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´The years shall run like rabbits, 
   For in my arms I hold 
The Flower of the Ages, 
   And the first love of the world.’ 

             -W.H. Auden 
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Tack & kiitos (Acknowledgments) 

När jag började forskarstudierna i september 2021 postade jag ett inlägg om 
det med orden: en dröm blev sann. Det stämde då, men ännu mer nu, när jag 
blickar tillbaka på denna tid som doktorand. Det har varit ”drömmigt” på 
många sätt. Jag har fått vara i så många kloka, varma, och utmanande sam-
manhang och fått tänka, läsa, skriva och skapa. Avhandlingens titel speglar 
därmed inte dessa år. Även om forskarutbildning är en tid av många känslor, 
så är ensam en känsla jag inte haft. När jag, som doktorandrepresentant i an-
ställningsintervjuer för nya doktorander, berättade om hur det är att vara dok-
torand, frågade Marie ”vad har vi gjort med dig egentligen?” och undrade lite 
försiktigt om inte något ändå varit lite tufft eller jobbigt. Det är ju klart att 
även drömmar kan vara ångestladdade, läskiga och sluta med att en vaknar 
kallsvettig och rädd för att bli avslöjad som en bluff. Men svaret på Maries 
fråga kan väl sammanfattas med att ni är många som har funnits där för mig.  
Och då menar jag alla er som jag haft i min närhet under dessa år. Alla som 
på olika sätt funnits där, som skapat ett tryggt sammanhang att kunna vända 
mig till, där jag kunnat få stöd, pepp, tröst och inspiration. I korridoren, på 
institutionen, i olika kollegier och hemma, både i Sverige och i Finland.  

Två huvudpersoner under denna avhandlingsprocess har varit mina hand-
ledare, Gunnlaugur Magnússon och Henrik Román. När doktorandrådet tidi-
gare i år planerade en workshop om handledning, var en idé att mötas kring 
goda exempel.  Jag tänker att ni två skulle kunna leda ett sådant pass. Jag är 
tacksam för den öppenhet och den tillit som ni båda visat för mig och min 
process, och den frihet som ni har gett mig som har möjliggjort mitt arbete. 
Som en kollega sa till mig i höstas, jag har ”fått hålla på”. Samtidigt har ni 
hela tiden funnits där med förväntningar, ramar, frågor och förslag som gjort 
att jag har utmanats att tänka vidare, tänka om och utvecklas. Ni har varit kri-
tiska, bejakande och prestigelösa, och uppmuntrat mig att testa mina idéer i 
olika sammanhang, ödmjuka inför att ingen har alla svaren själv. Vi behöver 
tänka och förstå tillsammans. Tack för att ni förebildat i det.  

Tack till Institutionen för pedagogik, didaktik och utbildningssosiologi vid 
Uppsala universitet där jag haft förmånen att ingå i flera forskningsgrup-
per:Studies in Educational Policy and Educational Philosophy (STEP) och Pe-
dagogik med inriktning mot specialpedagogik (PS). Under fem års tid har vi 
mötts kontinuerligt i varierande konstellationer för att tänka tillsammans kring 
olika texter, frågor och idéer. Ni är många som läst och kommenterat mina 



texter vilket bidragit till avhandlingens tillblivelse. Jag har även lärt mig så 
mycket av möjligheten att leda seminarier med olika innehåll. Så läskigt det 
kändes i början, och så lärorikt det har varit! Att vara en del av dessa grupper 
har verkligen visat hur många olika sätt det finns att läsa, förstå, tänka och 
forska om utbildning och dess syften. Det har hjälpt mig att forma mig och 
stärkt mig att hitta mina vägar i denna värld. Under senaste åren har jag även 
blivit en del av gruppen Philosophical and Critical Studies in Education vid 
Stockholms universitet, vilket har vidgat mina akademiska och filosofiska 
rum ytterligare. Tack alla som jag fått mötas med i dessa grupper, jag är glad 
att ni har välkomnat mig. 

Under dessa fem år har det ofärdiga avhandlingsmanuset blivit läst av flera 
personer: Eva Forsberg, Annica Löfdahl Hultman, Rebecka Adami, Anne-So-
fie Nyström och Gunilla Lindqvist. Ni har med er erfarna blick tagit er an mitt 
projekt under olika tider av processen. Tack för att ni mött mitt arbete utifrån 
dess premisser och intentioner. Våra samtal har bidragit till avhandlingens ut-
veckling och min tillblivelse som forskare. 

Under doktorandtiden har jag främst undervisat på Uppdragsutbildningen, 
och jag vill tacka för den öppenhet och nyfikenhet och det stöd som ni i detta 
kollegium har visat mig och mitt arbete. Jag är så glad för att fått vara en del 
av denna kloka grupp. Pernilla, Jenny, och Gunilla: tack för det ovärderliga 
stöd som ni har visat genom pepp, kollegial inspiration och värme. Ytterligare 
en uppdragskollega som jag vill skicka mina varmaste tankar till är Magda-
lena. Det var du som anställde mig, och som uppmuntrade mig att söka dok-
torandtjänst. Att du såg det som möjligt gjorde att jag vågade tro på det: att 
jag kanske skulle kunna hitta en plats inom forskarvärlden.  

Sen finns det en grupp som jag knappt kan hitta ord för att beskriva, men 
jag försöker. För att återkomma till Maries fråga ovan, så är en avgörande sak 
att jag fick ett rum på andra våningen i hus 14, där jag fått dela doktorandtiden 
med ett gäng fantastiska. I denna korridor och bortom den har det funnits så 
många fina personer, som skapat ett sammanhang som gjort all skillnad för 
min forskarutbildning. Det går inte att återge den variation av samtal som förts 
under dessa fem år. Det har omfattat allt från roliga anekdoter, citat från gamla 
svenska barnprogram, imitationer av politiker och dialekter till diskussioner 
om skor och paisleymönster och genusanalys av fantomen. Så mycket skratt, 
stöd, pepp och värme som har präglat min vardag som doktorand tack vare er.  
David, Gustaf, Mimmi, Mathilda, Ricardo och Elli, ni är guld. Bortom korri-
doren och förmiddagsfikat så har det funnits flera kollegor som jag fått dela 
doktoranderfarenheter med och som gjort att det alltid funnits någon att fråga, 
skratta och pausa med; Tanja, Olle, Ante, Maria, Emma, Karin L, Fabiola, 
Luna, Petra, Pia, Lena, Elisabet, Kimberly, Caitlin, Hära, Matilda, Andrew, 
Karin N, Laura, Jonas, Paula och Majja. Så fint att jag fått göra denna resa 
samtidigt med just er.  

 En som jag vill särskilt tacka är Mimmi. Jag är så tacksam att vi blev kol-
legor som pedagogiska utvecklare (Tack Elisabeth), och att du blivit en viktig 



del i mitt liv. Är så glad att vi delar hjärna och alltid kan balansera upp den 
andra delens svackor och inspireras vidare av varandras ofärdiga tankar och 
pepp.  Vi blir ofta benämnda som en enhet, Mimmiochjenni, vilket alltid känns 
lika festligt och tryggt. Folk blandar ihop oss, och varje gång när jag blir kallad 
Mimmi, eller du Jenni, blir jag lite stolt och lycklig. Tänk att någon kan blanda 
ihop mig med en sån klok, varm och fin människa. Tack för att du finns och 
att du är min syster. Jag ser framemot flera stordåd i framtiden.    

En annan viktig person i min tillvaro, sen Axelinatiden, är Anna. Vi var 
först kollegor som förskollärare, sen som pedagogiska utvecklare då vi även 
gick masterutbildning ihop. Tack för att du är en sån god vän. Med din värme, 
humor och klokhet lyckas du ofta skapa ett lugn hos mig. Din förmåga att sätta 
saker i perspektiv är ovärderligt i stunder av drama och stora känslor. Tack 
även för alla tusen korrläsningar du hjälpt mig med, och därmed gjort min 
svenska lite mer begriplig.  

Jag vill också tacka min familj och vänner utanför akademin, både i Sverige 
och i Finland. Det är fint att veta att det finns många människor på båda sidor 
av Östersjön som har på olika sätt funnits med, stöttat och hejat på under denna 
process. Även om det kan gå månader utan att ses så vet jag att ni finns där 
för mig, mina golden girls från Uittamo och Rauma. I Åbo finns också delar 
av mitt hjärta, min familj. Juha, Marjo ja Severi. Äiti ja isi.  Kiitos teidän jat-
kuvasta kiinnostuksesta ja mukana elämisestä tässä projektissa, tsempeistä ja 
innostuksesta, säästetyistä lehtileikkeistä, joissa aiheena varhaiskasvatus, kou-
lutus, demokratia tai hoiva. Mutta, ennen kaikkea, kiitos elinikäisestä kannus-
tuksesta, lämmöstä, turvasta ja tuesta. Rakkaudesta. Se kantaa ja on aina kan-
tanut, niin että mun on helppo haaveilla ja jatkaa matkaa. Tiedän että olette 
mun mukana. 

Ytterligare en, som jag vill nämna här, är hon som hellre än svärmor vill 
kalla sig min extra-mamma. Tack Angela, för att du finns, och för din nyfi-
kenhet och ständiga uppmuntran till mitt arbete, det har betytt mycket.  

Detta förord speglar också det främsta budskapet i min avhandling: att vi 
behöver varandra för att leva väl tillsammans, för att kunna bryta in i världen, 
och för att ta hand om den. Tack till er alla som möjliggör för mig att bryta in.  

 
De sista orden vill jag skriva till Fredrik. Tack för allt du är. Att du är mitt 

hem.  
 

Vid mitt skrivbord i rum 14:254, en vårdag i mars 2026 
Jenni 
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1. Introduction 

Basically, we are always educating for a world that is or is becoming out of 
joint, for this is the basic human situation, in which the world is created by 
mortal hands to serve mortals for a limited time as home. (Hannah Arendt, 
1961/2006, p.189) 

This is a dissertation about educating for a world out of joint. Well, almost.  
On a more precise, less dramatic note, it is a dissertation about democracy, 
early childhood education and efforts to understand the connections between 
the two. The issues explored are raised against a backdrop of two contempo-
rary global movements, both of which raise particular concerns. The first 
movement concerns the ongoing democratic backlash, where democratic sys-
tems and the values on which they are founded on, are losing ground on a 
global scale (Freedom House, 2024; V-Dem, 2026). Even strong democracies 
such as Sweden, face challenges associated with increasing political inequal-
ity, the segregation of the democratic arena (SOU 2016:5), as well as weak-
ened trust in politics and democracy among the younger population 
(Ungdomsbarometern, 2024). While democratic systems at their core involve 
the freedom to express differing opinions, hold plural views and values and to 
be able to critique and challenge political power, it is also what makes democ-
racy so fragile (Popper, 1945; Dahl, 1966; Widmalm & Persson, 2022). This 
fragility demands an understanding of the meaning of democracy, including 
its ideas, principles and institutions, all of which we need to cherish for de-
mocracy to survive. The complexity of these plural ideas which are simulta-
neously at play within the concept of democracy, is illustrated by the fact that 
democratic principles or values are not questioned and ignored solely by anti-
democratic forces. Democratic rights and liberties are also reduced within the 
democratic arena in the name of democracy (Widmalm & Persson, 2022). It 
can also be seen as a sign of the world becoming out of joint, but then again, 
according to Arendt, it always is. If we accept this “basic human condition”, 
other more urgent questions need to be posed. A question relevant to this dis-
sertation concerns the role contemporary education plays in this development; 
are we educating to set the world right and in which ways? And if not, how 
could education enable this “setting-right” today? 



 

 16 

The second movement concerns the increased attention on early childhood 
education [ECE].1 What those of us who have worked within preschool have 
always known is now common knowledge: early childhood is an important 
time in a human being’s life and what happens during that time can have fun-
damental consequences for one’s future (e.g., UNESCO and UNICEF, 2024). 
What this awareness has led to in many countries, Sweden included, is an in-
creased emphasis on learning, subject knowledge and assessment (e.g, 
Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019; Broström et al., 2018). Yet it seems as though this 
shift, intended to strengthen ECE as the first step of a child’s educational jour-
ney, may have a downside. It risks overshadowing a broader conception of the 
purposes of education, including the aspects that are harder to “measure” or 
document such as democratic values, relationships and care (Wahlgren & An-
dersson, 2024; Bradbury, 2019; Löfdahl & Folke-Fichtelius, 2015; Persson, 
2010; Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021). My concern is with this shift within 
the ECE mission called educare, where the emphasis on edu risks overshad-
owing care. Furthermore, this emphasis is on a narrow view on education, 
focusing on the learning of certain skills (e.g., Biesta, 2015; Säfström & Måns-
son, 2016). This view risks instrumentalising care, transforming its meaning 
into merely a tool for learning (Sousa & Moss, 2024; Löfgren, 2016; Löfdahl 
& Folke-Fichtelius, 2015). The decline of democracies and the changing mis-
sion of ECE thus set the scene for my exploration of contemporary early child-
hood education and its democratic mission. There are tensions between differ-
ent views on education and its purpose, intertwined with differing views of 
the child, including their abilities and needs. However, there are also possibil-
ities. It is these possibilities –the possibilities within the relationship between 
ECE and democracy– that my dissertation aims to understand and illuminate. 

The title, A table for one? refers to Hannah Arendt’s metaphor for the com-
mon world we share with others. She describes this common, public sphere as 
a table. This illustrates my initial understanding of democracy as a form of 
living together in the world, a way of gathering us while also enabling us to 
be individuals who are separate and free: 

To live together in the world means essentially that a world of things is between 
those who have it in common, as a table is located between those who sit 
around it; the world like every in-between, relates and separates men at the 
same time. The public realm, as the common world, gathers us together and 
yet prevents our falling over each other, so to speak. What makes mass society 
so difficult to bear is not the number of people involved, or at least not 

 
1  The term early childhood education and its abbreviation ECE is used throughout the text 
instead of ECEC (early childhood education and care) to emphasize the ethical principle of care 
that is a prerequisite for all education, and therefore is not considered as additional to education 
or exclusive to education for the youngest children (e.g., Moss 2017). The term ECE in this 
dissertation encompasses different institutional settings for the early years of childhood, pre-
ceding compulsory school. 
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primarily, but the fact that the world between them has lost its power to gather 
them together, to relate and to separate them. (Arendt, 1958/2018, p. 52). 

