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Abstract

The rapid development of digital technologies is affecting the conditions for liberal democ-
racies (V-Dem Institute, 2024) and creating new demands and conditions for education
(UNESCO, 2021). Although the connection between digital technology and democracy is
widely acknowledged within international education policy agendas, educational research
regarding digitalization and democratic early childhood education (ECE) is still scarce. The
aim of this paper is to contribute with further understandings of and theoretical perspec-
tives on democratic education in digital times. The potential impact of digitalization on the
democratic task of education is explored through the theoretical lens of Hannah Arendt’s
(1958) thoughts about the possible consequences of technological development to human-
kind’s ability to live together in a shared world. Arendt’s views are explored in relation to
Byung- Chul Han’s reflections on Homo digitalis (2014), and further discussed through
Peter Kemp’s theory on technology ethics (1991). The perspectives of these thinkers are
used to argue that ECE needs to approach digitalization as a broad, ethical phenomenon,
that affects human relations and interactions, thereby altering the conditions for democracy
and democratic education. The conclusions suggest that the question of boundaries become
a perpetual issue within democratic ECE in the age of Homo digitalis. By creating spaces
for action and inactivity education can promote an awareness of how the boundaries we
choose to set for technology are always related to the kind of world we wish to live in.
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Introduction

“Little children have no need for digital competence!” This statement by a Swedish minis-
ter for schools! illustrates a political U-turn regarding digitalization in Swedish education
policy. In 2017, the Government’s National digitalization strategy for Education opened
with the statement “Digitalization is fundamentally a matter of democracy” (Ministry of
Education 2017, p.3). This led to a revised national curriculum for early childhood edu-
cation [ECE], now stating that all children should be given “the opportunity to develop
adequate digital skills by enabling them to develop an understanding of the digitalization
they encounter in everyday life” (Swedish National Agency for Education [SNAE] 2018, p.
10). Six years later, in 2023, the Ministry of Education and Research ordered a new revi-
sion of the national curriculum for ECE to remove all requirements for digital tools, aiming
to make ECE “primarily screen-free” (2024a p. 6). This volte-face illustrates the societal
and political ambivalence in attitudes towards digitalization; from being seen as key to
participation in democratic society, to perceived as unnecessary, even harmful, for chil-
dren to learn about. That the political intentions regarding digitalization in Swedish ECE
have mainly focused on the use of digital tools (e.g. ministry of education 2023a, 2023b,
SNAE 2024a), is in line with how Swedish educational research has approached digitaliza-
tion (Lindgren 2023). Considering the broad empirical knowledge already established on
the use of digital technology in education, there is now a particular need to explore the
theoretical and conceptual aspects of the field of digitalization (Lindgren 2023), as well
as approaching digitalization in education from a broader societal perspective (Swedish
Research Council [SRC] 2023b, Lindgren 2023). In this paper, digitalization is explored in
relation to the democratic task of ECE. The question this essay takes on is how education
can support the abilities and possibilities for living together in a common, digitized world.
As digital technologies are changing the conditions for liberal democracy (e.g. V-Dem
Institute 2024, UNESCO 2020a), their role within democratic education becomes vital to
explore. Sweden’s political ambivalence towards digitalization in education as a backdrop,
I turn to three thinkers who have discussed technological development and its affects to
human interaction. The perspectives chosen for this paper are Hannah Arendt’s vantage
point on technology and human life in the 1950°s, Peter Kemps views in the 1990’s, and
Byung-Chul Hans contemporary outlook. The choice of perspectives aims to show that
some aspects regarding living together persist, even as the shared world around us changes.
I propose that education needs to address digitalization as a broader concept than the spe-
cific tools it provides, and approach it as a phenomenon fundamentally changing human
interaction and life together with others. As such, it is essential for education to acknowl-
edge these aspects at every stage of the child’s educational journey.

Digitalization, Policy and Research

The digital transformation of societies is impacting our lives in unprecedented ways (UNE-
SCO 2021). These impacts regard both political and social spheres of our lives, as digital
technologies change the ways through which we interact with each other, the ways we can
acquire information, as well as how we can make our voices heard and participate in differ-
ent spheres of life. This connection between digitalization and human interaction is widely
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acknowledged within international education policy actors, thus recognizing the new cur-
ricular demands this creates for educational goals and practice (e.g. UNESCO IBE 2022;
OECD 2021a). Among international policy actors, the possibilities of digital technology
are acknowledged regarding active citizenship and connectedness, as well as its disruptive
and divisive capacity, and inadequate regarding learning about empathy, ethics, solidarity
and justice (Unesco 2021; OECD 2021b, European commission 2023). This means that
education needs to support children in developing an awareness of the opportunities, limi-
tations, effects and risks of digital technologies, as well as the ethical principles involved
(UNESCO 2021, EU 2019). UNESCO (2021) underlines that to resist the disruptive ten-
dencies does not mean resisting digitalization itself, which is why education needs to play
an active role in the digital transformation of society by acting together on technology, in
determining how it is used and for which purposes. In Sweden, the political debate and
policy development on digitalization in education is currently focused on digital tools. Dig-
italization is both seen as a support for learning how they can support learning (Swedish
Research Council [SRC] 2023a), as well as harmful and as an obstacle regarding the learn-
ing of basic skills such as reading (Ministry of education, 2022). As mentioned, the politi-
cal U-turn regarding digitalization within ECE curriculum is also mainly concerned with
the use of digital tools, leaving other aspects unmentioned. The current revision of the cur-
riculum removes all mentions of digitalization, thus also removing the aim of supporting
children in development of an “understanding of digitalization and a critical responsible
attitude towards digital technology” (SNAE 2018, p. 10).

