what is supposed to be their main purpose. In the first part, indigenous caregiver’s relations to
ECEC services scripts is analyzed to see how they are adapting to the “habit” of being early childhood
education practitioners. A script is understood here as a “representation of the world”(Vinegar,
in Gutierrez et al. 1995) “to describe the construct that accounts for appropriate participation in
routinized interactions” (Schank and Ableson, in Gutierrez et al. 1995). Examples of being indigenous
as a performative category are described at the end of this section, with special emphasis on the
idea that being indigenous is an institutionalized category that demonstrates how professionals and
children should be and act.

3.1. Professionals’ Posture versus Institution Scripts

One of the main findings in this research is the relationship between the institutions and the
indigenous caregivers. Caregivers have no diplomas and their qualifications to be ECP are given by the
simple fact that they are a part of certain indigenous or minority group. They are the bridge, or in other
words, the “primary agents of conditioning” (Elias 1994, p. 119), between the institutional scripts and
childcare and education, as well as between global discourses of early childhood education and local
practices and interpretations of childhood. In CasaA, for example, most of the time, other professionals
or the pedagogical coordinator explained to the indigenous caregivers how to organize the day and
how to set up an activity, such as “Give them the light green papers and that’s it, for the rest . . . you
will see as you will, for the material, I mean”. Sometimes, the pedagogical coordinator explained to

9 Respectful term to address older men who carry the wisdom of the community. Sometimes they are also the communities’
political leaders.

8 Parents’ and professionals’ interviews are mentioned in this article but analyzed in the author’s dissertation.
10 SDIS is the district entity in charge of formulating the policies related to social integration, especially to those in greater

poverty and vulnerability.
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indigenous caregivers that it is normal for indigenous children not to follow activities, as “All this is
because it is not usual, they are not used to it . . . you take them, you bring them . . . Like you too, you
are getting them yourselves, the habit of . . . then while you take the habit . . . ” (Sanchez Caro 2016)
Both adults and children from the community are in the process of getting used to this type of
education. This kind of dialogue brings to light the idea that the ECP coordinator’s work is to assure
that indigenous caregivers are adjusting well to the global function of the ECEC center. In other words,
she has to teach them how to be an ECEC teacher or caregiver, how to organize, plan, and schedule
daily activities, and how to adjust to the script.

The idea of routine and how it is assimilated in this dialogue is interesting. Routine is a central
part of the institutional script in ECEC services, and indigenous adults and children should incorporate
it in order to be part of the institution. In another dialogue, the ECP explained to indigenous caregivers
the importance of naptime after lunch. For the caregivers, sometimes these routines or habits are
complicated to follow, as children might sleep during different moments of the day. However, as the
ECP pointed out, “They shouldn’t be sleeping [right now], because now [in the morning] it’s time
to do the activity”. At the end of the conversation, the ECP explained to them the importance of
establishing a nap routine because it “is a way for [the professionals] to rest . . . ” She provided them
with some strategies to assure that the children slept at that particular time, such as “Don’t finish the
nap until they’re all asleep. So, for example, take blankets, then put them on and they will create
this sleeping habit, so that you can rest from this rhythm . . . ” (Sanchez Caro 2016) For the ECP
coordinator, it is a matter of children getting used to the routine, and the job of the caregivers is to help
the children acquire the habit of following a routine that points out what has to happen at each time of
the day. This example highlights the idea of the global child and the developmental idea of what a
child should or should not be doing at a particular time of the day. Professional practices are guided
by an institutional script based on a particular notion of a child’s needs that is to be followed and not
by a child’s needs or demands at the particular time.

The problem seems to be that the global idea of a child’s daily schedule might not actually
be global but rather one standpoint of what is a normal routine for a child’s day. Sometimes,
indigenous caregivers find themselves confirming every action with the coordinator, as they know
they have to adapt and help the children to adapt, but often the daily schedule is not as evident as it
might seem. In the next example, it seems that for IC1, it was not clear what they ought to do or what
was considered to be a valid activity:

IC111: Is it my turn to decorate everything now?

ECP: No, no, no, no. It’s an activity for after lunch. ( . . . ) for now, this (and indicates children
playing “free”) until all children have arrived. And then breakfast . . .

PEPI1: This (while looking at children)?