It has been over 70 years since Arendt expressed her concern about a new kind 
of individuality, leading to a loss of contact with others with whom we share 
the world. Yet I find her concern echoing strongly in our contemporary times 
and therefore wish to explore how education can offer spaces for both gather-
ing and distance. Whereas Arendt’s apprehension concerned the rise of a 
‘mass society’ in which the boundaries between private and political spheres 
were blurred, my concern builds on the intertwined trajectories of political and 
educational change described above. The ongoing decline of democracies 
shows how fragile democracy is as a political system, making it vital to once 
again pose questions about the role education can play in this development. In 
this dissertation, I return to Arendt’s thoughts on education and its purpose. 
By thinking with Arendt, as well as with other political and educational think-
ers, I aim to contribute further understandings of the relationship between con-
temporary ECE and democracy in times of individualisation, rapid technolog-
ical development and increased awareness of the role ECE can play not only 
for the individual child and family, but also for the social and economic de-
velopment of society. These aspects are shown to affect ECE as an arena in 
which children live their lives, as well as shaping the world we live in and the 
ways we live together as societies. An overarching question guiding this dis-
sertation therefore concerns the connections between the two: how can we 
understand the role ECE can play for democracy today? What is its democratic 
mission today, and what could it become? These exploratory questions have 
served as a point of departure for the four independent yet interrelated studies 
through which I develop perspectives on how early childhood education can 
enable all children to find a seat at the table of our common, shared world. 

A foundational point of departure for this dissertation is language as action. 
It matters how we speak about education, childhood and democracy, partly 
because the words we use can be seen to express our current understandings 
and the meanings attributed to them. Moreover, every new word and way of 
speaking can enable new understandings and meanings, through which new 
ways of being, doing and acting are made possible. The perspectives and con-
clusions presented are therefore an invitation to reflect on the language we use 
when we speak about early childhood education, and the ways this language 
shapes the democratic mission of ECE. That being said, I wish to return to the 
title and the significance of a question mark. The title, A table for one? is 
posed as a question, as it represents only one of many possible directions con-
temporary education can take. In this dissertation, I offer arguments as to why 
a table for one is insufficient as a vision for democratic education. In other 
words, I hope the question posed in the title will be (joyfully) challenged. 
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The aim(s) 
This dissertation aims to explore and understand the democratic mission of 
contemporary early childhood education2  through the lens of Arendtian polit-
ical theory and educational philosophy. This overarching purpose is threefold: 
to contribute theoretical perspectives on the democratic mission of contem-
porary early childhood education, to propose a vocabulary for practice and 
policy in democratic ECE, and to illuminate how educational and political 
philosophy can contribute to the field of early childhood education research 
by suggesting alternatives to existing strategies and disciplinary boundaries. 

Outline 
This dissertation is organised into nine chapters, four of which are based on 
journal articles that have been or are about to be published. The format can 
thus be regarded as a hybrid between a monograph and a compilation thesis. 
The dissertation includes four introductory chapters. In Chapters 1 and 2, the 
aims and their background are presented through a research outlook on dem-
ocratic early childhood education. These chapters aim to illuminate how this 
dissertation engages with the theoretical conversation within educational phi-
losophy regarding democratic education more broadly, as well as the demo-
cratic mission of ECE specifically. In Chapter 3, I present the theoretical foun-
dation for the dissertation’s overarching aim, its central distinctions and con-
cepts, and introduce the different theoretical lenses used in the four studies 
along with the potential and tensions they entail. The theoretical lenses, uti-
lised in the individual studies are described in more detail in Chapters 5-8. In 
Chapter 4, I present my methodological choices and points of departure, and 
reflect upon the possibilities and limitations of these choices.   

Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 constitute the core of this dissertation; these chapters 
are essays based on the individual studies on which the dissertation builds. In 
these essays, I approach the democratic mission of contemporary ECE from 
different perspectives. Each study has its own focus, and the essays are there-
fore guided by different theoretical lenses and questions. In Chapter 5, the 
democratic mission is explored through citizenship ideals in Swedish ECE 
curricula from 1987 and 2018. The conclusions suggest that community, be-
longing and vulnerability are aspects that have been reduced in the contempo-
rary curricular agenda, altering the democratic task. The chapter illuminates 
how individual and collective aims of education are intertwined and suggests 
that a strong emphasis on the individual within contemporary education risks 
undermining the significance of belonging, community and needs. The con-
clusions initiate further investigation into loneliness, community and 

 
2 Primarily within the European context, with Swedish ECE as the point of departure. 
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responsibility and their significance within contemporary ECE and its demo-
cratic mission.   In Chapter 6, I explore these findings further, through the 
notion of love and care as guiding aspects of the democratic mission of edu-
cation. I illustrate the connections between the vulnerability of the child and 
the world and suggest that ECE needs to take responsibility for both. Care is 
argued to be central to democratic education, as without it democracies may 
cease to exist. The chapter contributes to understanding the political and pri-
vate meanings of vulnerability and care, making them important aspects for 
both the individual and society at large. The conclusions highlight the educa-
tional responsibility of introducing the child and the world to each other and 
shows how this introduction is challenged by the trajectories of contemporary 
education.  

In Chapter 7, I continue to explore this introduction in relation to the ex-
panding common world in terms of digitalisation. The conclusions suggest, 
that in digital times democratic education needs to enable an awareness of 
boundaries between the public and private spheres. This involves creating 
spaces for silence and distance, as well for communication and connectedness. 
In this chapter, I argue that democratic education needs to approach digitali-
sation as an ethical question. The essay contributes perspectives on democratic 
education in digital times and on how digital technologies can hinder or enable 
interaction and togetherness, as well as how they may hinder solitude and 
thinking. In Chapter 8, I explore ECE through the embodied, spatial and emo-
tional dimensions of democracy. By discussing these dimensions, I argue that 
the democratic mission of ECE can be approached as a quest for experiences 
of freedom and joy, through plural interaction. Finally, I suggest that demo-
cratic ECE may paradoxically thrive when being approached as a pre-demo-
cratic sphere; a sphere in which the promise of democracy is constantly pre-
sent while not being fully democratic in itself due to the inequality of respon-
sibility between children and adults. 

In Chapter 9, the main contributions of this dissertation are presented 
through a discussion on how the four studies contribute to the overall aim of 
understanding the democratic mission of early childhood education. The con-
tributions are also discussed in relation to the perspectives presented in Chap-
ters 1, 2 and 3. I conclude Chapter 9 with reflections on the contemporary 
educational vision of a table for one and why I find the vision insufficient in 
a world out of joint. 

The structure of the dissertation  
The format of a compilation thesis is an ongoing discussion within the social 
sciences and humanities (e.g., Jezierski, 2016; Krumsvik, 2022; Jägerskog & 
Niemi, 2023). The format, which originated in the natural sciences, poses both 
challenges and possibilities within the humanities. The identified challenges 
concern coherence (Jägerskog & Niemi, 2023), a risk of repetition and 
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fragmentation (Jezierski, 2016), and difficulties in synthesising the main find-
ings (Lundahl, 2010). On the other hand, an article-based thesis can make the 
doctoral student´s research process more explicit, as well as enable an explo-
ration of a broader phenomenon from different perspectives (Jezierski, 2016). 
The article-based format has allowed me to approach different aspects of dem-
ocratic education through different theoretical lenses. In light of the broad aim 
of understanding, the format has enabled several partially isolated spheres of 
focus, while allowing the project as a whole to be guided by openness and a 
plurality of perspectives. It has also kept the project anchored in the concrete 
happenings of the political world and the ways in which the mission of ECE 
can play a role in these happenings, and vice versa, how political happenings 
can affect the mission of ECE.  Regarding coherence and the risk of fragmen-
tation, I have rewritten the studies as essays. This reworking has been under-
taken to avoid unnecessary repetition of the backgrounds of the four studies 
and to illuminate the contributions of the individual studies in relation to the 
overarching aim of the thesis. The reworking also aims to strengthen the co-
herence of the dissertation by presenting the studies in a similar format and 
clarifying how the studies complement one another. The structure therefore 
seeks to make the connections between the studies and the dissertation as a 
whole more explicit (e.g., Jägerskog & Niemi, 2023).   

The structure chosen is motivated by the aims of this dissertation. Present-
ing the studies as essays rather than shorter summaries aims to illustrate my 
process of understanding. The essays themselves are shaped by their content, 
but they are united “through a sequence of movements, as in a musical suite, 
they are written in the same or related keys” (Arendt, 1961/2006, p. 15). It is 
these movements and the keys that unite the studies that the essays aim to 
present. This structure seeks to strengthen the overall contributions while pre-
serving the multiple dimensions and nuances of the theoretical conversations. 
Furthermore, by giving space to the different theoretical reasoning and con-
clusions of the individual studies, it enables a rich understanding of the various 
dimensions within the relationship between democracy and ECE. The essays 
thus serve the purpose of gradually contextualizing my contributions, as well 
as making my theoretical and methodological choices more explicit.  

The structure also represents an ethical standpoint in terms of transparency 
and responsibility. The aim of suggesting new vocabularies is an invitation to 
action. In light of the phenomena explored, combined with openness as a guid-
ing point of departure, I seek to present this invitation and its arguments as 
carefully and as nuanced as possible. While it is not possible to anticipate the 
implications my conclusions may have for the arena of ECE, the chosen struc-
ture aims to reduce the risk of these conclusions being used in misleading 
ways that could harm children by reducing or denying their rights to auton-
omy, integrity and influence over their lives. 
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2. Democracy and education: an  
open-ended story 

This chapter introduces the aims of the dissertation. It consists of three sec-
tions, beginning with a selection of perspectives on the relationship between 
democracy and education. This is followed by an overview of perspectives on 
the democratic mission of Swedish ECE. Finally, I present some dominant 
trajectories within the field of contemporary ECE research. The purposes of 
this chapter are threefold. First, I aim to demonstrate the need for further un-
derstanding of the democratic mission of contemporary ECE. Second, I high-
light the need for new vocabularies regarding this mission. Finally, I seek to 
motivate the continued importance of philosophy within the field of ECE re-
search, suggesting a need for more early childhood studies within educational 
philosophy. 

Understandings of democracy and education 
The fragility of democracy has repeatedly been highlighted in theory (e.g., 
Dewey, 1937/1987; Mann, 1939; Young, 2000; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018) and 
demonstrated through empirical data (Freedom House, 2024; V-Dem Insti-
tute, 2026). During the last decade, many democratic advances on a global 
scale have been overturned (V-Dem Institute, 2026), indicating a need for fur-
ther exploration of the role that different societal institutions, such as educa-
tion, can play in counteracting this decline. As an educational aim, democracy 
has a long history, and its meaning has been discussed and developed by many 
researchers and theorists. Yet democracy remains a concept that must be con-
stantly discovered and rediscovered, remade and reorganised within education 
(Dewey, 1936/1987). Motives and efforts in this regard can be found within 
both educational and political theory.  
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Democracy – a rubbery word3 
Rubbery and hollow, merely an emblem? A regime, a way of life or an ideol-
ogy for the ages? Democracy as a concept has been described as an exemplary 
case of ambiguity and non-significance; because it has come to mean almost 
everything –politics, justice, civilisation– it risks meaning nothing at all 
(Nancy, 2011). This ambiguity is one motivation for the overarching aim of 
this dissertation: to understand. That democracy can be anything and every-
thing involves a risk that it becomes a hollow concept without any meaning 
whatsoever (e.g., Biesta, 2006; Nancy, 2011; Brown, 2011; Badiou, 2011). 
My efforts to understand do not aim to contribute a final or definitive defini-
tion of the phenomenon of democracy, but rather to give it meaning, thereby 
hopefully reducing the risk of hollowness. 

The popularity of democracy as a word, and as a system, can diminish dis-
cussion of its meaning. When perceived as the only way of organising the 
common good, the discussion risks merely addressing differences between 
democratic systems or attitudes (Nancy, 2011), even though democracy itself 
can be seen as an unfinished principle (Brown, 2011). One can almost hear 
the sigh in the title of Wendy Brown’s essay, ‘We are all democrats now…’ 
(2011, p. 44). According to Brown, the only demand democracy entails is that 
people shall govern themselves, yet it does not specify the form of this gov-
erning, nor the additional conditions or institutions required. In other words, 
there are no guarantees that democracy necessarily involves representation, 
rights, equality or freedom; these ideas have been attached to democracy over 
time (Brown, 2011). Whereas equality was central to premodern democracy, 
modern-day democracies tend to revolve around the promise of freedom. 
Brown questions the idea of freedom as the universal ultimate goal for human-
ity, or as the quintessence of what it means to be human. It is this idea of the 
free subject that makes it difficult to question the legitimacy of democracy, 
she argues, and she calls for a need to understand democracy in multiple ways: 
as a politics of resistance, as a counter to negative collective ideals and as an 
ideal that will never be fully realised (2011).  

This call for awareness of what democracy is or is not aligns with the ques-
tions guiding this dissertation: how can the democratic mission of education 
be understood, what can it be and what can it not be? Which goals, beyond the 
emancipation of children into free subjects, might democratic education in-
volve? The answers depend greatly on how we define and understand democ-
racy. As this ‘rubbery’ word continues to lie at the core of political issues and 
controversies, it “need not be scrapped just yet” (Agamben et al., 2011, p. viii). 
Rather, as democracy remains a foundational goal for education in many coun-
tries, its multiple meanings must continue to be subject to ongoing discussion. 

 
3 A term used by Auguste Blanqui in 1852, describing the word democrat: “This is a vague and 
banal word, without any precise meaning, a rubbery word.” 
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Understanding democracy – an unfinished principle? 
The thought of many educational institutions resting on a foundation described 
as an unfinished principle may seem daunting and uncertain. However, it can 
also be viewed as a possibility: that the inherent openness and plurality of the 
democratic project are necessary in these rapidly changing and uncertain 
times. The ways of approaching and conceptualising democracy are many, 
and are more or less intertwined (Burman, 2021). Perhaps the most common 
approach is to view democracy as a form of governing, characterised by polit-
ical institutions that enable free elections, equal opportunities to participate, 
the right to vote and the expression of political opinions (Burman, 2021; Put-
nam, 1994). Another common approach regards democracy as a way of life, 
in which civil society and active citizens are seen as essential to a democratic 
society. While democracy from this perspective is understood as a form of 
governing, it is also seen as something more; it is connected to the ways people 
think, act and live together with others (Burman, 2021; Dewey, 1916). An 
approach closely intertwined with democracy as a form of life is to view de-
mocracy as an ideology. In this approach, democracy is compared theoreti-
cally to other political ideologies such as liberalism, socialism, nationalism 
and conservatism, and is characterised by inclusion, plurality and equality 
(e.g., Arnstad, 2018). Another approach is to view democracy as a political 
event, a moment that disrupts the existing political order (e.g., Rancière, 
1999). What is highlighted in this approach are aspects of dissensus, resistance 
and emancipation, when oppressed individuals or groups make their voices 
heard and claim equality, entering the sphere of politics as equal political sub-
jects. All of these approaches can be seen to involve a specific substance and 
meaning for democracy. However, this is not the case with the approach in-
troduced at the beginning of this chapter: democracy as a hollow concept. One 
example is Alain Badiou’s (2011) description of democracy as an emblem 
emptied of meaning. From this perspective, the use of the word democracy 
becomes confusing, unnecessary and ultimately unhelpful. I present these dif-
ferent conceptions of democracy – a regime, a way of life, an ideology, a po-
litical event or an emblem to demonstrate its elasticity and the ongoing strug-
gle of its meaning. Rather than trying to find consensus around the meaning 
of democracy, we can embrace this dissensus, by acknowledging its plurality 
of meanings (Burman, 2021).  