The Swedish Research Council has prepared a strategic research agenda and program
for the societal consequences of digitalization (SRC 2023b). The program aims to con-
tribute new knowledge about the impacts of digitalization on individuals, social relation-
ships, working lives, organizations, markets and public administration, thus creating good
conditions for managing the challenges of digitalization in a “responsible, ethical, safe,
gender-equal and democratic way” (p.4). The Swedish Research Council’s Committee for
Educational Sciences state that research regarding digitalization in education has focused
mainly on how digital technologies can improve education and learning, and that research
now needs to explore how digitalization is changing the conditions for learning, as well as
its implications for the meaning of education (SRC 2023a). As with educational research
in general, research on digitalization within ECE has mainly focused on the use of digi-
tal tools (e.g. Adkins 2021, Fotakopoulou et al. 2020; Masoumi 2015; Palaiologou 2016;
Walan & Enochsson 2022, Buskqvist et al. 2023; Del Gaiso 2023). Within international
ECE research, the use of technology is generally approached in a positive way, therefore
studies with a more critical perspectives are needed (Undheim 2022). The use of digital
tools has for example been studied in relation to preschools communication with guardians
(Riddersporre & Stier 2022; Eckeskog 2019), and in children interaction (Samuelsson et al.
2022) and play (Edwards 2013; Marklund 2020; Grape 2023). Children’s participation
is explored in relation to photography (Serriere 2010), documentation (Knauf & Lepold
2021) and multimodal tools (Petersen 2020), but research regarding the democratic task
of ECE and digitalization is scarce (Enochsson & Ribaeus 2020). Palmer et al (2019) note
that the ethical aspects of digitalization and technology are multilayered, which requires
multiple strategies and consideration on children’s perspectives and agency. Lindgren
(2019) also argues that the increasing visualization enabled by digital technology within
education is an issue of ethics, integrity and equality, making it an issue of social interac-
tion and relationships.

This outlook on digitalization and education shows that while digitalization is viewed
as a broader issue in international policy agendas, the social and ethical aspects are
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acknowledged to a lesser extent in Swedish education policy and educational research. The
focus on digital tools may lead to a missed opportunity regarding the key role that educa-
tion can play in harnessing the democratic potential of digital technology, as well as sur-
passing some of the risks and changes that digitalization brings about.

Democratic Early Childhood Education and Digitalization

The promotion of democratic values and rights is a fundamental goal for the Swedish edu-
cational system. Equality, freedom and solidarity, as well as human rights are stated in
the first paragraphs of preschool curriculum (SNAE 2018) and the Education Act (SFS
2010:800). Meanwhile, liberal democracies are declining globally, with even strong
democracies such as Sweden being challenged by increasing inequalities and segregation
(SOU 2016:5). Apple et al. (2022) state, that while the importance of education to flourish-
ing democracies is well-known, the question of how we educate for democracy remains
less clear. Research regarding democratic ECE in Nordic countries has shifted from nor-
mative and political arguments to implementation of democratic ideas into practice. This
is shown by Emilson and Johansson (2018) in a research overview, detecting a growing
(self-) critique within Nordic ECE researchers and practitioners regarding the concept of
democracy and its use. The critical stance regards the issues of power in relation to demo-
cratic ECE, and that the different interpretations of democracy are essential to explore, as
well as the possibilities and limitations. A dominating perspective within practice seems
to be the liberal concept of democracy emphasizing participation and freedom of choice
(Emilson & Johansson 2018). This has been met with suggestions of other perspectives
on democracy such as interaction, reciprocity, togetherness and empowerment (Emilson &
Johansson 2018, Lofdahl et al. 2019). The shift has led to a more critical approach where
the concept of democracy is connected to shared life and pluralism (Emilson & Johansson
2018). This is an approach this paper aligns with, as it explores the potentially transforma-
tive role of digitalization in human interaction and living together in a shared world, and
the conditions this creates for early childhood education. Digitalization is approached in
a broader sense, not only understood as the development and implementation of specific
technologies in specific contexts, but also as a more abstract and profound phenomenon,
such as the growth of social network-logics enabled by the internet, and the continuous
renegotiation of the relationship between humans and machines, driven by the pervasive-
ness of digital technologies (Lindgren 2023). In the following section I will turn to Hannah
Arendt, Byung-Chul Han and Peter Kemp in search of arguments and perspectives about
the relationship between technology and democratic life in a shared world.

Hannah Arendt and the Changing Human Condition

In The Human condition (1958/2018), Hannah Arendt discusses the ways technology and
new scientific ways of knowing transform the human experience. She describes how the
existence of humankind is challenged by innovations such as the launch of the first man-
made satellite, nuclear technology and automatization. The book begins with a dramatic
tale on the launch of satellite Sputnik in 1957, how it was celebrated as a relieving step
towards the humankind being “freed from the imprisonment” of the earth. Arendt is criti-
cal of the vision of a future that scientific endeavor was now striving towards: a future
in which humankind will no longer be bound to the earth. She has no doubt about the
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human ability to accomplish this, nor of their “ability to destroy all organic life on earth”
(1958/2018 p. 3), which leads to the following plea:

“What I propose, therefore, is very simple;
it is nothing more than to think what we are doing.”
(195872018 p. 5).

By this, she means considering both the possibilities and risks of science, in order to
restore human authority over it (Allen 2018). Arendt fears that if knowledge and thought
are permanently separated, humankind will become “thoughtless creatures at the mercy
of every gadget which is technically possible, no matter how murderous it is” (1958/2018,
p-3). The main question therefore becomes one of direction: for what aims do we wish to
use our technical and scientific knowledge. This question requires reflection on boundaries
and, according to Arendt, is much too important to be left to professional scientist and
politicians; rather it is a question for us all, as it concerns human life in a shared, common
world and its future path. Although the technological development Arendt wrote of dif-
fers from the digitalization we are witnessing today, her ideas on action and worldlessness
can help illuminate some aspects of digitalization that need to be considered in relation to
democratic education, within early years and beyond. One reoccurring theme for educa-
tional thought is Arendt’s distinction of education as an apolitical arena, as a space between
the public and the private spheres (e.g. Levinson 2010, Schutz and Sandy 2015, Schutz
2019, Gordon 2019). While this essay also discusses the distinction between public and
private spheres, it does so from the point of view of technology, rather than Arendt’s divi-
sion as education as apolitical. Even though Arendt in Crisis in education (1958) makes
a clear a statement for childhood in the way she describes children as in need of protec-
tion and “darkness to grow”, her work hasn’t inspired as many studies within ECE studies
specifically, as it has regarding educational task in general (e.g., Adami 2014, Schinkel
2019, Bergdahl & Langmann 2017, Di Paolantonio 2018, Kloeg 2022, Hardardottir 2023,
Nilsson-Tysklind & Tryggvason 2024, Papastephanou 2024). With a particular focus on the
early years of education, I aim to show how Arendt’s views on technology can help us to
understand the conditions of contemporary childhood within an explicitly political educa-
tional sphere, represented by the Swedish case.