ECP: Yes, that (while pointing out the children playing), you play with them too . . . then
comes breakfast, you finish breakfast and then the cleaning. Then, you organize them at the
tables, you talk to them about food, at breakfast . . . you can also talk to them about food to
strengthen the idea at lunch. And then on the tables, then they start (and as talking to the
children) “so let’s start decorating what is our dish”, or as you call it. (Sanchez Caro 2016)

The ECP explains the structure of the day to the caregivers—when they are supposed to do
the activities and when they can just let the children play; when they give them food and when
they eat. This daily institutionalized routine, or script, must be incorporated by the caregivers,
making the IC a kind of lively bridge between the scripts and the children. It sometimes seems that this
everyday habit-learning-process is an important part of what the ECEC center does for this indigenous

11 For the purpose of the article and in order to guarantee anonymity, ECP is used to refer to Early Childhood Professional,
IC equals Indigenous Caregivers, and children are named by a letter and their age, i.e., MP (2.11).
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community. Elias named this a “civilization process,”12 and in these cases, the focus is first on the
indigenous caregivers and then passed to children. The first conclusion that can be drawn is that
education seems to be for caregivers, while care and hygiene is meant to be for children. The CPI
provides food and a place for children to be, whereas the discourses about childhood and education
are left to caregivers, who are learning this by incorporating the script so that they can later pass it on
to children.

In addition to this, the observations help gather some other characteristics of what it is to
be an ECEC professional. For example, at CasaB, an IC was talking to a Taita13 from another
indigenous community about the organization of daily routines and activities. Taita comes from
a community-based CPI, and he argued that for them, it was important to do their own activities,
like teaching children to cultivate the products. The IC was reluctant to do those activities because the
children tended to start doing something else. As an example, the IC stated “We’ve got a cultivating
space here, but the thing is kids start hitting and then you’re there ‘don’t hit him’, ‘don’t hit her’
(Sanchez Caro 2016). This conversation happened when the children’s activity was just proposed by
an ECP who was following the institutional script. Paradoxically, children were running everywhere,
and the professionals found themselves continuously telling children to be careful and not to hit each
other. This fact was pointed out later by Taita, whom explained that at CasaC, “Children do not do
activities that are not in relation to what we do/are (Sanchez Caro 2016). He indicated that the claim
that the professionals in CasaB do not do specific activities like cultivating is not accurate because
they encounter the same situation while doing other activities. His point is interesting—what are
called “conventional” activities do not guarantee either that children will not argue or do something
different than what is proposed. The argument went further; Taita asked the professionals to set up an
activity of music from his community by playing to the children and making the instruments reachable
to them:

Taita comes with two more drums, several drum sticks and places them on the floor in the
middle of one of the pieces. MP (2.11) greets him and approaches the drum. Taita answers
her greeting and says, “I’m going to play the drum. You too, but look first and don’t
hurt yourself.” Several children now hit the drums clapping with their hands, while Taita
organizes the sticks and starts playing. S (3.3) takes the flute that Taita has in her bag and
goes to play with it, to the other room. Taita stays crouched down and tries several sticks on
the drum and the different noises they make. An IC from an afro-descendent community
tells the children, “Come and see how the drum is played.” Taita plays with two different
sticks, then he says “Now it’s up to whom? One by one” and the children try to play like
Taita did, others hit the drums differently. At some point they all start hitting at the same
time. Taita tells them in a very peaceful tone “No, because you can hurt yourself. Look, look
first after you do”. (Sanchez Caro 2016)

This approach to children activities was also observed at CasaB when the other members of the
community came to visit. In this second example, the activity was introduced to children, and it was
up to them to continue the experience by themselves. This meant that children were not shown where
and how to do the activity, but that it was there, available to all. That did not mean that all children
participated, as there were children that stayed on the peripheral, like R (2.10), who took the drum and
went away:

A Taita from their community is present and he decides to play cosecha (harvest) with the
children. IC2 helps him distribute the canoes, mochilas (knitted bags), and knitted pales

12 Defined by Norbert Elias as “the social molding of individuals in accordance with the structure of civilizing process”
(Elias 1994, p. 378) or a “mechanisms of integration” (Elias 1997, p. 119).