In this dissertation, I approach democracy and democratic education as 
characterised by dissensus and a plurality of meanings, exploring them 
through a variety of theoretical perspectives and with different foci. I suggest 
that recognising this plurality can reduce the risk of democracy becoming an 
educational emblem emptied of meaning. However, this recognition alone will 
not suffice. We must also be explicit about the meanings we ascribe to democ-
racy when we speak of it. We need words, concepts and vocabularies that 
make these meanings visible within education. The open-endedness of 
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democracy makes it a concept of possibilities, yet in pursuing these possibili-
ties there is little room for silent recognition. 

That democracy is both a political and an educational ideal (Gutmann, 
1987) could imply that its meaning becomes even broader, but this does not 
necessarily render it vague or hollow. Edda Sant (2019) suggests that the plu-
rality of meanings and aspirations within educational scholarship on demo-
cratic education can be seen as aligned with the openness of the democratic 
education project. While a ‘right’ understanding of democracy and education 
may not exist, the ways in which these notions are understood have important 
implications for how we act in both educational and political spheres (Apple 
et al., 2022). The kind of democratic education children encounter can differ 
greatly depending on whether ECE teachers and caregivers understand de-
mocracy as a form of governing, a form of life or an emblem. This calls for an 
awareness of the openness of democracy and its capacity to accommodate a 
plurality of approaches. It also requires recognition that these approaches are 
neither static nor independent of one another, and that their meanings cannot 
be taken for granted. The openness of democracy thus calls for educational 
policy and practice to embrace this plurality of ideas while also giving them 
substance. This is what I seek to do in this dissertation. 

Democracy and education 
The uncertain outlook for contemporary democracies vitalises the question of 
education and its democratic purpose (Apple et al., 2022; Culp et al., 2023). 
According to Apple et al.,   

…populism, egocentrism, patriarchy, racism, inequality, technological capital-
ism and neoliberalism all threaten democracy as both a form of government 
and as a way of life, playing out in conflict, climate emergency, and the inten-
sification of authoritarianism and restriction of liberties amidst a lethal pan-
demic (2022, p. 246). 

These societal challenges are issues that all educators encounter, to some ex-
tent, in their everyday work. They create changing conditions and demands 
for both educators and the children and families they engage with in education. 
The fact that these threats and issues have diverse effects on the public and 
private spheres of our lives makes the educational task of addressing them all 
the more challenging. At the same time, the idea that education can or should 
solve both present and future societal and political problems is not without 
dilemmas or contradictions.  

Whether education can change society has long been posed as an open-
ended question without a definitive answer (Apple, 2012). I find this inevita-
ble, but a more intriguing question is whether it should change society, and 
whether this should be a side effect or the raison d’être of education. Carl-
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Anders Säfström argues that although faith in education’s ability to address a 
wide range of issues is valuable, it also risks reducing political issues to edu-
cational ones, thereby neutralising politics itself and reifying education as 
merely an instrument for solving political and social problems. This leads to 
an understanding of education as an empty signifier and, consequently, an es-
sentially contested concept: “Education as a tool for whatever desires one puts 
on education to fulfil is meaningless at best and dangerous at worst. It fosters 
the fascist and the democrat” (Säfström, 2023, p. 27). Säfström therefore ar-
gues for the necessity of reconnecting educational thought to its roots as the 
very praxis of democracy. He does this by returning to the sophist idea of 
education, which is, rather than about perfecting the mind or the nation, about 
how to move with others in the everyday mixture of life (Säfström, 2023). 
From this perspective, education aims to find ways of moving with others, 
making meaning of being in the world, in which equality and difference are 
conditions for its existence. Rather than being dependent on the desires of the 
state, education can be understood as belonging to humanity as such (Säf-
ström, 2023). This perspective illustrates that the openness of democracy as a 
phenomenon is just one layer when investigating democratic education. A dis-
sensus thus exists regarding the role of education in the democratisation of 
society. Moreover, understandings of education and of democratic education 
are profoundly entangled. 

While the open-endedness of democracy and education risks making them 
empty signifiers, it is vital that we continue to fill them, and the connection 
between them, with meaning. This view is supported by Julian Culp et al. 
(2023), who discuss the ongoing questioning of the concepts, premises and 
justification of democratic education as an educational ideal. While such cri-
tique is important, as it can illuminate existing blind spots regarding power, 
oppression and the hegemonic character of democratic education, it can also 
enable anti-democratic or autocratic impulses (Culp et al., 2023). This de-
mands that we return to the concepts and values of democratic education time 
and time again, reflecting on our understanding of how democracy and edu-
cation are related. Culp et al. argue for caring about democratic education in 
a profound way, viewing it as a core focus for both educational theory and 
practice (Culp et al., 2023). This requires engaging with the plurality of ideas 
that characterises the relationship between education and democracy. 

Democracy and education – a complex relationship 
An example of this plurality is provided by an overview of educational re-
search on democratic education in English-language peer-reviewed journals 
between 2006 and 2017 (Sant, 2019). Sant shows that democratic education 
in educational scholarship operates as a floating signifier, with scholars often 
presenting their work as a universal form of democratic education constructed 
against competing discourses. Sant (2019) argues that the different versions 
of democratic education vary in terms of ontological and epistemological 
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assumptions, normative approaches to democracy, and conceptions of the re-
lationship between education and politics. Among the different discourses 
outlined, Sant identifies liberalism as the prevalent discourse, with freedom, 
plurality and political equality as its key features. Liberal democracy functions 
as a point of reference for broader discussions and is conceptualised both as 
an aspiration and as being in crisis. It is thus approached as a goal to strive for 
and as requiring educational alternatives grounded in deliberative, participa-
tory, multicultural, critical and agonistic discourses (Sant, 2019). These dif-
ferent discourses are organised into three overarching approaches to demo-
cratic educational policy and practice, each with a distinct conception of the 
relationship between politics and education: education for, within or through 
democracy. 

Within education for democracy, education is conceptualised as a tool for 
future democracy, where democratic education is understood as social repro-
duction.  From this perspective democracy is interpreted as a universal, nor-
mative imperative and education as an instrument for this endeavour.  In the 
second approach, education through democracy, education and democracy are 
seen as intertwined concepts. Democratic education is conceived as social re-
construction. Within this approach, the intention is not to fix the meaning of 
democratic education, but rather to open the possibilities for new meanings 
(Sant, 2019). In the approach of education within democracy, the concepts of 
education and democracy are viewed as independent of each other; it is ques-
tioned whether education should even contribute to or operate through demo-
cratic principles. Sant concludes that, even in times of numerous democratic 
challenges, there is reason for cautious optimism within educational scholar-
ship, as democratic education remains a commonly held aspiration (Sant, 
2019). The plurality of meanings and aspirations identified can be seen as a 
response to the open-endedness of the democratic education project and to 
what Culp et al. (2023) describe as caring for democratic education. 

Culp et al. (2023) present two notions of democratic education: education 
for democracy and education as democracy. The first expresses the hope that 
educational institutions contribute to a “happier and more flourishing society” 
and that children will, in the future, perceive themselves as worthy and capable 
to participate in democratic decision-making, upholding democratic ideals and 
protecting the integrity and stability of democratic processes. They add that 
education for democracy also shapes central characteristics of democratic ed-
ucational practice, leading to the second notion: education as democracy. 
When democracy is also viewed as an attitude toward fellow human beings, 
democratic education needs to be democratic in its form (Culp et al., 2023). 
These perspectives demonstrate that the democratic mission of education can 
mean different things depending on how the relationship between democracy 
and education is understood.   

One frequently adopted approach is a dualistic view on democracy, de-
scribed either through its formal aspect –as a form of governing and 
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policymaking– or as a way of living together in the society, involving certain 
values, attitudes and ethics (Moss, 2019). John Dewey’s contention that de-
mocracy is “more than a form of government” and “primarily a mode of asso-
ciated living” (1916) reminds us that democracy concerns the way we conduct 
our common lives, but it can also downplay the importance of democratic 
structures, principles and institutions, particularly those that play a role when 
democracy is under threat (Apple et al., 2022). At the same time, Dewey’s 
definition of democracy as associated living can be seen as an expansion of 
the idea of democracy as a form of governing. He concludes that when de-
mocracies collapse or are destructively challenged, it is because democracy 
has become too exclusively political in nature (Dewey, 1937/1987). It is there-
fore essential for the survival of political democracy that democratic habits 
and ideas are part of our daily lives and present in all social relationships.  
Dewey’s standpoint is that political democracy “cannot stand in isolation”; its 
foundation lies in faith in the capacities of human nature, and in the power of 
cooperative experience. Furthermore, equality and freedom are presented as 
the very core of democracy: equality in terms of opportunities to develop as 
individuals, and freedom as freedom of mind, thought and action, so long as 
this does not interfere with the freedom of others (Dewey, 1937/1987). 
Dewey’s ideas thus illuminate the challenges in a dualistic take on democracy, 
by recognising the ways democracy as political governing and democracy as 
a way of life are intertwined. 

Democracy and education – a relation never fixed 
Despite the specific and comprehensive ideas on democracy, Dewey never 
lost sight of the open-endedness of democracy as a concept. He saw it as the 
greatest possible mistake to conceive of democracy as something fixed 
(1936/1987, p. 182). This view aligns with the following confession: 

 

I don’t know just what democracy means in detail in the whole range of con-
crete relations of human life- political, economic, cultural, domestic- at the 
present time. I make this humiliating confession the more readily because I 
suspect that nobody else knows what it means in full concrete detail. But I am 
sure, however, that this problem is the one that most demands the serious at-
tention of educators at the present time. (Dewey,1937/1987, p. 190) 

This type of scepticism towards “knowing what democracy means” seems 
given due to its multidimensional nature. As Jacques Rancière, despite hold-
ing a differing view on education, remarked more than 70 years after Dewey: 
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So I don’t believe there is universal assent to democracy, only universal con-
sensus that it means two different things. (…) There is an old philosophical 
dream, which analytic philosophy still keeps alive, of defining the meanings 
of words with such perfection as to make ambiguity and multiple meanings 
vanish . . . but I think the struggle over words is important, and that it is normal 
for “democracy” to refer to different things in contexts.(Rancière, 2011, pp. 
77, 78) 

This old philosophical dream does not guide my dissertation. Rather than 
seeking universal consensus, the dissertation aims to normalise the struggle 
over the definition of democracy, through which we can approach democratic 
education and its meanings. Recognising this struggle urges us to articulate 
more explicitly the aspects guiding our own understandings and thus to put 
into words what we actually mean when we speak of democracy and demo-
cratic education.  Normalizing the struggle helps to acknowledge that different 
approaches and definitions always emphasise certain aspects, while others re-
main more hidden and implicit. Recognising democracy as a word with mul-
tiple meanings enables an understanding that these different perspectives are 
connected and that we can speak of democracy as a continuum, rather than as 
an either/or phenomenon: as a way of life or as a form of governing (Moss, 
2019). Democracy as a way of life calls for listening and dialogue, confronta-
tion, negotiation, and plurality of perspectives that should be treated respect-
fully and seriously. These aspects are also important in democratic governing 
and decision-making, making them essential conditions for a democratic pol-
itics of education, on multiple levels. The democratic mission therefore allows 
for different interpretations and ways of organising educational practice and 
policy.  

The wide scope for interpreting and developing education opens up a plu-
rality of perspectives regarding our views on the child, the teacher, knowledge 
and the purposes of education. One suggestion is to view democratic educa-
tion on a continuum: from the minimally democratic to the profoundly demo-
cratic (Moss, 2019). Peter Moss (2019) suggests that on the profoundly dem-
ocratic end of the continuum, education is pervaded by democracy as a value, 
an ethics and a practice, from preschool to government. At the minimally dem-
ocratic end, education at all levels is dominated by technical practice and the 
belief in a single correct answer, with democracy of little value (Moss, 2019). 
I find this conception of democratic education  – as a continuum –  as an invi-
tation for educators and policymakers to reflect on where contemporary edu-
cation sits on this continuum, to consider whether it aligns with their inten-
tions, and, if not, what changes are needed to move towards the desired posi-
tion. 

Democratic education- between utopia and compromise 
My approach to democratic education aligns in many ways with the Deweyan 
view of democracy as simultaneously a form of governing and a way of life, 
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with each form conditioning the other. Everyday life within education needs 
to be pervaded by democracy as a value and an ethic for political democracy 
to flourish. Nevertheless, the Deweyan vision has been criticised as overly 
utopian, particularly in its belief that obstacles to a more democratic society 
can be overcome through critical, “scientific” and collaborative engagement 
with the world (Schutz, 2018). What this idea of democratic education fails to 
recognise are the possible limitations or trade-offs inherent within a democ-
racy (Schutz, 2018). The problem with this utopian view is not necessarily the 
“‘idealised’ set of values of an egalitarian democracy”; rather, it lies in the 
failure to fully realise these ideals (Schutz, 2018). Someone who experienced 
these failures first-hand was Hannah Arendt, who once said: “I know one has 
to pay a price for freedom, even though I cannot say that I like to pay it” (Ar-
endt, 1964/1994, p. 18). Aaron Schutz notes that whereas Dewey believed in-
creasingly perfect democracies could be achieved through democratic meth-
ods, Arendt learned from the actions of the Nazis that striving towards any 
utopian end can be the first step towards totalitarianism. He describes Arendt’s 
view as “rooted in compromise and the necessity of loss” (Schutz, 2018, p. 
97). This raises an important question for contemporary education: how is the 
notion of compromise acknowledged in educational practice? 