Vita Activa

In The Human Condition (1958/2018), the theme of boundaries is addressed in the many
distinctions Arendt makes throughout the book. In this paper I'll focus on the boundaries
between the public and the private sphere, and how digitalization affects these boundaries,
thereby changing the educational task. Arendt (1958/2018) defines the private sphere as
the sphere of the household, a sphere that provides a precondition for the political sphere.
Within the private sphere people attend to biological and material reproduction through
the activities of labor and work: we do things that only matter to ourselves. In the public
sphere, we are not subjected to the necessities of the household, nor to the command of
another citizen; when entering the public sphere, we are equals and free to express our
views when debating matters of the common world. It is only here this freedom can exist,
only here we can initiate new and unpredictable things through deliberation with others.
These two spheres are important as arenas for the three fundamental human activities that
constitute the vita activa: labor, work, and action. Arendt describes these activities as hier-
archical: labor is the prerequisite for all other human activities, and action is the highest
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sense of being human. Each of the three activities corresponds to a fundamental condition
of human life; labor to the biological life of man as an animal (animal laborans), work to
the artificial world human beings build upon the earth, and action to human plurality as
individuals (Canovan 1998). Although work takes place within the private sphere, it is of
crucial significance to political action. It is this common, man-made world that provides a
common, sustainable ground for the plurality of humankind, joining distinct individuals
into a community where they can act. The capacity for action exists within every human
being; Arendt describes it as an ability to initiate something new, to bring about something
unexpected in to the world. The conditions of human existence can therefore never condi-
tion us absolutely, and never entirely answer the question of who we are, or what future
we want to create. Action is the only activity within vita activa that takes place within the
public sphere, requiring the presence of other people, as “to be isolated is to be deprived
of the capacity to act” (1958/2018, p.188). Action is conditioned by plurality, contingency
and unpredictability, as we can never know how others will respond to our actions, and
what consequences our actions have on the common world. In this way we are also always
conditioned by each other, by existing and by creating conditions for our existence. Action
is crucial for the survival of both human kind and the world we live in, as it is through
action we can contribute to a renewal of the world. Arendt (1958) states that as the world
is always out of joint, it becomes the task of every new generation to set it right. Educa-
tion thus needs to protect the children’s newness and ability for action (ibid). This requires
an awareness of aspects that may hinder this ability. I suggest that one such aspect may be
digitalization, especially if educational policy and practice continues to approach digitali-
zation in narrow terms, as the tools technology provides.

The human activities of labor, work and action are hierarchical, but their place in this
hierarchy isn’t fixed. The order is jeopardized by modern technology, as it affects which
activities are valued by society. Arendt uses the metaphor of a table to describe the com-
mon world, a table that both gathers and separates us: “the world, like every in-between
relates and separates men at the same time” (1958/2018, p. 52.). That we can view the
world together with others, who view it from other positions and perspectives, is the mean-
ing of the public sphere. It is this experience of sharing a common world that stops us
from being driven to our own subjective experience, in which our reality is limited to our
personal feelings and desires. When human beings mostly see things from their own sub-
jective perspective they risk becoming less tolerant of diversity. The point Arendt makes
is that action, crucial for the survival of humankind and the world as its home, is now
jeopardized by the blurred boundaries between the public and private sphere (1958/2018).
The question for this essay regards how these boundaries are affected by the digitalization
of our society, and the possible consequences this may have for democratic early childhood
education. By exploring digitalization within ECE through Arendt’s distinctions on the
public and the private, the meaning of digitalization is extended to a broader issue than the
use of digital tools, to something that concerns everyone who lives in a digitalized society,
children as well as adults. It makes digitalization an issue concerning the way we can live
together in the world.

The Rise of the Social

Arendt insists that the distinction between the public and private is crucial to acknowledge,
if we are to maintain the integrity of the public realm and what lies at the heart of politi-
cal action. Arendt (1958/2018) argues that the lines between the two spheres have been
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blurred by the way in which the necessities of life have moved from the private to the
public sphere. The fact that private interests have assumed public significance changes the
meaning and significance of the private and the public (1958/2018 p.38). This “rise of the
social”, has reduced the spaces for action, leading to a lack of plurality regarding perspec-
tives and ways to act. This is a dangerous development as plurality and freedom are central
to human life, and political agency. The “social” also relates to political development that
cherishes the values of labor above the other two activities (Voice 2014). When the life
process (labor) is moved to the center of the public realm, it is no longer the unique unpre-
dictable action of citizens that is required or strived for, but instead the predictable behav-
ior of animal laborans. When labor is valued above work and action, the firmness of com-
mon ground is lost. If we only view ourselves as laborers who produce nothing more than
what we consume, we no longer have a common table that gathers us and provides an arena
for action. When work, the activity that builds the world, is no longer valued, we become
worldless and the world as mortal as us. If the world is to remain common and shared,
we cannot perceive it as mortal but as common to all humankind, both those who came
before us and those who will come after. Such a common world can only survive through
humankind continuing to appear in the public sphere, continuing to act. It is by appear-
ing in the public sphere that we can initiate and make public our own perspectives and
make that which is common to many more permanent than the fleeting age of the present
generation (Arendt 1958/2018). To be fully human requires a public sphere where we can
appear before others, as well as a private sphere, where we can think. To Arendt, thinking
is a conversation with oneself, a dialogic activity, where one is able to imagine the world
from another perspective, and give meaning to one’s life (Hill 2021, p. 148). It is only in
a space of solitude that one can transform worldly happenings into inner experiences (Hill
2021). The rise of the social thus jeopardizes both our ability to act and our ability to think.
These abilities can be seen as central for democratic early childhood education to support.
Therefore, the conditions for action; plurality, contingency and unpredictability, as well as
the solitude for thinking, become important to acknowledge within ECE. This becomes
even more essential, if these conditions are weakened within the society at large. Follow-
ing Arendt’s train of thought, to enable the development of abilities of thinking and action
requires an awareness of boundaries, as the private and the public spheres are today mixed
through the digitalization. Today, everything that is private can be made public in seconds,
turning the public sphere literally a sphere of the household. With or without digital tools
within ECE, today the question of boundaries between the public and the private concerns
even the youngest of children.