13 Respectful term to address older men which carry the wisdom of the community.
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to the children who are approaching. The children are invited to experiment with these
objects. At some point, G (2.8) approaches Taita and asks him “This?” and he answers,
“Yes, I will give you some. We’re going to put some little grains here, aren’t we?” Waiting
for the little seeds, he throws a trompo (a wooden spinning top) in the middle of the room
for the children to see it “dance” and he tells IC1, “Wow, how they all stay quiet to watch
it (laughs)”. Then he says, “Well, let’s go get the seeds.” IC1 goes to collect seeds from
the furniture cabin and gives them to the Taita, who gets on his knees and explains to the
children, “These canastos (hamper) are for the seeds. They are cultural bags of our culture.
We must be able to distribute them all (while looking at the seeds).” (Sanchez Caro 2016)

These two examples underline a different script—another approach proposed by the Taitas.
It seems that the way the activities were proposed here worked as a counterscript or resistance
strategies. They both questioned not only the relations between children and adults but also the
spaces and materiality, or Holloway and Valentin’s ideas of “children’s geography” (Holloway and
Valentine 2004; Garnier 2014, 2015; Mannion 2007). The latter is defined as a way of thinking about
adult and children interactions where mater and bodily actions on a situation matter at different levels.
For this author, children’s participation in a situation should be analyzed on a dialogical, spatial,
and intergenerational level. Furthermore, as Wyness (2005, 2006) points out, these different ways of
existing together questions not only the idea of “westernizing” the actions of children from other parts
of the world but also the changes in professional and adult actions, as shown in this article.

Indeed, during the activity time in these three CPIs, a willingness to do “conventional” activities,
or at least to follow the ECP’s instructions, seemed to be a common observation. Being professional
sometimes meant the IC had to organize and sit children for the activity and follow a storyboard of
actions to do for them. As demonstrated in the next example, PPE1 at CasaB built a theater to explain
cosecha (harvest) to children, the same activity they did with the Taita. Only this time, the children
were sitting on chairs and watching the spectacle:

“For the past few minutes, the pedagogical team has been organizing and setting up an
activity in the dark, with a scenario and chairs for children to seat. At the scenario, IC1 holds
a white tissue and at the same time places objects between a light and the white fabric.
She addresses the children: “Children, look . . . its home.” Then, she moves on to the second
object quickly, but she is not sure she will find the result she wanted and hurries to place the
other object behind the light and before the fabric and asks the children if they recognize the
shapes. Immediately, she answers, “It is the children who dance because he had the cosecha.
Remember that we talked about this the other day, how the children dance after the cosecha,
and we danced . . . well, this is the one.” The other professionals are taking turns asking
the children to remain seated and to stop them from approaching the light and the fabric.
(Sanchez Caro 2016)

In this example, the IC was acting for the children, and it was not very clear (for her or for the
children) as to how and when they could participate. It could be argued that the IC wanted to share
some of her knowledge by westernizing her way of proposing activities to children. As a result,
she created a mise-en-scène of cosecha, which was so far from the reach of the children that they lost
their attention. By her actions, it could also be argued that the activity became unbearable for the IC.
This example highlights the complexity for indigenous caregivers to follow a script that places adults
in a “formative role” (Wyness 2006, 2009), as they are cornered by an institutional script that places
them as a professional-in-the-making.

The fact that CasaC exists inside other’s territory, or as Taita explained, they are arrinconados
(cornered) inside a conventional institution, made it more difficult to tell the relation to the script.
This meant that the script was to be held because they were only in the place temporarily, like guests in
a host ECEC service. Most of the time, this meant that the ICs were following the scripts—waiting for
the other professionals to act so they could copy their actions. In this institution, what was interesting
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were the peripheral actions of adults and children toward the daily routines. For example, TV time
(which usually happened in the mornings) sometimes became knitting time for the ICs and sometimes
for the indigenous children as well. For instance, F (2.6) came around the IC and held the threads of
yarn so the IC could knit. There was also a building-wooden box, the only specific object to the CPI,
that was at a range of use. It was easy to recognize, as throughout most of the TV time, we saw CasaC
children playing around the object when they were not watching TV. Indeed, this object allowed them
to come and go, to follow the script, and to get out of it in order to do some other activities.

What was interesting in this CPI was how small peripheral actions by indigenous children or
adults were incorporated by the other professionals and children. They were constantly learning,
more often using an indigenous baby carrier for children under one-year-old and acknowledging the
value of children’s participation or autonomy during lunch time: “CasaC children normally grab their
plates and put them back at the service tables and get off the table when they are finished. Children
from the conventional center sit at their tables and wait for teachers to bring lunch, juice and take their
plates back to the service table. During the observations, we heard G (2.7) asking very loudly to one of
the professionals to come and get her plate and bring her the juice. After a few minutes of running
from one table to other, helping children to eat, we heard ECP reply to G ‘I think you are big enough
now to bring your plate and take your juice, like our friends do’” (Sanchez Caro 2016).