Hannah Arendt’s vision of the public sphere can be valuable for education 
because it takes the inevitability of democracy’s limitations and trade-offs se-
riously (Schutz, 2018). For Arendt, the public sphere is a space where human 
beings appear to one another through words and deeds, thereby initiating new 
things in the world. Her concern was that in the modern world these spaces 
were disappearing, and the uniqueness of human beings was becoming irrele-
vant. Viewing democratic education through the lens of the public sphere al-
lows us to recognise the tensions that always exist when unique individuals 
aspire to act without trying to control others’ capacity to act or their responses 
to our actions (Schutz, 2018). The very definition Arendt gives to action – “to 
initiate new things in the world” – entails that we cannot control or predict 
how others will react (Arendt, 1958/2018). While free to appear as unique 
beings, participants in a public space must establish some stability and pre-
dictability in their shared environment, yet reject efforts to dominate or control 
the future (Schutz, 2018). It is this balancing act between freedom and control 
that democratic societies must manage regarding public action, making it a 
central concern for democratic education as well (Schutz, 2018). In this dis-
sertation, democratic education is approached from the perspective of democ-
racy as a way of life together with others, drawing on an Arendtian rather than 
strictly Deweyan framework. This involves an explicit recognition of its un-
certainty, openness, and the inevitability of compromise. 

So far in this chapter, I have aimed to establish that our understanding of 
the democratic mission of education depends on how we understand the mean-
ing of democracy and is also entangled with our understandings of the purpose 
of education. Another central point highlighted by the perspectives above is 
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that the tensions and struggles over the meanings of democratic education 
align with the openness of the democratic project. The absence of a single, 
fixed meaning for the democratic mission of education is therefore appropri-
ate. Plurality of understanding is important to cherish, even if it entails uncer-
tainty and struggle. 

Democracy and early childhood education-  
a dual mission 
While the perspectives above highlight the complexity of the relationship be-
tween democracy and education, this relationship becomes even more multi-
dimensional within early childhood education. In the following sections, I will 
illuminate this complexity by presenting an outlook on the democratic mission 
of Swedish ECE, often described as a “dual mission.” This duality refers to 
the different ways in which ECE can contribute to the democratisation of so-
ciety. For parents, access to childcare enables equal societal participation 
through labour. For the child, ECE provides an arena in which they develop 
an understanding of democratic values and rights, allowing them to become 
active participants and members of society. In the following section, I will 
first describe how the mission of Swedish ECE has changed since the expan-
sion of the public childcare system during the 1970s, followed by an interna-
tional outlook that illustrates how developments within contemporary Swe-
dish ECE relate to international trajectories in ECE. 

The shifting purposes of Swedish ECE 
The Swedish ECE —today formally part of the education system—has a com-
plex set of social, economic and pedagogical missions, and has been regarded 
internationally as a model of educare, balancing education and childcare 
(Jönsson et al., 2012). Attending ECE has been a right for all children since 
the 1970s, when the National Preschool Act (SFS 1975/76, p. 92) initiated the 
expansion of the public childcare system. ECE was described as beneficial 
both for the individual child and for society at large, supporting the social and 
physical development of all children and enabling women and men to partici-
pate equally in the labour force and family life (1975/76, p. 92). ECE could 
function as a bridge between the children’s world and society, contributing to 
the strengthening of children’s social networks (SOU 1972:27; Lindgren & 
Söderlind, 2019). During this period, societal ideas about children shifted: 
they were recognised as social beings from birth, making social needs as im-
portant as biological ones (Lindgren & Söderlind, 2019). Being together with 
others would enable children to develop social abilities and communication 
skills. Children were now seen as individuals with their own needs and rights. 
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Even the youngest children were recognised as capable, with agency and the 
ability to explore, making it important that these abilities were stimulated and 
encouraged by ECE (Lindgren & Söderlind, 2019). 

The expansion of ECE continued, with a goal set that by 1991 every child 
would have access to ECE (Prop. 1984/85:209). This was motivated by soci-
etal changes affecting children’s living conditions, including migration, work-
ing parents, smaller family sizes, and increased access to information and me-
dia influencing children. The individual child’s need for relationships beyond 
the immediate family was recognised as important. Being part of a group with 
other children was seen as crucial for the child’s “democratic development,” 
enabling them to appreciate their own unique perspectives while encountering 
differences in experiences and interests (Prop. 1984/85:209).  ECE was in-
tended to support the physical, social, emotional and intellectual development 
of every child on equal terms, as well as the democratic development of soci-
ety. Children could find their place in society, develop friendships, and culti-
vate a sense of belonging. The main purpose of ECE was “to convey and cre-
ate concrete meaning to the democratic values” and “to educate children in 
solidarity with other children, as well as lay the foundation for their under-
standing of equality, autonomy and integrity” (Prop. 1984/85:209, p. 8). The 
expansion of ECE represented an increase in governmental responsibility for 
the upbringing of children, becoming a joint task shared between the state and 
families (Lindgren & Söderlind, 2019). The mission of ECE was to “together 
with the parents integrate the children into society, thereby contributing to so-
cietal continuity and development” (National Board of Health and Welfare, 
1987, p. 11). The expansion of ECE can thus be seen as constantly reflecting 
shifting ideas about children and childhood, as well as the societal responsi-
bilities towards them. 

ECE and the child in need of preparation 
In 1996, the development and governance of ECE were transferred from the 
National Board of Health and Welfare to the Ministry of Education, and ECE 
received its first official curriculum, Lpfö98. In the curriculum proposition 
(SOU 1997: 157), it was stated that the most central task for ECE was to pre-
pare children for a changing society. As it was increasingly difficult to predict 
which skills would be important for children in the future, education was ex-
pected to lay the foundation for lifelong learning (SOU 1997:157). The devel-
opment of social and communicative skills was highlighted as important, 
alongside building confidence in one’s ability to learn. The educational role 
and significance of early childhood education were to be strengthened. Anne-
Li Lindgren and Ingrid Söderlind (2019) suggest that, as children were de-
scribed as the “carriers of the future” and leaders of societal development, it 
became the mission of ECE to prepare them for this task. This idea of prepa-
ration is a relevant concern for my dissertation, as the mission of ECE con-
stantly balances the notion of a child in need of preparation with a child 
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already engaged in societal participation. Another balance relates the concept 
of education itself, seen both as a bridge between children’s private worlds 
and the public world, and as part of the public world.  Lindgren and Söderlind 
(2019) suggest that the shift from a playing child towards a learning child 
reflects a view of children as already active participants in contemporary so-
ciety. This raises a fundamental question regarding democracy and education: 
whether one must be qualified or prepared in order to participate in society, or 
whether the core idea of a democratic society lies in inclusion regardless of 
skills or qualifications (e.g., Biesta, 2011).  

 This outlook illustrates how Swedish ECE is constantly balancing multiple 
purposes: accommodating children’s needs, meeting society’s demands for 
economic growth and labour, and supporting the pursuit of social equality 
(Jönsson et al., 2012; Wahlström, 2015; Lindgren & Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019). 
Since the governance of ECE was transferred from the social-political domain 
to education, its focus has shifted from play and learning towards school-prep-
aration (Wahlström, 2015). Swedish ECE has thus gradually moved from a 
child-centred holistic pedagogy towards a more subject-centred curriculum, 
with greater emphasis on learning and school readiness (Lindgren & Sjöstrand 
Öhrfelt, 2019; Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019; Liljestrand 2021). This shift has not 
occurred in isolation. Over the past decades, the mission of Swedish ECE has 
evolved in line with the international policy context (e.g., Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 
2019). The trajectory of Swedish ECE policy can therefore be better under-
stood by situating it within the broader international arena of education policy. 

Swedish ECE as a part of an international arena 
The Swedish model of educare has been influenced and modified by dominant 
transnational, economics-oriented organisations such as the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the European Union 
(EU), and the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement (IEA) (Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019). Magdalena Sjöstrand Öhrfelt 
(2019) shows how descriptions of ECE in OECD’s Starting Strong reports have 
changed since 2001. The complexity and diversity of ECE tasks described in 
the first reports have gradually shifted towards arguments framing preschool as 
an investment, emphasising techniques to motivate and streamline performance 
management through evaluation and comparison. Similar arguments about the 
economic benefits of ECE are made within the EU, highlighting lifelong learn-
ing and the role of ECE in school preparation. Likewise, the IEA emphasises 
school readiness and the importance of children “operating as effective learn-
ers,” arguing that the early years’ curriculum must address both cognitive and 
non-cognitive aspects of early learning (IEA, 2016, p. 110). 

Sjöstrand Öhrfelt (2019) suggests that, as the Swedish ECE reforms of the 
1990s took place in close alignment with developments in the school sector, 
they paved the way for ECE to become systematically integrated into the 
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transnational education policy context. The gradual adaptation to the educa-
tion system as a whole can help explain why shifts in the mission of ECE were 
implemented relatively smoothly, without major political debate in Sweden. 
This may have been reinforced by the simultaneous increase in economic con-
straints (Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019). According to Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, the gradual 
alignment with transnational education discourse has manifested in two dis-
cursive shifts: one concerning the role of preschool as an institution, and the 
other regarding the ways in which the preschool child is perceived and dis-
cussed (2019). 

ECE and the child – shifting perceptions 
The strengthened relationship between the missions of ECE and school has 
led to ECE being increasingly influenced by comparative educational dis-
course and a focus on results. The Education Act has enabled a conceptual 
shift in the task of ECE, from learning through play and care to education and 
teaching. Sjöstrand Öhrfelt (2019) describes a complex trajectory of change, 
in which different aspects and motives emerge through a new vocabulary, pro-
ducing other, more or less intertwined aspects and motives. She notes that the 
need for increased public funding of ECE was framed using concepts such as 
quality and efficiency. These terms, employed to justify additional resources, 
became linguistic tools that legitimise a school- and knowledge-oriented dis-
course within ECE. When ECE is defined and discussed based on school-re-
lated premises, it is perceived as insufficient, lacking in quality and effective-
ness. This perceived need for improvement has made quality work a central 
task for ECE in the form of self-assessment, systematic evaluation, and quality 
initiatives. These initiatives risk marginalising aspects that are central to the 
mission of ECE, such as care and play (Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019). This trajec-
tory exemplifies how the use of specific concepts and vocabularies can shape 
both the educational mission and practice.  

Regarding the view of the child, Sjöstrand Öhrfelt (2019) describes a shift 
in which the autonomous and competent child is instead framed within a so-
ciety- and future-oriented context, emphasising the child’s cognitive abilities. 
Through this framing, other conditions “outside” education are rendered in-
visible, being equalised through investment in education. The child is con-
structed as being at risk, requiring quality ECE to become a “person of the 
future,” prepared for school and the labour market. This perspective motivates 
increased management by objectives, efficiency, and rationality. It also frames 
vulnerability as an individual trait that can be educated away, rather than a 
structural phenomenon. In contemporary Swedish ECE, the child is therefore 
viewed both as a competent learner and as vulnerable, at risk if not properly 
educated (Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019). 

These trajectories imply that, in addition to differing interpretations of de-
mocracy and education, the view of the child is another crucial aspect shaping 
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our understanding of democratic ECE. Changing perceptions of the child 
serve as a point of departure for Studies I and II, presented in Chapters 5 and 
6 of this dissertation. In Chapter 5, I explore how the child is described in 
curricular documents, while in Chapter 6, the views of the child are explored 
and discussed in relation to vulnerability and responsibility. 

ECE and economisation  
Early childhood education policy and practice are increasingly shaped by the 
economization of all public spheres (e.g., Vandenbroeck, 2021; Brown, 2015), 
which in turn influences views of childhood and the child (Clark, 2023; Rob-
erts-Holmes & Moss, 2021). This trend is suggested to represent the main 
democratic challenge for contemporary ECE (Moss, 2019). The framing of 
social and political spheres in economic terms positions the child as potential 
human capital, making the task of ECE one of realising this potential (Moss, 
2019). Yet, as many scholars (e.g., Vintimilla, 2014; Tronto, 2017; Moss, 
2023; Vandenbroeck et al., 2023; Clark, 2023) have emphasised, alternatives 
to the neoliberal agenda4, exist, as well as multiple ways of understanding 
what this agenda entails and its effects (e.g., Lee, 2013; Brown, 2015). For 
instance, Vandenbroeck (2024) notes a recent shift beyond the exclusive focus 
on the economic function of ECEC, towards recognising the broad societal 
and pedagogical mission of ECE. Within international organisations and re-
search, there is now a consensus that contemporary ECE combines economic, 
pedagogical, and social objectives (Vandenbroeck, 2024). He refers to 
OECD’s Starting Strong report (2021), which emphasises meaningful interac-
tions between adults and children, acknowledging that the ECE task involves 
both emotional and educational support. This represents a movement from 
framing ECE primarily in economic terms towards recognising its pedagogi-
cal function, understanding pedagogy in the broadest sense as education (Van-
denbroeck, 2024). In light of the historical influence of transnational policy 
on the Swedish ECE agenda (e.g., Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019), it remains to be 
seen what consequences this shift may have. For this dissertation, the focus is 
on how neoliberal ideology has shaped the mission of education and the lan-
guage used to describe it. 

 
4 The term ‘neoliberalism’ is a multidimensional concept, combining a variation of ideas with 
differing trajectories making it ambiguous and easily misunderstood and misused (Quiggin, 
2025). In this dissertation, neoliberalism refers to a cluster of ideas that is characterised by a 
strong belief in individualism, freedom of choice enabled by a free market, and a restructuring 
of the state (Quiggin, 2025: Saad-Vilho & Johnston, 2005; Turner, 2011).   This cluster is not 
seen as a fixed system or condition but rather as a process that affects the educational sphere in 
different ways, depending on how these ideas are interpreted and emphasized in different con-
texts (Turner, 2011).  
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Differing paths within the Nordic ECE arena 
While the international arena is a strong source of influence, there are oppor-
tunities for diversity and alternative paths within the national context. This is 
illustrated by research on the Nordic countries – Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 
Norway, and Sweden – where similar trajectories as well as distinct differ-
ences are identified (Alexiadou et al., 2024; Carlbaum & Rönnberg, 2024; 
Einarsdóttir et al., 2015; Vallberg Roth, 2014). Sara Carlbaum and Linda 
Rönnberg describe the core ideas of the Nordic model of ECE as providing 
accessible and affordable preschool for all children, while noting differences 
in governance regarding local autonomy, private providers, and profit within 
welfare. All five countries have, to some extent, oriented ECE towards goals 
such as fostering democracy, participation, belonging, social competence, 
play, the integration of care and learning, and equality (Einarsdóttir et al., 
2015; Karila, 2012). Although the pursuit of universalism and equity remains 
prominent within Nordic ECE, these values are increasingly challenged by 
marketisation and privatisation (Carlbaum & Rönnberg, 2024). 