The Twofold Flight

Arendt (1958/2018) describes modern world-alienation as a twofold flight: from the earth
to the universe, and from the world to the self. This flight is traced to a paradoxical view
of boundaries; while the scientific endeavors have challenged all of the natural boundaries
of human capacity, the societies occupied by production and consumption, encourage us
to think of ourselves as entirely governed by natural laws (Canovan 1998). According to
Arendt (1958/2018), technological development has reduced the distance between humans
and all parts of the earth, and simultaneously increased humanity’s distance from the earth
as its home, leading to a kind of worldlessness. Humanity is now nourishing a dream of not
being bound to the earth anymore, whilst at the same time losing the sense of a commonly
shared world; that we are always bound to each other. The loss of shared experiences and
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spaces to act was leading to a widespread sense of rootlessness and not finding a home in
the world. Because our ability to act is crucial, not only to ourselves but to generations to
come, this world-alienation becomes a significant problem, both for future generations and
the survival of the world as a home. Arendt warns humankind against a kind of megalo-
mania, and encourages us to acknowledge the boundaries that exist, to us controlling the
entire universe. Arendt’s plea seems to carry an echo to education in a digital era. We can
draw parallels between her concern about the blurring of boundaries between the public
and private reducing the ability to move between the two realms of life, with the present-
day physical and digital realms and the ambivalence regarding digital competence of little
children. How are the abilities of thinking and action affected by living in a digitized soci-
ety? These abilities can be seen as key aspects to promote within democratic education,
hence the importance of acknowledging the risks inherent in world-alienation. How, then,
can education in the digital age support the abilities of action and thinking? To explore this
further, Byung- Chul Hans” ideas on Homo digitalis (2014) are presented and discussed in
relation to Arendt’s thoughts and contemporary early childhood education.

Homo Digitalis

Byung-Chul Han (2014) and Arendt have much in common in terms of both perspec-
tives and vocabulary when discussing the risks posed by technological development to the
common public space. Like Arendt, Han argues that, while the public space and thus the
opportunity for political action are still at risk, the present threat to democracy is Homo
digitalis. Instead of Arendt’s “social”, here the human life is taken over by digital com-
munication and social media (2014). Han (2014, 2023) describes the blind enthusiasm for
digital media as the crisis of our times: we rush towards it without being able to judge its
consequences and without acknowledging how it fundamentally changes our behavior, our
ability to think, and the way we co-exist in this world.

In The Attack of the Blob, Hanna Pitkin (1998) compares Arendt’s concept of the social
to the titular monster of the 1950s science fiction film. Pitkin (1995) highlights the different
and incoherent ways that Arendt describes the concept, and suggests that it is better viewed
as a modern mentality, an attitude that works better as an adverb than a noun: socially,
rather than the social (p. 56). This allows us to perceive the phenomenon of the social as
something flexible and mobile, that may become a hazard if we aren’t aware of it and allow
it take over entirely, similar to the Blob itself. Perhaps digitalization could be seen as our
own era’s Blob? Han’s views on digital communication (2014, 2015, 2020, 2023), as well
as the many and varied definitions digitalization is given within policy and research (Lind-
gren 2023), supports this interpretation. Han describes digital communication in similar
terms as Arendt describes the social: it breaks down the barriers between the private and
the public, making the private public and vice versa (2014). Han ascribes this to a loss of
respect and loss of distance. Respect and respectful interaction are the foundation of the
public sphere, which stands for consideration, caution, and distance. Our ability to perceive
things from a distance, both mentally and spatially, is corrupted by digital communica-
tion which is noisy, immediate and fosters both displays of intimacy and anonymity. Hans
concept of distance is related to Arendt’s view of the common world as a table that gathers
us together but also prevents us falling over each other. This plea for distance seems pecu-
liar in a society in which opportunities of connectedness are so often sought. Who needs
distance when everything can be constantly within reach? Both Han and Arendt argue that
we do, in order for us to act and to think. Arendt (1958) raises the risk of “falling over each
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other” without the table, that lacking different positions from which to perceive the world
leads to a loss of plurality. Thinking requires solitude (Arendt 1958), dwelling and silence
(Han 2014), it is an activity where we can distance ourselves from the signals of the world
around us, and focus on our internal dialogue. The digital as a medium of the present,
makes the temporality of Homo digitalis constantly the immediate now, thus reducing the
space for consideration and understanding (Han 2014). Thinking enables us to relate to
perspectives other than our own (Arendt 1958), but living in a society without distance
reduces our ability to understand and accept and affirm diversity (Han 2014, 2015). Arendt
and Han share this concern about thinking and action, as well as viewing plurality and
distance as essential conditions for these abilities. Accepting these arguments, it follows
that it is essential to actively promote these conditions in modern education, even within
the early years. The children growing up today are born into a digital society, conceivably
a society where the boundaries between public and private are non-existing. Contemporary
education needs therefore to recognize digitalization as a phenomenon affecting all parts of
our lives.