3.2. What It Is to Be Indigenous: Performing “Indigenism”14

Following Bogota’s policy text, the main purpose of the CPI as an ECEC service is to offer to
groups or communities an education that “must be linked to the environment, to the productive
process, to the social and cultural process, with due respect for their beliefs and traditions ( . . . ) to
maintain, recreate, and develop a global project of life in accordance with their own and autochthonous
culture, language, traditions, and privileges” (Bogota 2010, pp. 28–29). This means that the CPI’s
purpose as an ECEC service in Bogotá is granted insomuch as they propose an indigenous based service.
However, there is a question of what this actually means in practice. In this part, some examples of
the complexity of labeling a group as indigenous in order to guarantee the particularity of the CPI are
presented. Also, the experiences of children and adults are underlined.

CasaA is a CPI built on the concept of being indigenous and is owned by a private foundation.
They are supervised by the Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar (ICBF), who provides them
with some public financial support. Their control is defined by the professionals and the foundation
manager as a “political visit”, or a performance of indigenism on the day of the visit. That day, IC1 was
wearing a professional outfit, not a traditional dress as expected of her, and she was questioned on
it many times. One of the professionals asked her, “Have you ever worn a dress?”, to which she
replied that she “uses dresses, but it’s not from my culture. Not this one”. An ECP asked her, “Is it
different? Is it from another culture? They only wear the skirt?”, as she had seen on the internet
(Sanchez Caro 2016).

In CasaA, the authenticity of the material space seems to take the indigenism criterion into
consideration, as the space was built upon their “tradition”. The foundation created a mise-en-scène of
what a space for indigenous children should look like—a building wood structure that represents a
maloca in order to provide early childhood services to this specific community. The day of the political
visit, it was decorated with animal puppets that seemed to better illustrate what it is to be “indigenous”.
However, this mise-en-scène also referred to what the children and the adults should look like by
questioning the IC, “What do the boys wear (while pointing to her own clothes)?” or “Do you sew them
yourself (while taking the boleros from the IC3 dress)” or complimenting V (2.10) as she looked “cute”

14 The term is used following Souza Lima’s definition as a set of ideas and representations regarding the relations between
Indian peoples and nation states (De Souza Lima 1991, 2000), and we expand it to the larger indigenous issue, or, as Said says,
“To the westerner . . . the Oriental was always like some aspect of the West” (Said 2005, p. 67), so the term is particularly
used to point out how indigenous are indigenized.
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in her traditional dress. Some children in the indigenous community go to conventional services at the
same institution, like J (2.3) and H (2.10). Nevertheless, on the day of the political visit, all children
are placed at CasaA. The professionals and the children ought to look indigenous and dress in the
institutionalized version of indigenous traditional clothing. In the case of the IC, these representations
do not belong to them but rather to the ECEC institution. In consequence, by being at a CPI, they
also learn how to be indigenous and what that means in the institution’s eyes. For example, one of
the coordinators explained to the IC how to use the room that day: “They work around this table,
when they go to work, they take a cushion and sit around this table, OK? And there, (while showing
the books) carefully because it falls, and it’s just for today” (Sanchez Caro 2016).

From how they dress to how they draw on their faces, this indigenism for the professionals and
the children seems to be performance only (Butler 2011). They apparently act out their indigenism
regardless of their own beliefs or images. They ought to be this indigena, authentically institutionalized.
Surprisingly, during the performance, the ICs acted as the other professionals did. They acted in a
formative role, telling children what and how to do things. On a daily basis, they deal with institutional
planning and habitus to incorporate in relation to ECP, while children play and experience their lives on
the limits of the institution. On that day, the indigenous caregivers spent more time pushing children
to dance, to get dress, to be seated, and to use all sorts of objects they do not use on a daily basis:

An ECP enters the room and says, “Ready? The drum is missing,” and the children repeat
“music, music.” IC3 takes out the drum and starts playing. IC1 organizes the children in front
of the drum and tells them to dance. IC1 begins to organize the girls in line and move their
arms to dance. Then, she rearranges them in a row and says, “Let’s dance.” He grabs T’s
arms and moves her, showing her how to dance. For the moment, only J and H are dancing.
IC1 changes strategy and decides to place them in pairs and dance hand in hand: V and H
and T and D. Now she places them in pairs to dance: A with X and D with T. But it doesn’t
work either. She decides to put A and V together, and they finally dance together, until A
pushes V against the table. IC1 took V and says to her: “Pretend it doesn’t hurt, and keep
dancing.” And they keep making children dance. (Sanchez Caro 2016)