According to a comparative analysis of Nordic ECE guidelines, traditional 
Nordic approaches now coexist with a stronger emphasis on school prepara-
tion. Ann-Christine Vallberg Roth (2014) describes this as a contradictory 
process, where transnational, knowledge-economy influences are integrated 
into Nordic ideas of ECE and its mission. Illustrative aspects of this shift in-
clude a greater focus on individual development, autonomy, and self-regula-
tion, the introduction of school-preparatory content, and the use of graded as-
sessments and controls based on predetermined, age-normed learning out-
comes (e.g., language screening) (Vallberg Roth, 2014). Overall, the emphasis 
within educare has shifted towards ‘Edu’, prioritising a holistic view of life-
long learning rather than a holistic view of children. While the concepts of 
care, upbringing, and education remain a point of negotiation for Nordic coun-
tries, each country addresses these tensions in different ways (Vallberg Roth, 
2014; Lillvist & Sandberg, 2018; Alexiadou et al., 2024). 

The purpose of Swedish ECE, and the educational task more broadly, is 
continuously shaped through interactions between national and international 
arenas. Although contemporary ECE is a relatively recent component of edu-
cation systems, it is the most expanded sector across OECD countries (Alexi-
adou et al., 2024). As the sector grows, so too does the scope of its mission. 
Nafsika Alexiadou et al. (2024) describe ECE as a “social investment strategy 
that performs multiple functions, as a preparation for formal schooling, chil-
dren’s well-being, social integration, employability, mitigating social inequal-
ities, as increasing women’s labour participation, and as bringing wider eco-
nomic benefits” (p. 185). It is within this broad mission that the democratic 
purpose of ECE must be understood and enacted. The following section pre-
sents an outlook on how the democratic mission of ECE has been conceptual-
ised and explored within research. 
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The shifting ideas of democracy within ECE research 
As previously established, the definition of democracy and democratic educa-
tion remains an open question within educational research, and ECE research 
is no exception. This section focuses on presenting different theoretical and 
conceptual approaches to democracy within ECE research and illustrating the 
ongoing need for further understandings and vocabularies. 

Research on democratic ECE in the Nordic countries has shifted from nor-
mative and political arguments towards a more practical focus on the imple-
mentation of democratic ideas in practice. Anette Emilson and Eva Johansson 
(2018), in a research overview of democracy and ECE in the Nordic countries 
between 2000 and 2013, identify three main agendas during this period: chil-
dren’s rights to democracy, children as active participants, and preschool as a 
democratic arena. These approaches reflect a shift in research interests from 
normative, political, and rhetorical arguments towards the transformation and 
implementation of democratic ideas into concrete praxis. My approach in this 
dissertation is situated within these interests. I develop rhetorical arguments 
to contribute ideas that can be implemented in practice through language. 
While calling for a shift in vocabulary, the Arendtian framework positions my 
contributions as a starting point: the vocabularies I develop are a way to initi-
ate anew in the world, a form of action in which, from an Arendtian perspec-
tive, I cannot control or predict how others will respond.  

A more recent development identified by Emilson and Johansson (2018) is 
an increasingly critical approach to understanding ECE as a democratic arena. 
There is a growing self-critique regarding the concept of democracy and its 
use within Nordic ECE research and practice. This critical stance focuses on 
issues of power in relation to democratic ECE and emphasises the importance 
of exploring different interpretations of democracy, as well as their possibili-
ties and limitations (Emilson & Johansson, 2018). This critique, or rather 
questioning, is also central to this dissertation, though here it is not related to 
power but to the broader understanding of the democratic mission. 

ECE research and children as political subjects 
Emilson and Johansson’s (2018) overview shows that children’s rights were a 
dominant perspective in Nordic ECE research at the beginning of this century. 
They trace this to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1989), which was quickly ratified in the Nordic countries, leading ECE re-
search to focus on ways to concretise the rights perspective in practice. Along-
side this perspective, a changed view emerged of the child as a fully vested 
human being, a competent citizen with rights, accompanied by a need for 
adults to understand the children’s perspective. A perspective that developed 
during this period was the interdependency between the concepts of children’s 
perspective and participation. 
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Another shift involved the recognition of children as political subjects. 
Anne-Li Lindgren and Gunilla Halldén (2001) trace the interest in children’s 
voices and competence as an expression of a strong intention to recognise 
children more clearly as political subjects. They describe a development in 
which children’s voices are raised as relevant for politics, suggesting a possi-
ble scenario in which children increasingly assume responsibility for the po-
litical agenda concerning issues that affect them, rather than relying solely on 
politicians and other adults. Ten years later, Stig Broström (2012) argues that 
children are political subjects and therefore able to play an active role in the 
planning and participation in education, as well as in educational research. 
Broström identifies three aspects incorporated into contemporary early child-
hood education: the competent child, children’s perspective, and children as 
participants. According to Broström, children “have achieved a new status, 
voice and role, and are seen as equal members of society – they are seen as 
human beings, as democrats” (2012, p. 260). Broström describes the demo-
cratic person as a political subject with “knowledge and skills and with a de-
sire to make use of these in transformative practice” (2012). Democratic ECE 
is thus connected to children’s right to participate and influence their lives; a 
reduction of this right is seen to contribute to a reduction of democracy 
(Broström, 2012, p. 266). In this dissertation, the idea of children as political 
subjects is explored and discussed in Studies II and IV (Chapters 6 and 8). 

Researching democratic ECE- three critical trajectories 
While a dominant perspective within Nordic ECE research on democratic 
practice has emphasised participation and freedom of choice, Emilson and Jo-
hansson (2018) identify more recent critical approaches, gathered around three 
intertwined lines. The first concerns the adequacy of democracy, particularly 
in relation to issues of power. The second critical approach addresses the ef-
fect of contextualising democratic rights as individual choices. Finally, the 
concept of lived democracy is emerging, emphasising interaction and commu-
nity. This dissertation aligns particularly with the concept of lived democracy, 
suggesting that democracy as a way of living together involves compromises 
regarding individual freedom. 

Regarding democracy and power, it has been questioned whether we can 
speak of democracy when children’s rights to influence are conditioned and 
power is not equally distributed between children and adults in ECE. Kirsten 
E. Jansen et al. (2011) argue that it is problematic to use the term democracy 
in relation to ECE institutions, as the choice to attend ECE is not made by the 
children themselves. They also highlight tendencies to reduce democracy in 
ECE practice to instrumentalist methods and individual choices, where chil-
dren are encouraged to make personal decisions rather than participate in col-
lective decision-making. While the individual-oriented idea of democracy in 
terms of freedom of choice has been influential in ECE practice (Westlund, 
2011; Bae, 2009, 2010), a critical discussion has gradually emerged (Emilson 
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& Johansson, 2018; Qvarsell, 2011). Berit Bae (2009) shows how the idea of 
the right to participation in ECE practice risks being isolated from other edu-
cational aspects, such as community and belonging. This may lead to a one-
sided understanding of participation as self-determination and choice, rather 
than as relational (Bae, 2009). 

Birgitta Qvarsell (2011) questions the interpretation that influence and de-
cision-making are central preconditions for democratic ECE, and proposes 
that it is instead a matter of creativity and self-expression: a question of expe-
rience, respect, and meaning-making both individually and collectively, being 
recognised as a human being. Understanding democratic education solely as 
a right to individual choice and freedom risks fostering a false idea of the 
democratic process (Emilson & Johansson, 2018). These issues highlight the 
challenge of defining the democratic mission in terms of both individual rights 
and needs, as well as collective needs. An additional question concerns 
whether the context of ECE can even be described as democratic, given the 
conditioned position of children within it. The answer to this question depends 
heavily on how democracy is understood, including what freedom entails and 
which compromises it requires. 

While there is a growing critique of freedom as the dominant democratic 
ideal (Emilson & Johansson, 2018; Sant, 2019), this perspective appears to be 
shifting towards a recognition of the complexity involved in understanding 
democracy within ECE (Emilson & Johansson, 2018). Emilson and Johansson 
(2018) describe how research and pedagogy have evolved from more instru-
mental approaches to investigating democratic processes in ECE towards 
more complex ways of understanding and defining democracy. This develop-
ment has fostered a critical approach in which democracy is connected to 
shared life and pluralism, rather than a fixed set of methods. Other perspec-
tives emphasise interaction, reciprocity, togetherness, and empowerment 
(Emilson & Johansson, 2018; Löfdahl Hultman & Margrain, 2018). Emilson 
and Johansson (2018) argue that this shift brings both possibilities and chal-
lenges. Broadening the concept of democracy to a form of life risks making it 
vague and overly expansive, complicating the identification of democratic 
processes. One challenge concerns the perspective of consensus, which must 
be reconsidered in favour of pluralism, ambiguity, and conflict. A second chal-
lenge is the emerging shift from individual choice to a collective view of par-
ticipation. Finally, there is the need to acknowledge children as partners in 
democratic processes without diminishing the responsibility of adults (Emil-
son & Johansson, 2018). These challenges are addressed in different ways 
across the four studies of this dissertation. Pluralism and ambiguity character-
ise the research process in all four studies. The question of responsibility is 
discussed particularly in Studies II and III (Chapters 6 and 7), while the ways 
children can be seen as political subjects are explored in Study IV (Chapter 
8). Democracy as a form of life is a prevailing perspective throughout all four 
studies. The concepts and arguments put forward in this dissertation offer 
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definitions and vocabularies that aim to counteract some of the vagueness in-
herent in the broad conceptualisation of democracy as a form of life. 

Conceptualising democratic ECE 
ECE research has previously tended to refrain from theoretical definitions of 
democracy, using broad empirical definitions instead (Emilson, 2014). Alt-
hough this approach contributed to a concretisation of a complex task, it risked 
simplifying the complexity of democratic work, reducing a more theoretical 
conversation of democratic education, gradually draining the concept of de-
mocracy of meaning (Emilson, 2014). The more recent development of defin-
ing democracy as a form of life, on the other hand, risks making the concept 
too broad and thus vague (Emilson & Johansson, 2018). Valerie Margrain and 
Annica Löfdahl Hultman (2018) argue that there is no single way of defining 
democracy within ECE, nor one correct way of educating about democracy. 
They suggest three core concepts for ECE – reciprocity, togetherness and em-
powerment – derived from a broad selection of empirical studies on contem-
porary ECE worldwide and the definitions of democracy within these studies. 
Löfdahl Hultman and Margrain (2018) propose that, while the democratic 
challenges, missions, values, and practices of ECE differ across nations and 
continents, these three concepts can be seen as central to “challenge the dem-
ocratic challenges” (2018, p. 265). 

The concept of reciprocity highlights the democratic participation of chil-
dren (Löfdahl Hultman & Margrain, 2018). Challenges relate to the differing 
possibilities for children to participate or access their educational rights as de-
fined by national and local policies. Factors such as marginalisation, socio-
political and economic contexts, functional abilities, and language can all limit 
a child’s opportunities to participate and have their voices heard. Educators’ 
and policymakers’ approaches to assessment and standards regarding abilities 
and learning, as well as their recognition of differing support needs, are also 
important for creating conditions for equal participation (Löfdahl Hultman & 
Margrain, 2018). Developing new understandings of diversity and quality 
within ECE can enable reciprocal and inclusive practices. 

Togetherness refers to children’s interactions, but also to ECE as a broader 
arena and the multiple ways participants engage within it; for example, chil-
dren and teachers, teachers with families and the community, leaders and prac-
titioners, and children of diverse ages, abilities, and cultures (Löfdahl Hultman 
& Margrain, 2018). While democracy faces challenges, togetherness allows 
ECE to explicitly address issues of inclusion and exclusion. Another dimen-
sion of togetherness concerns children’s relationships with one another and 
their opportunities to create personal meaning in friendships. Löfdahl Hult-
man and Margrain (2018) discuss the notion of the competent child and the 
meanings ascribed to it: is the competent child socially relational, rendering 
non-relating children “incompetent,” or does competence refer to democratic, 
political, or economic capabilities? A pluralistic approach is suggested to 
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recognise and challenge these assumptions, including how togetherness is val-
ued and defined from different perspectives. Togetherness is thus proposed as 
a core value for democracy, albeit one approached with a “cautious gaze” 
(Löfdahl Hultman & Margrain, 2018, p. 269). 

Empowerment as the third core value highlights the importance of the 
adults consciously acknowledging the children’s agendas and perspectives 
and actively attending to democratic knowledge. This involves awareness of 
societal views on children and education, countering or reconceptualising eco-
nomic and political drivers, partnership between ECE adults and enabling op-
portunities for children’s democratic actions. As three intertwined core values, 
empowerment, togetherness and reciprocity are proposed as helpful in realis-
ing democracy within ECE, but they should also be continuously questioned 
and considered and never be taken for granted (Löfdahl Hultman & Margrain, 
2018).  

What this overview shows is that there are several understandings and def-
initions of democracy within ECE research, and that the unique task of ECE 
makes it particularly complex. The conceptual tools derived from school may 
seem inadequate in relation to the task of ECE (Ribaeus, 2014), and the polit-
ical concepts may appear problematic to use as guidance, given the power 
dimensions conditioned by children’s age and position (e.g., Lindgren & Hall-
dén, 2001; Knudsen & Eriksen Ødegaard, 2011; Emilson & Johansson, 2013). 
However, what is affirmed is that definitions and understandings of the dem-
ocratic mission of education are continuously evolving and shifting. The mis-
sion’s openness and plurality make the question of compromise an ongoing 
issue. Another concern related to this openness is the language and concepts 
used to understand ECE and its democratic mission. While concepts such as 
participation, influence, and competence inspire research to explore ways to 
implement democracy, the language of policy may also become an obstacle 
for thinking about the democratic mission of ECE through other concepts and 
vocabularies. Concepts derived from contemporary ECE policy can thus re-
duce plurality and openness, possibly contributing to a more static and instru-
mental view of the democratic mission of education. In the next section, I will 
present some international perspectives on the shifts in language regarding 
education and why these matter for democratic education. 