The Swarm

Like Arendt before him, Han claims that the time of the political is drawing to a close.
According to Han, politics is becoming increasingly short-term because of the temporality
of the now, imposed by total transparency. When everything is immediately made public,
there are no closed spaces where information can be held back for strategic long-term plan-
ning, and “it becomes impossible to let things ripen” (2014, p.17). Han describes the con-
sequences of this imperative of transparency in similar terms as Arendt (1958) described
the social: uniformity rather than plurality is encouraged in opinions, behavior, perspec-
tives and action. It produces a strong compulsion to conform and is therefore a communi-
cation characterized by the repetition of the same (Han 2015, 2024). Both Han and Arendt
raise concerns about our ability to communicate. Han writes that while the digital means
of communicating are remarkable, they cause a noise that “puts an end to the community
of listeners” (2024 p. 10), Arendt argues that the power of speech has been reduced as the
sciences have been forced to adopt a language of mathematical symbols, to abbreviate spo-
ken statements which can no longer be translated back into speech (1958). Where Arendt
describes the twofold flight of modern world-alienation, Han describes the digital swarm
(2014) in which isolated individuals melt together. Digital individuals are seldomly gath-
ered long enough to create a political will or a unified action, and even when they do gather
together, their collective patterns of movement are fleeting and unstable, like a swarm in
nature (Han 2014). The digital swarm lacks togetherness and demonstrates no internal
cohesion; it does not speak with one voice, there is only noise. Along with the temporality
of Homo digitalis, this hinders the creation of a “we”, as well as unified directions within
the swarm. Meanwhile, the convenience and effectivity of digital communications, make
us less inclined to interact outside of the digital world, thus making communication more
anonymous, faceless and bodyless. Digital communication is thus a form of communica-
tion without community; it singles out and isolates us (Han 2020). Han states that despite
the growth of digital connectivity, we thus become lonelier than ever before (2014). The
unlimited connectivity weakens our ties to one another, as relationships demand that the
other can make themselves unavailable, instead of being consumable objects, constantly
available. Both communication and connectedness therefore become issues that education
in times of Homo Digitalis needs to consider and raise to the forefront. Communication is
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usually a fundamental aspect within ECE, partially due to the young age of the children.
As the Swedish ECE is available for children from the age of one, verbal communication
is just one of the many ways of communicating within ECE. Early childhood educators
can therefore become fluent in the many ways that children express themselves, making
ECE an ample arena for promoting the ability to communicate, both with and without digi-
tal tools. The relational task of education is within contemporary ECE challenged by the
increased focus on individual child and their freedom and learning (Nilsson 2023; Bror-
strom et al 2018; Alexiadou et al. 2022). The interpretation of the democratic education
mainly focused on freedom of choice is therefore inadequate. Democracy cannot only be
interpreted as the freedom to live well, but the freedom to live well with others. The impor-
tance of relationships and the sense of belonging becomes essential for early childhood
education to acknowledge and promote, particularly in the childhood of Homo digitalis.

According to Han, the crisis in communication puts the activity of thinking at risk. The
medium of thinking is quiet, but both quiet and calm are destroyed by the noise of digital
communication (2014). Han’s concerns about thinking resonate with Arendt’s position-
ing of thinking and contemplation as activities for the private sphere; these are activities
that require solitude and silence. Arendt argues that scientific development in combination
with the rise of animal laborans has reduced the activity of thinking to merely a func-
tion of the brain, a function that “electronic instruments can perform better than we ever
could” (1958/2018 p 322). Blurred lines between the private and public spheres thus jeop-
ardize the conditions for thinking, as well as for action. Although Han, like Arendt, is con-
cerned about the human ability to act, for him it is inactivity that constitutes the human
(Han 2014). Han describes inactivity as the midwife to the new, referring to Walter Benja-
mins contention that “boredom is the threshold to great deeds” (2014). Despite the many
commonalities, Han also points out some insufficiencies regarding Arendt’s views on the
importance of action:

“...the future of humanity depends not on the power of people who act but on the
resuscitation of the capacity for contemplation — that is, on the very capacity that
does not act. If it does not incorporate the vita contemplativa, the vita activa degener-
ates into hyperactivity, and culminates in the burnout not only of the psyche but of
the whole planet.” (Han 2023, p.85)

Hans perspective of inactivity makes an important addition to Arendt’s concern for
action, as it highlights the role of the private sphere has for action. Without “moments of
pause and hesitation acting deteriorates into blind action and reaction” (Han 2023, p. 2).
Han states that inactivity is overlooked in our performance-driven society; it is not seen as
an ability, but a weakness to overcome. To promote inactivity can be seen as contradictory
for Swedish ECE, as its current trajectory points towards increased focus on learning out-
comes and assessment of skills, and to prepare children for compulsory school (Brorstrom
et al. 2018). Han (2023) writes that if we lose the ability to be inactive we start to resem-
ble machines that simply function. The loss of private and public spheres, and the loss of
action becomes therefore a question of democracy and of humanity. Han describes the core
of inactivity as a freedom from purpose and usefulness: “we do something, but to no end”.
Han describes inactivity as time-consuming, requiring “a long whiling, an intense contem-
plative lingering” (2023, p 10), which is rare in an era of rushing. He states that we become
impatient, and less able to endure boredom. Yet, pauses and boredom become central for
our ability to listen and to experience. Han states that the new means of communication
and information do not support these abilities, as they produce a constant, communicative
noise, destroying silence needed to contemplate (2014).
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Following Han, ECE could enable inactivity, by creating spaces and possibilities for
children to be, to do, to play, and explore without a pre-defined goal. Yet, it seems that
these spaces are reduced within contemporary ECE. Alison Clark (2023) describes the
contemporary childhood as accelerated and hurried. She shows that the contemporary
education is increasingly characterized by “a language of competition”, the main mes-
sage being that there is no time to waste, every second is to be made productive and
useful. Clark states that this is primarily an economic concern, rather than a pedagog-
ical or a social one. When children are viewed as future human capital, the solution
become more learning time, representing a view of a child as an empty vessel to be
filled—as quickly as possible. Clarks critique towards the increasing impatience within
the educational system is echoed in Vandenbroeck’s description of ECE as “the Olym-
pic games of development’, where a child’s development is viewed in terms of sports
discipline, and aligned with the Olympic slogan Faster, Higher, Stronger (2017). Clark
(2023) draws parallels between the ‘hurrying’ educational system and our contemporary
society, where we are constantly encouraged to improve ourselves, both professionally
and privately. The prevailing idea that everything can always be done a little bit better,
that we can always be more innovative, more efficient, and that we have always more
to prove, brings about a question about the destination; where exactly are we hurrying
to? Clark (2023) states that this relates to the fundamental question of the purpose of
education; what is it for? The question of perceiving children as (human) beings instead
of only as (human) becomings thus continues to be of relevance within the Swedish
ECE; is it an arena where both of these modes are recognized? Spaces for being become
essential to provide within ECE, particularly when such spaces are generally reduced in
times of Homo Digitalis and accelerated childhood. In a society where we are encour-
aged to constantly be active, to compete, to thrive and to perform, we are less declined
to allow ourselves to become overwhelmed, to be transformed of something unexpected.
As spaces of inactivity can support our ability to listen and to contemplate, they may
also play a significant role to our ability to let something come over us, allow ourselves
to be surprised and to wonder.