Tension was visible in the caregivers’ movements and the way they talked to each other and to
children. They looked at the door, they looked at the time, and they asked other professionals if they
had any updates. It was like a real play; they were behind curtains waiting for the moment to be
indigenous—not as they were, but as indigenism. At that moment, it was hard to know if this was a
tourism spectacle or an early childhood indigenous service. This confusion questioned the arguments
behind the idea of creating the CPI and what the value was for children education. First, they were told
to “pretend” to do this or that, to “pretend it doesn’t hurt and dance”, causing further questions about
children and education and care. Surprisingly, when the visit occurred, children performed indigenism
by participating and engaging in a role that demonstrated how institutionalized indigenous children
should act:

The visit arrives and the ICs are asked to take care of a child falling asleep on the floor. J (2.10)
improvises and says hello to the visitor and shows them her dress and dances for them.
The director of the CDI15 smiles at her while the consultant moves as if she were dancing
with J and says, “Let’s see how you dance, show me!” In the meantime, the director of the
CDI takes this opportunity to say to visitors: “Look at the books. And the plants are all
about their cultivation and their things.” One of the visitors asks her what she means and
she replies: “Everything about them, the maloca and the animals with everything that is
important to them. They all have their dresses. She is in charge (while pointing to IC1) and
they are both helpers (while pointing to IC2 and IC3)”. (Sanchez Caro 2016)

15 CDI is the term commonly used to refer to ECEC services: Centro de desarrollo integral.
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What is the pro-CPI argument? What is in it for children? It seems that learning how to be
indigenous to non-indigenous eyes seems to also be a part of the institutionalized habitus to learn,
as shown in this example. Even children have a role to perform because everything seems to be about
this visit and they realize it, or perhaps it is just because of the performativity of the indigenous category
and the fact of acting by/for this category. It raises questions of the purpose of teaching children about
their culture if they are only to recreate an institutionalized idea of being indigenous—an indigenism
that does not seem to be shared by the indigenous caregivers. Is this mise-en-scène also a part of
the traditions that indigenous children are supposed to learn? How are they to learn to perform this
indigenous category at multiple levels of discourse—those by the western institutions and those held
by indigenous communities themselves?

4. Discussion

This analysis follows Michel Vanderbroeck’s idea of a tailored service to “children from
disadvantaged environments” to cover their “specific needs”. Indeed, these services “present them
with a mirror reflecting how society looks at them and thus how they should look at themselves,
since it is only in a context of sameness and difference that identity can be constructed”
(Vandenbroeck 2004, p. 109). Tailored CPIs like the ones existing in Bogotá seem to be a good way
to respond to diversity and equity. Nevertheless, looking at CPIs from a wider angle brings about
many questions regarding their purpose and whether there is a real need for them. As shown, many
of the values and goals for this institution seem to present political, economic, and social purposes.
Here, what is argued from a situated knowledge perspective is the complexity of doing differently
from a very global understanding of what an ECEC service should do. Therefore, looking at the not-so
well-structured CPIs in Bogotá sheds light on the process of institutionalization of CPIs and how
indigenism is constructed. The main focus addresses the CPI services and their importance to the
indigenous communities, and the strategies (like subtle differences) they use to hold on to what they
actually want to do. During observations, some of these “subtle differences” between educational
goals were noted. In the middle of an institutionalized script, which decides and “recreates” what
indigenism is to be performed, little moments like “lines of flight” are examples of “subtle differences”
(Deleuze and Guattari 1998). It is argued that they show counterscripts or resistance acts, which
also constitutes indigenism. For example, see the importance of massage for the IC of CasaA in the
next example:

IC1 starts putting all the cushions near the mattress, then brings the mattress to children’s
naptime, onto which they happily throw themselves. IC1 comes with an ointment, a spray
for the children to massage themselves. She takes T (2.1), who lies on the mattress face down
and lifts his shirt, but T doesn’t want to do it. So IC1 asks who wants to participate and J
(2.10) offers herself. The IC1 lifts the shirt and massages with the spray on the lower back.
The other children watch and she explains, “So, caress well.” Then, she lets D (2.10) massage
V (2.10). Then, he does the same thing with T and X (2.9). V and D change, so now it’s
D’s turn for a massage. V asks for the spray, the IC1 comes and J says in Spanish, “I’m the
one massaging.” Then, V asks for more and continues to massage D. When all the children
have been “rubbed”, IC1 takes the spray and puts it away in her bag. Children continue to
massage their backs or rub their hands together. (Sanchez Caro 2016)