The languages of ECE 
My intention to contribute new vocabularies and concepts is grounded in the 
idea of language as action. This means that changes in the language of educa-
tion are not merely a consequence or a description of the changing task of 
education, but that language and the words used actively contribute to this 
change. The words and concepts we use also constitute and even condition 
what education means, what it is, and what it can be, by shaping our under-
standing of reality (e.g., Säfström & Östman, 1999; Biesta, 2006). Words are 



 

 41

seen as a way we “insert ourselves into the human world (Arendt, 1958/2018, 
p. 176). To Arendt, words were an essential part of action: it is through speech, 
through our words that we show who we are. In this dissertation, this means 
that the language we use to speak of ECE reflects our understanding of its 
mission, or what we think it should be. From this point of departure our words 
can even illuminate possibilities for what ECE can become, shaping and guid-
ing its future path. 

Talking about education 
As the task of education changes, so does the language used to talk about of 
education. The development of language within education and educational 
policy has in recent years been discussed through terms such as learnification 
(Biesta, 2010a), competition (Clark, 2023) and evaluation (Dahlberg et al., 
2018). The term learnification refers to the ways the language of education 
has been replaced with the language of learning. Biesta (2004, 2006, 2010, 
2015) has continuously argued that the language of learning is insufficient for 
understanding education. It narrows the purpose of education to mere learning 
and leaves fundamental aspects unaddressed, namely the question of content, 
purpose and relationships. The language of learning is individualising and 
risks reducing the meaning of learning itself, emphasising certain types of 
knowledge and skills. Learning – and education, when seen as synonymous – 
risks being viewed as a transaction guided by the needs and wants of the indi-
vidual. Education through this lens becomes a facilitator of learning, rather than 
an arena where children are introduced to the world in ways that transform them. 
The language of learning is thus insufficient for expressing what truly matters 
in education. Biesta argues that it is essential to reclaim the language of educa-
tion for education, not by returning to past terminology, but by reinventing a 
language responsive to contemporary challenges (Biesta, 2004). This task, an-
ticipated by Biesta over 20 years ago, remains highly relevant for contemporary 
ECE and the language used to understand its purpose and mission.  

The language of learning shares many parallels with what Alison Clark 
(2023) calls the language of competition, what Gunilla Dahlberg et al. (2018) 
describe as the language of quality and evaluation, and what Michel Vanden-
broeck (2023) characterises as the trajectory of ECE in many countries as “the 
Olympic games of development,” referring to a vision of child development 
as a sports discipline. All of these conceptions exemplify a development in 
which the question of the purpose of education—even within the early years—
risks being rarely posed. They illustrate the ways in which educational systems 
become increasingly impatient (Clark, 2023), dominated by a technical search 
for universal “best practices” (Dahlberg et al., 2018). The growing attention 
to early childhood education within the international policy arena (Ringsmose, 
2017; Wasmuth & Nitecki, 2020; Urban, 2022) has gradually shaped and 
transformed the understanding, description and language of ECE’s task. 
Scholars calling for a reconceptualisation of early childhood education and its 
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purpose do so with urgency (Sousa & Moss, 2024), creativity (Silin et al., 
2025), as well as with both dreams and anger (Lubeck, 1999).  

In the following I will elaborate on the possible effects of the contemporary 
languages on education.  

Language of quality 
Dahlberg et al. (2018) have consistently expressed concerns regarding the 
consequences of quality as a dominant concept within early childhood educa-
tion, leading to a language of quality and evaluation. They argue that the con-
cept of quality was introduced to ECE without adequately addressing its short-
comings regarding values, complexity, plurality and subjectivity. Without 
critical reflection, this can contribute to two “disturbing” processes (2018, p. 
vii). The first concerns the increasing standardisation and regulation of mod-
ern life, accompanied by a rhetoric of individualism and choice. The second 
is that democratic politics may be substituted by managerial practice, accom-
panied by a rhetoric of participation, listening and empowerment (Dahlberg et 
al., 2018). They trace the increased focus on quality as an expression of an 
Anglo-American discourse on ECE, where ECE is seen as a technology capa-
ble of fixing the problems of post-industrial society without addressing the 
underlying structural flaws of inequality, injustice and exploitation. The as-
pect highlighted within the language of evaluation concerns universality, ob-
jectivity, certainty, stability and closure. Dahlberg et al. (2018) emphasise that 
while the language of quality has its place, it risks turning ECE from “multi-
lingual to monolingual,” where the language of quality becomes the only lens 
through which to understand ECE and its mission. They argue that the choices 
ahead are not primarily technical, but political, philosophical and ethical. Fur-
thermore, the solution is not to replace the language of quality with another, 
but to value the multiplicity of languages and vocabularies about early child-
hood. This can enable a diversity of understandings and ways of thinking 
about childhood, learning, knowledge and the purpose of ECE. They contend 
that there cannot be a definitive final agenda for the social, cultural, political 
and economic significance of ECE institutions, and that the only generalisa-
tion that can be made is that ECE is a place for children to live their child-
hoods. Beyond this, it needs to remain an ongoing conversation (Dahlberg et 
al., 2018). 

Language of neoliberalism 
The awareness of the economic benefits of ECE has influenced the ways in 
which it is increasingly spoken of as an economic investment (e.g., Jönsson et 
al., 2012; Pramling Samuelsson et al., 2013; Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021; 
Lehrer et al., 2023; Vandenbroeck, 2021; Evans, 2015). Vandenbroeck (2021) 
discusses how our vocabularies and thinking are shaped by what he calls “ne-
oliberal imaginaries,” where concepts such as social investment or human cap-
ital are applied to ECE. He argues that in conceptualising ECE we need to 
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keep in mind that it is always a matter of (political and ethical) choice, a choice 
that extends beyond mere words and discourse. The concepts and language 
used have a profound influence on daily ECE practice, affecting “its funding 
mechanisms, on what data are produced, on inspection, performance and ac-
countability, on the image of the child, the image of the parent and the image 
of the early childhood workforce” (Vandenbroeck, 2021, p. xii). Guy Roberts-
Holmes and Peter Moss (2021) describe today’s dominant discourse on chil-
dren and ECE as instrumental, technical and economistic, referring to it as the 
language of neoliberalism. They discuss how the views on children and the 
welfare services provided for them are shaped by terms such as outcomes, 
quality, evidence, assessment, investment and human capital. Another factor 
influencing the language of ECE is the emergence of professionals from vari-
ous fields as “experts in child development,” which has led to a shift towards 
the application of technical, “scientific” knowledge aimed at maximising chil-
dren’s developmental potential. This has contributed to a language of educa-
tion in which the goal is to achieve predetermined developmental “milestones” 
(Lehrer et al., 2023, pp. 60,61).  

Joanne Lehrer et al. (2023) discuss the consequences of the human capital 
discourse in terms of the image of the child as human capital. The notion that 
children’s value is commensurate with their future economic output has be-
come increasingly pronounced over the last decade, which risks leading to the 
rationalisation of ECE as a commodity. The commodification of education 
risks undermining democracy (Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021; Yuen, 2023) 
by affecting perceptions of collective, individual and professional responsibil-
ity (Tronto, 2013), transforming educational relationships into those of facili-
tators and customers (Biesta, 2015), or monitors and consumers (Vanden-
broeck et al., 2023). By reducing the language of education to economic terms, 
neoliberalism turns its justifications into seemingly self-evident and objective 
truths, obscuring its underlying values and assumptions (Yuen, 2023). This 
aligns with how the language of quality was described by Dahlberg et al. 
(2018), leading to an emphasis on standards and universal norms for what it 
means to understand, learn or educate. Lehrer et al. (2023) argue that the com-
modification of ECE also risks ignoring children’s subjective experiences, 
rendering them a potential afterthought rather than central to childcare policy 
and practice. 

Language of quality, silent about care? 
Another consequence of the human capital discourse in ECE is the way that 
caring—for children, families, or educators— may be diminished as a priority, 
if not ignored entirely. The subjectivity of children risks becoming insignifi-
cant, as the focus shifts towards providing universal inputs designed to ensure 
that children meet expected outcomes. Children who do not meet these de-
mands or standards may be considered a waste of resources or a failure (Lehrer 
et al., 2023). Lehrer et al. argue that care needs to be placed at the centre of 
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ECE to “repair our world” (2023, p. 79). Drawing on Joan Tronto, they define 
care as “the every-thing that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our world, 
so that we can live in it as well as possible” (Lehrer et al., 2023, p. 79). They 
suggest that attending to Tronto’s phases of care—caring about (noticing 
need), caring for (taking responsibility for care), care giving (the act of meet-
ing need), care receiving (the active response of the care-receiver), and caring 
with (listening to others and acting in a politically informed way)—could help 
interrupt the ongoing commodification of childcare in an increasingly unsus-
tainable world (Lehrer et al., 2023, p. 79). The role of care within ECE is also 
emphasised by Diana Sousa and Peter Moss (2024) as central to reconceptu-
alising contemporary ECE. They advocate abandoning the idea of childcare 
as separate from education to highlight the relationship between care and all 
education, framing care not as a commodity but as an ethic. 

Several studies on quality work and documentation show that care and 
other aspects difficult to measure are given a peripheral position (Folke-
Fichtelius & Löfdahl Hultman, 2015; Lindberg, 2018; Lindgren Eneflo, 
2014). While care, along with development and learning, continues to be an 
explicit part of the three pillars of the Swedish ECE curriculum, its meaning 
has shifted over the past decades (Lindgren, 2001; Folke-Fichtelius & Löfdahl 
Hultman, 2016). Maria Folke-Fichtelius and Annica Löfdahl Hultman (2016) 
identify a transformation in the perception of care, from long-term emotional 
work involving relationships towards an emphasis on displays of wellbeing, 
health, and security of the individual child. This shift is related to the increased 
emphasis on quality assessment and result-oriented language, as the latter 
view of care is directed towards the individual child and is easier to assess 
than the former, where results are difficult to make explicit, compare, and 
measure (Folke-Fichtelius & Löfdahl Hultman, 2016). Increased demands for 
visibility, both in attracting current and prospective parents and in quality 
work and documentation, affect how care is discussed and approached among 
ECE educators and managers. Folke-Fichtelius and Löfdahl Hultman (2016) 
show that care is transformed into measurable, process-related terms of 
knowledge and skills that children are learning, rather than as caring actions 
of the educators. Care is seen as difficult to document and also perceived as a 
less “selling” concept than learning. They raise concerns for the role of care 
within ECE and the profession of ECE teacher when care is transformed into 
result-oriented activities or made invisible in terms of quality assessment. 
Maintaining care as part of the conversation, albeit in a transformed manner, 
can be understood as a way for of protecting the ECE mission and the ECE 
educator profession (Folke-Fichtelius & Löfdahl Hultman, 2016). 

Language of policy shaping practice 
The impacts of neoliberalism differ between countries, depending on their his-
torical, cultural, political, and geographical contexts (Turner, 2011). Yet, pri-
vatisation, marketisation, and commodification appear to describe changes in 
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the ECE field over the last two decades across all continents (Vandenbroeck 
et al., 2023). Ann Otterstad and Hans Braathe (2016) explore how national 
and international policy documents reconstruct, reshape, and reposition pro-
fessionals within Nordic ECE. Through an analysis of governmental white 
papers, other policy documents, and focus group interviews with ECE staff, 
they show a shift in how children are described and what is emphasised within 
the task of ECE. Their analysis indicates a move from a Nordic social peda-
gogy, emphasising participation, social responsibility, and a good life, towards 
a professional positioning where children and childhood are seen as invest-
ments and as effective recipients of knowledge (Otterstad & Braathe, 2016). 
The language of policy is thus shown to affect the language of practice and 
shape practice itself. The same trend can be observed in ECE research. The 
growing interest in ECE within the international policy arena has led to the 
language of mainstream education policy being adopted even by ECE schol-
arship (Urban, 2016; Vandenbroeck, 2023). This phenomenon extends beyond 
ECE research to policy research at large (Potomac Institute for Policy Studies, 
2013).  

Language of competition 
As already shown, the language and vocabularies of ECE are not static; they 
are constantly shaped by the events and trajectories of the world around us. 
An example of this is the global Covid-19 pandemic, which changed educa-
tional practice in multiple ways and revealed underlying views on education. 
During and after the pandemic, Allison Clark (2023) identified a shift in the 
way education is spoken of, moving towards a language of competition. She 
describes how the discourse on time and learning intensified in discussions 
and materials within and about education, where children were described as 
needing to “catch up for their lost learning” and requiring “increased learning 
time.” Clark suggests that this rhetoric of ‘catching up’ emphasises the lan-
guage of competition and frames education as a race. “Catch-up is a visible 
and powerful indicator of the push towards accelerated childhoods” (Clark, 
2023, p. 9). This, according to Clark, is primarily an economic concern rather 
than a pedagogical or social one. When children are viewed as future human 
capital, the solution becomes more learning time, representing a view of the 
child as an empty vessel to be filled as quickly as possible. This perspective 
not only increases pressure on ECE to accelerate learning and prepare children 
for the next stage but can also foster a conception of knowledge as easily trans-
mitted and captured – a form of ‘fast knowledge’ (Clark, 2023). 

Inspired by Hartmut Rosa, Clark poses a question warranting further con-
templation: ‘Are we asking young children and those who work with young 
children to run ever faster to maintain their place and ours in the world?” 
(Clark, 2023, p. 1). While she observes that contemporary education increas-
ingly answers yes, she offers an alternative perspective. Clark advocates for 
the unhurried child and suggests alternative vocabularies to support a slower, 
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more reflective approach within ECE, proposing terms such as timelessness 
and whiling time to guide reflection on educational practice. Through uninter-
rupted time and stretched time, ECE can enable possibilities for children to 
develop agency and prolonged engagement by being given the time to make 
choices and observe the consequences. By exploring this trajectory, Clark 
highlights how early childhood education is intertwined with the broader “hur-
ried society”, characterised by competition, achievement and performance. 
Her analysis encourages reflection on the purpose of education, both for soci-
ety and for the child (Clark, 2023).  

The relation between time and democratic mission of education is explored 
further in Study III (Chapter 7). 