Viewing Arendt’s ideas in the light of Han’s contemporary views, I conclude that
contemporary education in the digital age should be careful not to prize the ability to act
or to think above the other, but promote the abilities of action and thinking as equally
important to living together in a shared world. This requires education to provide spaces
in which a “we” and a sense of belonging can be created, by enabling shared experi-
ences of the world to be expressed from different perspectives. To promote the ability
to think, education needs to be both a space for connectedness and a space for distance.
By acknowledging the human need for distance, education can promote inactivity and
silence as essential conditions for contemplating and understanding other perspectives
than one’s own. This can be done by creating spaces for lingering and purposeless-
ness, by acknowledging the ability of inactivity not as a weakness, but a necessity. By
acknowledging the human need for connectedness, communication becomes a funda-
mental ability for living together in a shared world. If we only perceive democratic com-
munication in terms of making one’s own voice heard, the swarm poses no dilemmas for
democratic ECE. But, living together in a shared world means we need to not only be
able to raise our own voices, but to be able to listen to others. It is the ability to listen
that is challenged within a swarm, making it an ability democratic ECE needs to pro-
mote. In times of Homo digitalis, it becomes crucial to recognize that the communica-
tion in a swarm is only one way of communicating, not the only one.
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From Vita Activa to Vita Performativa

Even as a part of the swarm, Homo digitalis retain their private identity. This identity is
exposed to the public through one’s digital more or less public profile, that constantly
needs to be optimized and updated to stay relevant and/or existing. In order for Homo
digitalis to become a “somebody”, even an anonymous somebody, they have to con-
stantly seek attention and therefore exhibit themselves (Han 2014). Han cites Barthe’s
description of the private sphere as a zone of time and space in which one is not an
image or an object, a sphere that hardly exists anymore, when digital cameras are all
around us, and in our pockets. When people voluntarily surrender themselves to the
panoptic gaze is by Han described as the development of a global panopticon. Transpar-
ency becomes a dangerously dominant ideology, when “the human soul requires realms
where it can be at home without the gaze of the Other” (Han 2015, p. 3). This com-
pulsion for transparency flattens out the human being into an “element within a sys-
tem” (ibid.). Han underlines that transparency should not be confused with truth. Only
machines can truly be transparent, as human existence isn’t transparent even to itself
(2015).

Where Arendt saw the rise of animal laborans as reducing the space for plurality and
action, Han (2014) states that digital technology liberates Homo digitalis from work and
labor, leading to a rise of Homo ludens, the human defined by play and leisure. Still, as
the digital age is an age of performance and achievement, even play becomes performa-
tive. The constant pursues of new achievements in order to be seen, makes even leisure
a kind of work for Homo digitalis. When performance, availability and communication
are not only allowed but demanded by digital technologies, digital devices transform
every space into a workplace. When vita activa becomes vita performativa, the citizen
of the society risks becoming a product of the society. According to Han this means that
we are no longer subjects with the ability to act, but projects who perform constantly.
We turn inwards, not only towards ourselves, but also images of ourselves (Han 2014).
This can be seen to add a new dimension on Arendt’s twofold flight; Homo digitalis
risks alienating themselves not only from the earth and the world, but from themselves
as well. This suggests that democratic education needs to promote connectedness on
multiple levels; with each other and within oneself. This highlight yet another way the
importance of solitude, as it can enable contemplative lingering and create spaces for
the inner dialogues of Homo digitalis.