This little moment was not properly highlighted by the research at the beginning, as it seemed
just another strategy to help children sleep. It was not until the post observation interviews with the
professionals and the parents that the importance of the massage was realized. For adults, this practice
is seen as part of their cultural knowledge given to their children at the CPI. This means they “get” the
meaning and the importance of the body and herbs. Moreover, we found another subtle practice that
stood out to the parents; the IC1 at CasaB, who sings to children to put them to sleep with the stories of
her community, said: “I am the blood of my men and the flower of my ancestors” (Sanchez Caro 2016).
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Additionally, the IC2 at CasaC found clips of their music to play to them on TV, which meant they
could also “have a moment during TV time”, as explained by the professional during the interview
(CasaC IC1 interview 2016).

The last census shows that while the indigenous communities in Bogota have grown, they are less
than 3% of the population. During the interviews, some of the Taitas talked about their networking
organization done by CPI members to “strengthen the CPI, all around the city,” as Taita from CasaC
said. Although Bogotá’s public finances are uncertain and changeable, at a socio-political level,
they have constructed their place in the ECEC system. Moreover, they have published an indigenous
curriculum for early childhood education, placing their beliefs and their purpose of CPI in Bogota.
They find their strength and place by helping each other and by “sharing their knowledge” from
one CPI to the other. For Taita CasaC, the bigger goal is to “try to give children all these diversities,
in languages, in clothes, in principles, values and habits”. According to him, by working together
and spending time with children in all the different CPIs, they manage to guarantee that “their own
cultures and knowledge are known to the little ones” (CasaC Taita Interview 2016). This relationship
between indigenous communities and different governments is part of a bigger question of how to deal
with diversity and equity in our modern societies (Vandenbroeck 2004). Should we reduce children’s
education and care to their ethnic background, or should we ask them to attend a conventional setting
and expect them to cope and to become part of what is conceived as conventional?

5. Conclusions

When thinking about indigenous affiliations, the notion of “edges” in Rancière (1998) helps
to theorize the question of quality/diversity as a way to limit oneself in differentiating oneself.
Where does the indigenous category begin and where does the children category stop? It questions
different ways of being in society, such as what is it like to be a child, to be indigenous, and to
be a citizen in a place where young children are cared for in Bogotá. For Rancière, the political
question arises the moment we have “those who do not have the means and those who have them”
(Rancière 1998, p. 37). That is where politique comes into play—“doing with the irreconcilable, with the
co-presence” of the different people who are no longer outside the edges (Rancière 1998, p. 38). For him,
this is the “primary task of politique”, the “distribution of powers and the imaginary investments
that go with it” (Rancière 1998, p. 38). However, as Ruiz (1994) states, the problem with positive
discrimination policies is when they are used to “maintain the culture identity of certain minority
groups”, as they tend to classify them only as indigenous, for example. This might be the case for
some CPIs, where they spend the day enacting authenticity or an indigenism as a means to assure
their rights and protect their cultural identity. This takes us back to the beginning of the article—what
cultural identity are they defending? The one institutionalized by others, as in the case of CasaA? Being
indigenous becomes an enacted category that is created and creates the institutionalized indigenous
child who is supposed to attend CPI services.

When Bogota’s policy makers decide to take into account the ethnic criteria to supply ECEC
services to young indigenous children—with the idea to give equal opportunities to actually be
educated in their own cultural belongings—they also limit their access to opportunities like language
exchange and others. On this note, Rancière points out that equality is a matter of standpoints. In order
to argue ethnic-treatment equality, for example, we separate indigenous from the whole that is society.
In doing so, inequality at some other level, such as primary school access for CPI children, will be
questioned. Maybe there is a solution to the balance of equality as equity—giving to each individual
what is needed to have equal opportunities.

This research is at an exploratory level, which limits the results to particular cases. For further
research, there needs to be a wider angle of view built upon well-structured CPIs, such as the Muisca
community in Bosa or the Misak community CPI in Engativa, in order to see how they deal with global
discourses and the idea of cultural identity rights. For further research, the impact that CPIs have on
children compared to conventionally educated children in their first year of primary school is also an
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interesting question. Through these analyses, whether discrimination at ECEC services actually puts
CPI children at a disadvantage can be evaluated.
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