Talking about early childhood education? Keep dreaming 
What the perspectives I have presented aim to highlight is how language and 
the exploration of vocabularies can make explicit hidden layers of tension and 
ambiguity within ECE policy and practice. One issue made visible is the need 
for continuous exploration and discussion of the purpose of education, and the 
ways contemporary vocabularies shape this discussion. These trajectories also 
show that the language of (early childhood) education is neither static nor one-
dimensional, which opens up possibilities for alternatives. Many scholars ar-
gue (Sousa & Moss, 2024; Wrigley et al., 2012) that the neoliberal imaginary 
is not inevitable, and that its assumptions can and should be challenged. Van-
denbroeck et al. (2023) discuss how contemporary ECE is situated at the 
crossroads of diverse policy fields, such as family policies, educational poli-
cies, gender policies and labour market policies, meaning that ECE policies 
are deeply connected with visions of society. They state that the current lan-
guage of ECE is an ideological choice amidst other possibilities, and that, be-
yond the technical, instrumental and economistic language – where terms such 
as quality, outcomes, assessment and investment dominate – there are many 
other ways to speak of ECE. Voices of optimism and hope are therefore also 
raised within critiques of neoliberalism. For instance, Terry Wrigley et al. 
(2012) argue that philosophical thinking is necessary for both educational 
change and the rethinking of practice, because “we need ideas for practice” 
(2012, p. 105). In the words of Sally Lubeck, “To reconceptualise is to be 
angry and to dream”; Sousa and Moss call for an urgent need to rethink, re-
conceptualise and re-form (early childhood) education, a work that begins by 
dreaming, “fuelled by anger” (2024, p. 5). They emphasise that dreaming is 
vital, but that new ideas and narratives, while essential, are not enough; they 
must also be feasible and translated into proposals for action. This dissertation 
proposes a shift in vocabulary, aiming for the ideas and concepts introduced 
to be taken up in educational practice and policy, reflected upon and discussed, 
and thereby further developed into practice. 

This outlook has aimed to illuminate how the language of education and 
the mission of education shape and influence each other. It has shown that the 
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languages used to describe contemporary ECE risk transforming its mission 
in ways that reduce the role of subjectivity and care, while also diminishing 
the complexity and plurality of meanings inherent in the ECE mission. At the 
same time, it has been demonstrated that the language of education is con-
stantly evolving and in motion, allowing space for alternative concepts and 
vocabularies to emerge. The task ahead, therefore, is to reimagine, reclaim and 
reinvent the language of democratic ECE (e. g., Lehrer et al., 2023; Roberts-
Holmes & Moss, 2022; Biesta, 2005).   

ECE and educational philosophy – reimagining anew 
The increased awareness of the importance of early childhood education raises 
new questions about the direction of early childhood research, policy and prac-
tice. Several scholars call for new ideas and imaginaries regarding ECE in 
times of paradox (Vandenbroeck, 2024) and in moments of crisis and uncer-
tainty (Urban, 2015, 2022). This final section illustrates the ongoing need for 
theoretical, philosophical and transdisciplinary approaches within ECE re-
search. This dissertation is primarily a philosophical exploration of the demo-
cratic mission of contemporary ECE. This broad mission is approached both 
empirically and theoretically with perspectives from political and educational 
theory. The plurality of perspectives provides vocabularies through which the 
educational mission can be reflected upon in diverse ways. Educational phi-
losophy offers a means of reimagining what the democratic mission of ECE 
is and what it can become (Tesar, 2026). According to Tesar (2026), in times 
of uncertainty and fragmentation of educational thought and practice, philos-
ophy of education must do more than reflect; it must intervene, not by seeking 
consensus but by fostering resonance – the kind of thoughtful friction that al-
lows something new to emerge (Tesar, 2026, p.1). The perspectives offered in 
this dissertation aim to provide such a thoughtful friction for educational the-
ory, policy and practice. 

ECE research beyond disciplinary boundaries 
Several ECE scholars emphasise the importance of going beyond disciplinary 
borders (Lenz Taguchi & Bodén, 2025; Urban, 2022; O’Sullivan & Ring, 
2021). Hillevi Lenz Taguchi and Linnea Bodén argue that research collabora-
tions across disciplinary boundaries are more important than ever, as polaris-
ing ways of thinking and living increasingly dominate both academia and the 
public discourse (2025, p. 12). Mathias Urban (2022) calls for a transdiscipline 
of early childhood, one that recognises the complexities and ambiguity, rather 
than prioritising predictability and best-practice solutions. This approach re-
quires scholars to disrupt and transcend the certainties underpinning discipli-
nary approaches to understanding early childhood and to search beyond 
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dominant disciplines for reconceptualisation. Urban contends that ECE re-
search within EU has become a form of “normal science” reinforcing consen-
sus on the purpose of ECE services, privileging schoolified learning and view-
ing children primarily as potential future contributors to the economy (Urban, 
2012; 2015).  Research focused solely on producing evidence to legitimate 
policy interventions risks creating a self-referential cycle between policy and 
research, which is problematic for both domains, as it narrows the range of 
problems considered relevant and limits the capacity to question the “rules of 
the game” (Urban, 2012). 

ECE research, unhurried? 
Lenz Taguchi and Bodén (2025) identify three dominant perspectives in ECE 
research: the developmental perspective, the political and economic perspec-
tive, and the social and cultural perspective. They further highlight distinctions 
regarding the relationship between research and children, noting that the bound-
aries between studies conducted on, with, to, or about children and childhood 
are often less distinct than they may seem. A study on children can also be a 
study with, about or for the children. They conclude that within the field of early 
childhood, one central idea for all forms of inquiry is to make a meaningful 
difference for the child, as all accounts of inquiry in this field “would most likely 
subscribe to the philosophical aim of finding ways of practicing a life well lived 
for children” (Lenz Taguchi & Bodén, 2025, p. 98).  Clark’s (2023) ideas of the 
unhurried childhood align with this approach to ECE as a life well lived.  Be-
yond raising concern for children and their accelerated lives, she also discusses 
educational scholarship as equally hurried. Vandenbroeck (2023) describes 
Clark’s work as an antidote to the culture of speed within scholarship (e.g., Berg 
& Seeber, 2026; Honoré, 2026), offering arguments on why educational re-
search cannot be reduced to the impact factor of a journal, as innovation, reflec-
tion and listening take time (Vandenbroeck, 2023). Clark suggests, that in terms 
of performativity, competition and measurement, there are parallels between 
ECE and scholarship where even scholars are urged to jump higher and run 
faster, often overshadowing the question of destination (2023).  

These arguments encourage us to pause and reflect on the purposes of ed-
ucation, and in doing so, we can also question the purposes of educational 
research. Naturally, there exists a plurality of answers for both. In relation to 
the purpose of educational research, my dissertation aims to offer a space for 
contemplation, an invitation to a process that requires “whiling time” (Clark, 
2023) for both reader and researcher. The question of what it means to educate 
and what we are educating for are deeply philosophical. They are not merely 
about which information, knowledge or skills are important to transmit; they 
concern ways of seeing, understanding what matters in the world, and explor-
ing what it means to live well and harmoniously with others. It is these 
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questions that philosophy of education can place at the centre of educational 
conversation. 

ECE research and philosophy 
While philosophy of education is losing ground in times of standardisation, 
evidence and accountability (Tesar, 2025; Tesar et al., 2022; O´Sullivan & 
Ring, 2021), philosophical perspectives are described as necessary in educa-
tional research at large (Tesar, 2025), as well as within ECE (Urban, 2022; 
O’Sullivan & Ring, 2021). According to Hytten (in Tesar et al., 2022), it is 
time for philosophy of education to  

think about what it means for all people to matter and thrive and how schools 
can be places where we build a foundation for meaning, not primarily for com-
petition with peers for artificially scarce rewards (Tesar et al., 2022, p. 1236). 

This requires philosophical work that is interdisciplinary, collaborative, ap-
plied, creative, and activist. The necessity for evidence-based ECE curricula 
does not reduce the significance of philosophy in early childhood education 
(O´Sullivan & Ring, 2021). On the contrary, philosophical perspectives within 
ECE can challenge conventional views and suggest new approaches within 
ECE research (O´Sullivan & Ring, 2021). Marek Tesar (2025) describes the 
task of philosophy of education as holding the tensions between critique and 
hope, between deconstruction and reimagining. He states that the intersecting 
global crises such as climate change, authoritarianism, systemic inequality, 
and the erosion of democratic institutions condition the question of contem-
porary educational philosophy: “they shape the questions we ask, the voices 
we hear, and the futures we dare to imagine” (Tesar, 2025, p. 4). The task for 
philosophy of education is not only to dismantle or critique but to compose 
alternative imaginaries, of naming what is possible, even if not yet fully visi-
ble. This involves that we re-tune, re-voice, and re-sound the conceptual in-
heritances of the past in light of the demands of the present. This work requires 
both courage and humility: courage to think otherwise, and humility to know 
that thinking otherwise must be done together, with and through others (Tesar, 
2025, p. 4).  This description aligns with this dissertation. The perspectives 
and concepts explored are approached with humility and courage, hoping to 
contribute with new understandings and vocabularies for ECE.  

 Lisha O’Sullivan & Emer Ring highlight the long philosophical tradition 
that continues to influence contemporary ECE through the ideas of Froebel, 
Dewey, Montessori, and Steiner, and argue for the importance of education 
continuing to be influenced by a multitude of theoretical and empirical per-
spectives and disciplines (O’Sullivan & Ring, 2021). Similarly, Urban sug-
gests that the way we think and learn about early childhood has reached a 
“critical juncture,” questioning the ability of dominant theories of early 
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childhood education to conceptualise “present experiences and future direc-
tions” (2022, p. 383, 392). My choice of theoretical perspectives for this dis-
sertation aims primarily to contribute to the plurality of the field and to expand 
it. An issue I will elaborate on further in Chapter 3, on methodological choices, 
concerns my views on the many purposes of educational research. While not 
rejecting the endeavour to search for evidence or truth, I find the Arendtian 
purpose of understanding an equally important endeavour, as it aligns with the 
ways I have approached my role as an educator: to recognise the plurality in 
ways of viewing knowledge and what it means to “know.” 

ECE research, a space for reimagination and change 
The transformative power of research is discussed by John Schostak and Jill 
Schostak (2013), who argue that in order for research to contribute to change 
and democratic questioning, it needs to go beyond dominant and stable ways 
of knowing, thinking, and acting; it needs to be radical. By radical, they mean 
that it “emerges in conflict, where fundamental approaches to life, to ways of 
thinking, to ways of seeing the world are in dispute” (Schostak & Schostak, 
2013, p. 6). The purpose of this radicality is to suggest alternatives to preced-
ing strategies and to move beyond disciplinary boundaries. It involves asking 
why things are the way they are and exploring other possible ways of thinking 
and doing – questions that express a demand for change and action (Schostak 
& Schostak, 2013).  

Without labelling it as radical, this dissertation aligns with the view of re-
search as a suggestion for change and the urgency of philosophical perspec-
tives within ECE research. One reason for the resilience of neoliberal logics, 
despite increasing criticism and scepticism, is, as described above the lack of 
articulated alternatives. Instead of only arguing that “another world is possi-
ble”, there is a need for convincing accounts of what this other world would 
look like and how we might get there. This calls for the development of new 
ideas and new policies to enact them (Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021). Ste-
phen Ball describes this call as creating discomfort and intolerance towards 
how things are, as a way of clearing a space “in which it is possible to think 
differently about early childhood education and care, and about ourselves” 
(Ball, 2021, p. xvii). Educational philosophy is suggested to do just that: to 
reimagine what education is and what it might become (Tesar, 2025): 

In an era dominated by instrumental rationalities, measurement logics, and the 
relentless march of technocratic reform, philosophy of education insists on a 
slower, more deliberate form of engagement. It pauses to ask the questions that 
data cannot answer, and that policy documents often silence: What does it 
mean to educate a person? Whose knowledge counts, and whose is dismissed? 
How do we navigate the interrelations between education and justice, 
knowledge and ignorance, power and care? What responsibilities do we bear 
as educators – not only to our students or institutions, but to the world we 
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collectively inhabit and shape? These are not simply academic inquiries. They 
are deeply human and urgent, situated at the thresholds of ethics, ontology, and 
epistemology. (Tesar, 2025, p. 3) 

In this dissertation, I approach these questions through educational philosophy 
and political theory. I suggest that Hannah Arendt´s views on education and 
politics can help to clear space for thinking differently about the meanings of 
democratic ECE. 
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3.Pearls of theory  

In this chapter, the theoretical foundations for the dissertation’s overarching 
aim are presented, along with central distinctions and concepts. In addition to 
introducing the core concepts related to this framework, based on Hannah Ar-
endt’s work on education, the chapter also functions as an initial introduction 
to the different theoretical perspectives used in the four studies. While these 
perspectives are thoroughly presented in chapters 5–8, in this chapter they are 
discussed in relation to the overarching framework – Arendt views on educa-
tion – and its core assumptions. The chapter consists of two sections. In the 
first section, I introduce Arendt’s views on education through four central 
ideas for this dissertation: love, natality, education between the political and 
the private spheres, and the distinction of the political in relation to democ-
racy. In the second section, I introduce the theoretical perspectives of citizen-
ship (Study I, Chapter 5), care (Study II, Chapter 6), technology (Study III, 
Chapter 7) and surging democracy (Study IV, Chapter 8).  

Arendt on education 
The choice of Arendt’s ideas as a theoretical basis was initially motivated by 
her ideas on education. Arendt wrote few texts about education, but the ones 
she did write offer relevant and, in some ways, provocative perspectives in 
relation to the contemporary ECE. In The Crisis in Education (1961/2006), 
Arendt expresses a critical point of view towards the emancipation of children 
as well as the politicisation of education. When reading Arendt’s ideas of sep-
arating education from the political, I initially found her views on both chil-
dren and education somewhat dated, as the acknowledgment of children’s 
rights and agency as citizens had increased significantly on a global scale 
(Warming, 2020) since Arendt wrote her plea.  