Han (2023) states that Arendt’s emphasis on new beginnings could be seen to align
well with the age of Homo digitalis. He points to the way digital technologies enable us
all to tell our own unique stories to the world, a world where creativity and novelty are
emphasized. This is where Hans call for inactivity becomes an important for contem-
porary democratic education. Han states that action without thinking becomes hollow,
it becomes reaction, thus losing the new and unexpected that Arendt makes her plea
for. What this suggests for the task of contemporary ECE is the urgency to counter-
act this trajectory of compulsive transparency and performativity, and instead actively
promote the idea and importance of stillness, distance and not being constantly seen or
available. The idea that our experiences, feelings and thoughts matter—even when no
one is looking- might appear banal and obvious but nonetheless, an idea that education
needs to explicitly promote. The question of performativity becomes particularly multi-
layered in contemporary early childhood education, during which the child’s develop-
ment and learning are increasingly documented in photographs and videos (Lindberg
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2018). This raises questions about not only how demands for quality assurance affect
the democratic dimension of professionalism (Biesta 2015; Lofgren 2015), but also how
increased visualization of children’s activities affect their perception of themselves and
others (Lindgren 2019). In light of Clarks descriptions of the accelerated childhoods of
today, a democratic ECE where both the ability of action and thinking are encouraged,
needs to acknowledge its role as an counteract to the ideal of vita performativa. Besides
an awareness on documentation methods, this requires a reconsideration of relation-
ship with time, with goals and how education creates conditions for communication and
community. All of these aspects become a part of what can be referred to as digital com-
petence, abilities that are needed in a democratic society, and affected by digitalization.
ECE needs to make room for pause, whiling and waiting, and continuously reflect upon
the balance between goal achievement, pre-determined skills and spaces of un-purpose.
Democratic ECE needs to be a space where one learns to listen to one another, and can
experience things both individually and together, and where the unexpected is possible
to take place. In light of risks of living in a swarm, ECE needs to enable for every child
to develop a sense of belonging, a sense of mattering to one another, by supporting the
ability of connectedness that is grounded in something more than digital tools. Abilities
of inactivity and contemplation become important to encourage, in order to enable con-
nectedness not just with one another but with ourselves.

In Summary

Having considered Arendt’s and Han’s arguments I suggest that democratic education
needs to acknowledge the possibilities and the challenges digitalization brings into the
educational task of supporting children’s ability to act and to think, to contemplate and
initiate a new. Both Han and Arendt argue that these abilities are at risk, when the lines
between the different realms of human existence are blurred. This suggests that contem-
porary democratic education needs to acknowledge the importance of providing different
types of spaces for different types of activities. The private sphere is essential for thinking,
dwelling, and understanding other perspectives than one’s own, and therefore essential to
a reality shared with others, as well as for allowing plurality to appear and prosper. The
public sphere is essential to beginnings; to initiating something new in the world and to
becoming people for one another. When the public is subsumed by the Blob, whether that
be in the form of the social or the digital, we turn inwards, living in the swarm, yet isolated.
This places the question of boundaries to the forefront. Besides protecting the boundaries
between public and private, education in the digital age needs to develop an understanding
of the difference between distance and closeness. In the digital age, the distance needed for
contemplation, respect and plurality risks being reduced by a constant, noisy communica-
tion in isolation. Distance for contemplation requires that we acknowledge the difference
between performative connectedness and the experience of appearing for another as peo-
ple, of initiating something new in the world. It is vital to address the meaning of closeness
and privacy if we are to offer children opportunities to pursue vita activa rather than vita
performative. Education in the digital age must resist the compulsion to see transparency
and performance as the only way to become someone. Supporting children’s sense of self-
worth even when they are inactive and silent thus becomes a vital aspect of a democratic
education. As children of today are born into a world where the lines between the digi-
tal and the physical world are blurred, education at all levels needs to support the ability
to navigate within and between these worlds. Once we acknowledge that the children of
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today may very well be the first truly homo digitalis, it also becomes clear that these abili-
ties won’t be supported by simply removing all digital tools from ECE. Even though the
boundaries between the digital and physical world may be lost forever, that does not mean
that the boundaries between the public and the private needs to be. It is precisely for this
reason democratic education cannot ignore the digital as solely tools, but to recognise how
the abilities to act and to think are affected in a digitalized society. I will now proceed to
further conclusions on boundaries by visiting Peter Kemp’s views on technology ethics.
His perspective on technology emphasizes the question of boundaries as a matter of choice,
a choice that involves ethical contemplations. This becomes important to acknowledge,
especially in light of the dystopian visions of the future described by Han and Arendt.

Ethics and Technology

Peter Kemp (1991) approaches ethics through the legacy of Aristotle, as a view of human-
ity and a vision of the good life. Ethics is seen as a social phenomenon, a matter of how
we interact with others, how we react to the actions of others, of how we cooperate and
co-exist. This takes ethics beyond the realm of personal relationships to encompass politics
and how society is organized, making it highly relevant to a democratic education in an era
when the digital impinges on how we co-exist. Kemp (1991) underlines that in times of
modern technology we need to take responsibility of our actions towards those we are close
to here and now, but also recognize the effects our actions may have even from a distance,
for people and places that spatially and temporally are beyond reach. Kemp describes the
gradual breakdown of optimism concerning technology during the twentieth century and
demonstrates that not all technological development is inevitable, as it always involves a
choice. Kemp contends that a choice about technological development is a political choice,
and that politics always entails a standpoint on what is considered to be good in life. This
makes the choice of technology an ethical choice, it is a choice about what kind of life we
want to live and the living conditions we want to leave for the generations that come after
us (1991, p.22). This involves recognizing that human beings are ethical beings. We are
more than just existential technicians in a Heideggerian sense, we are emotional, feeling
beings as well. This makes us unique, as every human being is existentially and ethically
irreplaceable. I suggest that this is an important aspect to recognize in the democratic edu-
cation of Homo digitalis, early years and beyond.

Ethics and the Education of Homo Digitalis

Kemp suggests that we take a less technical approach to technology and poses the question
of whether technological life can be steered by non-technical values. Inspired by Kemp,
I will conclude this paper by discussing how education in the digital age can be guided
by non-digital values and the boundaries that we must acknowledge in light of these val-
ues. Kemp’s work intertwines with Arendt and Han regarding the idea that our choice of
technology is always connected to our choice of society. A theme related to this, raised by
all three thinkers, is that of boundaries. The perspectives of Arendt and Han regard the
boundaries between private and public spheres of life, which suggests that in the age of
Homo digitalis, democratic education needs to continuously create spaces for both thinking
and acting, for inactivity and initiating a new. These abilities are essential in living together
in a shared world, and for renewal of the world. Kemp raises the theme of boundaries as an
ongoing activity, connected to what we consider as a good life for ourselves and for others.
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Kemp states that as technological development can always be used for oppression and vio-
lence, we constantly need to consider which boundaries we want to set regarding technol-
ogy development and use. According to him, the most common way to approach this ques-
tion is the attitude of “all or nothing” (as shown above regarding ECE and digital tools),
but that this approach fails the ethical within ourselves and ignores the irreplaceability of
others. He states that technology enables us to treat others as means to our own endeavours,
but it does not offer us answers regarding whether we wish to do that or should do that. We
need to draw those boundaries ourselves, while asking if the development and use of tech-
nology is in line with our views of living well in a shared world. Kemp (1991) argues that
we need technology ethics as a defence of the good technology that, rather than reducing
the Other to a tool, sets boundaries that promise new opportunities for a richer existence
together with others. The key ethical question regards where the line is drawn between liv-
ing well with technology, and the destructive use of it. This requires continuous reflection
on what sort of technology development should be pursued, and what purposes and uses
are ethically unacceptable, conflicting with our idea of a good life (Kemp 1991). To draw
these boundaries can be seen as a task that involves contemplation and feeling connected
to others around us. Therefore, to recognize the need for private and public spaces can be a
way towards digital ethics within education.

For Arendt (1958), technological development is intrinsically related to the question of
what kind of society we want to live in, and how the world can continue to be a home, for
ourselves and future generations. Arendt’s plea to think what we are doing is thus, in all
its simplicity, at the core of democratic education in the digital age. Both Han and Arendt
argue that technological development changes society and human interaction in a way that
weakens our ability to think. For education to promote the ability to think, to enable an
inner dialogue, solitude and silence are required. These aspects also support the ability of
being inactive, an ability that is today undermined by the digital noise and constant infor-
mation flows. The abilities of contemplating and inactivity are also jeopardized by our own
compulsion to produce information about ourselves by updating our profiles and commu-
nicating who we are by “shining a light on every part of our lives” (Han 2014 p. 72). This
makes the aspects of stillness and reflection central to create spaces for. If education is
to support the ability of children to act—to begin—education must become an Arendtian
table, a meeting place where children are gathered together, rather than leaving them to
communicate solely within a fleeting swarm. Education needs to be a space in which chil-
dren can appear before and listen to one another. As a table, early childhood education can
help to create a “we”, a sense of belonging and community. These are prerequisites for our
ability to find a common voice and direction, something that democratic education must
strive for.

While theoretical concepts such as action, thinking, public and private are hardly new,
this paper suggests that, in the age of Homo digitalis they are given new meanings. Which
meanings these concepts are given within early childhood education is, following Arendt,
much too important of a question to be left for other arenas to define. This question can be
used as point of departure for developing educational policy and practice regarding digi-
talization. It is also a question that needs to be considered together with children, so that
they can develop an understanding that, in a democracy, they have the freedom to choose,
and a freedom to reflect on the boundaries of technological development. Within demo-
cratic education, the freedom of choice needs to be understood both from an individual
and a relational perspective. Education in the early years can enable an understanding that
our own freedom is always connected to other freedom of others, but for this we need to
develop a sense of connectedness that is not reduced to digital swarming. The conceptual
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contribution this paper makes to the field of ECE is that of boundaries, not only the impor-
tance of setting them, but also creating awareness that there are and should be boundaries
when it comes to the relationship between technology and human life. By continuously
approaching the question of boundaries in relation to digitalization, education may con-
tribute to an understanding of the movement these boundaries are subjected to by techno-
logical progress. Hence, they need to continuously be redrawn. When approaching these
boundaries through the question of what it means to live well in a shared world, it becomes
apparent that it is a matter of choice, not something that just happens. Democratic early
childhood education in a digital age needs to continuously gather the children around the
question of choices: Are our choices in alignment with our vision of a good life, not just
for ourselves but for others as well? Which boundaries do we then need to draw? Another
central question regards how education promotes the uniqueness of every child. The per-
spectives discussed in this paper suggest that to recognize every human being as irreplace-
able requires a sense of connectedness to others. As the digital swarm may hinder this,
education needs to promote different ways of communication through which the children
can develop a sense of connectedness, a sense of “we”. Furthermore, spaces of inactivity
and solitude can enable every child to feel connected to themselves, to feel that they mat-
ter, without constantly performing and striving for achievement in the mixed spheres of the
digital blob.

Conclusion

The term digitalization is widely used but lacks a uniform definition (Lindgren 2023). By
discussing the perspectives of Arendt, Han and Kemp, I have argued for a shift in under-
standing of digitalization to encompass more than simply the tools that it provides, thus
extending the meaning of digital competence in democratic early childhood education. I
have aimed to contribute with further understandings of democratic education in the digital
age, by discussing the perspectives of Arendt, Han and Kemp on technology and human
life. While none of these thinkers provide eternal answers on the matter, their perspec-
tives illustrate that some aspects regarding living together persist, even as the shared world
and its technologies changes. I suggest that digitalization within contemporary ECE can be
understood as a broad phenomenon that involves ethics, action and thinking. To approach
digitalization from the perspective of ethics, requires continuous contemplation of what
it means to live a good life together with other human beings, without endangering the
opportunities for future generations to live an equally good life. This requires acknowl-
edging the uniqueness and freedom of others, and developing an understanding on how
one’s freedom is always conditioned by the freedom of others. By letting the question of
boundaries guide the educational choices of content and practice can help education to
create spaces both for inactivity and connectedness. The perpetual reflection on boundaries
can also be a force in itself and help us understand the potential impacts of digitalization
on our ability to live together in the common world. As such, it is vital, that the question
of boundaries is actualized in educational dialogue with not only children, but also with
families, educational leaders and policymakers. By approaching digitalization as a question
of boundaries makes clear that it is an ambivalent and multilayered question that cannot be
answered by simply saying yes or no to digital tools. Digitalization poses both possibilities
and risks for democratic education, depending on how we address the questions of what it
means to live well together in a common world today and tomorrow, and what boundaries
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we need to set in order to do so. If these questions are not continuously posed within educa-
tion, they may be answered elsewhere, by those without the aim of educating for a demo-
cratic future.
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