The Crisis in Education was written and published parallel to Reflections 
on Little Rock (Arendt, 1959).  In “Little Rock” Arendt criticises the American 
school integration movement and argues that the Supreme Court and civil 
rights activists should not attempt to forcefully integrate schools in the South. 
At the heart of this critique are Arendt’s distinctions between the political, 
social, and private realms – realms that, according to Arendt, are governed by 
different principles. She stated that the principle of equality should only be 
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enforced within the political realm, which education was not and should not 
attempt to be. Reflections on Little Rock has been largely criticised, due to its 
views on segregation, interpreted as a lack of understanding the challenges 
Black Americans encounter in everyday life, and a failure to appreciate the 
sociopolitical significance of race and racism (Morey, 2014; Elshtain, 1995; 
Burroughs, 2015). Arendt rarely backed down from her arguments, but in this 
case, she made an exception: in a letter written in 1965, she admitted that she 
had failed to understand the sacrifices of the parents, which caused her “indeed 
to go into an entirely wrong direction” (Arendt, 1965). In The Crisis in Edu-
cation, Arendt expands her arguments on educational responsibility, taking as 
a point of departure the questions she raised in Reflections on Little Rock. She 
asked whether we as a society have reached a point where it is the children 
who are being asked to change or improve the world, and where political bat-
tles are fought on schoolyards (1959). She presented this as an expression of 
the adult world resigning from its responsibility to guide children, instead 
leaving them to deal with issues that adults seem unable to resolve. This per-
spective is, in my point of view, a central contribution of the essay, while also 
recognising that the essay is problematic in other ways. Maribel Morey (2014) 
suggests that Arendt was particularly interested in protecting childhood, 
which she argued was only possible if children were kept out of the public, 
political realm. In The Crisis in Education, Arendt expresses concern that chil-
dren and their education are being used to build a political utopia. These views 
involve a demand for educational responsibility, both for the child and for the 
world: 

In any case, however, the educators here stand in relation to the young as rep-
resentatives of a world for which they must assume responsibility although 
they themselves did not make it, and even though they may, secretly or openly, 
wish it were other than it is. (…) Anyone who refuses to assume joint respon-
sibility for the world should not have children and must not be allowed to take 
part in educating them. (1961/2006, p. 186) 

Arendt insisted that political battles for a new world should always be fought 
by adults in the public realm, while children and their childhood should be 
protected, allowing them to grow in the security of the private realm (Morey, 
2014). She described the purpose of education as to introduce the child and 
the world to each other, while simultaneously protecting them from each 
other. This somewhat contradictory task is conditioned by love.  Although 
Arendt’s views on education and childhood as a-political may seem distant 
from contemporary tendencies within ECE, they can reveal new aspects of the 
relation between education and democracy. Exploring Arendt's ideas on child-
hood, education, and politics in relation to the mission of ECE can open new 
ways of understanding the conditions of the contemporary view of the com-
petent, rights-bearing child.  What might the protection of childhood mean 
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within contemporary ECE? Can the idea of political utopias even be avoided? 
And, what does love have to do with education? 

Love 
The notion of love is a recurring theme for Arendt, and several distinct forms 
of love can be distinguished in her writings (e.g., Tömmel, 2017; Tatman, 
2013; Stonebridge, 2024). In her dissertation on love and Saint Augustine, she 
writes that it is through amor mundi, or love for the world, that we “make 
ourselves at home in the world” (1929/1996), which in turn entails understand-
ing and reconciling oneself with the world as it is (Hill, 2021, p. 144). Love is 
also seen as a paradox in Arendt’s thinking, when it comes to the political 
(Stonebridge, 2024). In The Human Condition (1958/2018), Arendt describes 
love as an antipolitical force, and yet it plays a central role in the political 
sphere, as amor mundi is considered a prerequisite for human action (Fry, 
2014; Kattago, 2014; Stonebridge, 2024). Both Lucien Ferguson (2022) and 
Tatjana Tömmel (2017) demonstrate how the concept of love evolves through-
out Arendt’s work. Through his readings of the “Crisis” essays, Ferguson ar-
gues that amor mundi must take the form of care in order to conserve the world 
in which politics occurs (2022), making love as care a fundamental prerequi-
site for politics. In her readings of Arendt’s Dentankebuch Tömmel concludes 
that love may be worldless, but it is also world-creating.  

The view of love as a “catalyst of togetherness and plurality in the world” 
(Tömmel, 2017, p. 114), positions it as a crucial aspect within democratic ed-
ucation. Tömmel argues that amor mundi needs to be understood in relation 
to the expression “amo: volo ut sis”, which translates as “I love you, I want 
you to be” (Tömmel, 2017). Following this argument, preparing children for 
the task of renewing the world requires inspiring them towards a love of the 
world – not only because it exists, but because they want it to exist: “they love 
in order to create it” (Tömmel, 2017, p. 118). The word love, much like the 
view of education as a-political, may seem distant from contemporary educa-
tion and the languages used to describe ECE (Clark, 2023; Dahlberg et al., 
2018).  Had it been suggested to me during my years as a teacher; that my 
work revolves around loving the child and the world, I would likely have dis-
missed the suggestion as sentimental or unprofessional. However, the mean-
ing of this term in an educational setting is far from sentimental. To love the 
world in order to enable its renewal and existence appears as urgent. In relation 
to the aims of this dissertation, Arendt's idea of love is fruitful both as a per-
spective and as part of an educational vocabulary. It raises questions about the 
democratic mission of ECE: what understandings can this perspective of love 
offer? How can speaking of democratic education in terms of love shape our 
understanding of ECE and its democratic mission and which ways of being, 
doing and acting might it release? 
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In her writings on education, Arendt defines love in terms of responsibility, 
protection, care, and security (1961/2006). She describes education as the 
point at which we decide to love both the world and the child, and to take 
responsibility for them both: for the life and development of the child, and for 
the continuance and renewal of the world. This requires a conservative attitude 
in education, as its “task is always to cherish and protect something – the child 
against the world, the world against the child, the new against the old, the old 
against the new” (1961/2006, p.188). This conservative stance is one reason 
why the distinction between the public, political world and education is cru-
cial. Within politics, a conservative attitude becomes destructive, as it accepts 
the world as it is; the world, always out of joint, needs human beings to inter-
vene, to alter, and to begin. Thus, the educator should not only love the world 
but also inspire children toward amor mundi while protecting their capacity to 
begin. This may seem challenging and even contradictory in light of the dem-
ocratic backlash: how can we love the world as it is when there are so many 
urgent problems demanding change? Arendt's perspective suggests that this 
dilemma should not be made into a responsibility of the children. It is not 
something they should carry by themselves. In contemporary education, 
where children are seen as competent, rights-bearing, and able to influence 
their lives as “human beings” rather than “human becomings” (Warming, 
2020), this raises critical questions: what does it mean to protect both the child 
and the world, and what challenges and possibilities does the contemporary 
mission of ECE hold in negotiating this responsibility?  

Arendt was concerned that the loss of authority within the public world was 
also occurring within the sphere of education. According to her, this loss of 
authority in public and political life could mean either that an equal responsi-
bility for the world is demanded of everyone, or that it is rejected altogether. 
Within education, such ambiguity is dangerous, as it risks adults refusing to 
assume responsibility for the world into which they have brought the children. 
A central question Arendt raises concerns the obligations that the existence of 
children entails for every human society. To her, the problem of education is 
that, while it cannot forgo authority or tradition, it must proceed in a world no 
longer structured by authority or held together by tradition. This requires an 
educational attitude distinct from that of the public world in terms of authority 
and orientation toward the past. It involves taking responsibility for protecting 
both the world and the child: preserving what previous generations have built 
and that we wish to preserve, while enabling children to undertake something 
new and unforeseen (Arendt, 1961/2006). This leads to the next conception of 
importance for this thesis: natality.  

Natality 
Arendt describes natality as the essence of education: the fact that human be-
ings are born into the world is what enables its constant renewal of the world 
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(1961/2006). It is the task of every generation to set the world right; otherwise, 
the world risks becoming as mortal as its inhabitants. The child’s newness 
pertains both to being new to the world and to life. While the newness to life 
is shared with other living creatures, the newness to the world places specific 
demands on education: both the child and the world need protection from each 
other. The child and its newness need to be protected so that “nothing destruc-
tive will happen to him from the world” (1961/2006, p. 182), and the world 
needs protection “to keep it from being overrun and destroyed by the on-
slaught of the new” (1961/2006, p. 182). It is this protection that educators are 
responsible for assuming. 

That every human being, every child, is a new beginning with an innate 
potential to bring something new into the world gives us hope. In fact, accord-
ing to Arendt, it is our only hope. This is why education should not attempt to 
control or dictate how this newness will be expressed or what it will lead to. 
Education must protect the “new and revolutionary” in every child by adopt-
ing a conservative approach, preserving the newness while introducing it into 
an old world, “which, however revolutionary its actions may be, is always, 
from the standpoint of the next generation, superannuated and close to de-
struction” (1961/2006, p. 189). Enabling the newness of each generation, al-
lowing newcomers to renew and repair the common world, requires that they 
cannot be fully prepared for this new world. Their ability to undertake some-
thing new and unforeseen is only possible if education allows freedom for the 
newcomer to define it. This definition cannot occur instantaneously; it requires 
a gradual introduction to the world. Education should therefore introduce the 
child to the world with care, rather than “pretending to be the world”. In doing 
so, Arendt firmly rejects the idea of conflating education with politics.  

Arendt situates education between the private and the public, political 
spheres. Education is the institution through which the child, via a careful in-
troduction, transitions from the family to the world. She found it problematic 
that society was eroding the distinction between these spheres, introducing the 
realm of the social in which the private was made public and the public private 
(1961/2006, p. 185). This was particularly detrimental to children, who risk 
being thrown into the public world without a gradual introduction. To protect 
the revolutionary and unique in each child, the futures of both the child and 
the world need to be left undefined and open. The notion that every new gen-
eration represents a fresh start, a new opportunity to make the world better can 
be seen as closely aligned with the democratic mission of education:  enabling 
children to contribute to a more democratic, just, peaceful and thriving world. 
To set it right. From Arendt’s perspective, however, this newness must be 
safeguarded by not dictating what setting the world right entails. If it is the 
prerogative of the new generation to define it, what then becomes the role and 
mission of education? These views of conservation and openness create a 
challenging frame for this dissertation: what becomes of the democratic mis-
sion of education if it cannot dictate the shape of the new world, but must 
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educate so that “setting it right” remains possible? Which aspects of the public 
world should be left open, and what must be protected and preserved?  

Education as a sphere between private and public 
Arendt’s distinction between the private and public spheres involves different 
types of activities and conditions for human life. In the private sphere, we live 
and do things that primarily matter to ourselves, whereas the public sphere, or 
“Raum,” is shared with others. Arendt (1958/2018) defines the private sphere 
as the household, providing the precondition for the political sphere. Within 
the private sphere, people attend to biological and material reproduction 
through labour and work. In the public sphere, individuals are freed from these 
necessities. Entering the public sphere means engaging as equals, able and 
free to express views and debate matters concerning the common world. Plu-
rality and the freedom to act are central conditions for this space, which is 
where new and unexpected beginnings can occur. It is only in the public – in 
the sphere of politics, that our newness can make a difference, as other people 
respond to our actions in ways we cannot predict. This shared experience al-
lows newcomers to contribute to the renewal of the common world. According 
to Arendt, education should teach children what the world is like, not instruct 
them “in the art of living” (1961/2006, p. 192). Education functions as a rep-
resentation of the world, enabling the transition from the family to the com-
mon arena of the political. It is thus an in-between sphere, a bridge from the 
private to the public, a pre-political world.   

Although Arendt’s view of separating education and politics into different 
realms has been challenged as controversial, it is also acknowledged as im-
portant in provoking new explorations of the relationships between politics 
and education (Gordon, 2001a). The claim that education should not be polit-
ical has been discussed by many (e.g., Levinson, 2001; Biesta, 2010b; Schutz, 
2019; Gordon, 2001a), as it can be seen to question the whole idea of educa-
tion as a democratic force. Natasha Levinson suggests that Arendt is not at-
tempting to separate politics and education entirely, but rather demanding that 
educators assume more responsibility than the children (2001, p. 30). As the 
task of education is to prepare children to enter the public as social and polit-
ical actors, they need to be introduced to the old world as it is, instead of being 
presented with a utopia where necessary changes have already occurred (Lev-
inson, 2001). Arendt’s distinction between public and private has been criti-
cised as too rigid (e.g., Canovan, 1974; Pitkin, 1995). In some readings, the 
boundaries of the political sphere are seen as more flexible due to the uncer-
tainty and element of surprise that Arendt describes as characteristic of action 
and the political sphere, which can thus occur anywhere (e.g., Honig, 1995; 
Bexelius, 2011). Sheldon Wolin (1994) describes the political as a mode of 
experience and as inherently linked to the new, its nature being a constant need 
for renewal: we are always losing it and having to recover it. Aaron Schutz 
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and Marie Sandy (2015) argue that Arendt’s description of the public space as 
something that can appear anywhere enables mini-public spaces to emerge 
within education. They view it as inevitable, when children are encouraged to 
develop their ability to listen and consider other perspectives beyond their 
own. According to them, while preparing children to enter the public common 
world, education should make children aware that a continuum exists between 
the private and public. Morten Korsgaard (2018) addresses the critical voices 
on separating education from the political and outlines an educational theory 
through which education can be spoken of in its own terms. He argues that the 
main task Arendt ascribes to education—to teach children what the world is 
like—implies that any level of politicisation would make the activity of 
schooling impossible. Joris Vlieghe and Piotr Zamojski (2020) develop Ar-
endt’s standpoint by arguing that the unique logic of education can be con-
ceived in terms of unconditional love for the present world, and that this af-
firmative attitude is what makes education educational. This calls for a re-
definition of political logic, which they argue often reflects a form of hate 
towards the present world in the hope of creating a better future. What is re-
quired, they conclude, is a reconsideration of the relation between education 
and the political, where the autonomy of education is cherished, even though 
one cannot entirely prevent the political from appearing. For education to be 
of any use to politics, it needs to be completely devoid of political aims 
(Vlieghe & Zamojski, 2020).  

This poses significant challenges for the democratic mission of contempo-
rary education. Biesta (2010b) interprets Arendt’s view on education as “de-
velopmental”, positioning it as a preparation of the child, who is not yet ready 
for the political sphere before being educated. In this perspective, democracy 
becomes an endpoint of education, something that takes place only after the 
individual has acquired a particular set of qualities and values. A question that 
remains unresolved within this view concerns where education ends and pol-
itics begins: when is the child ready for political existence? According to 
Biesta, the answer is both never and always. Never, because political existence 
is not based on readiness and cannot be learned in advance. Always, because 
political existence cannot be postponed; one must always already be engaged 
in it. He argues that while we cannot learn for political existence, we can learn 
from it. Democratic education should therefore not be understood as the prep-
aration of future citizens, but as the creation of opportunities for political ex-
istence, which Biesta defines as existing together in plurality (2010b). 

Roland Reichenbach (2023) draws on Arendt’s idea of the public realm as 
separate from education and suggests that it can help us think about the “con-
ditions of living together in which human beings not only try to live their own 
respective lives as long and problem-free as possible, but to live them with a 
certain passion for a common world” (Reichenbach, 2023, p. 85). This raises 
the question of how we, as adults, understand and conceive the world through 
our actions and inactions. It invites consideration of whether love for the world 
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might serve as a political motive for education. Reichenbach (2023) argues 
that while it is not possible for anyone, not even educators, to fully grasp the 
world as it is, the educational task is to support children in developing an un-
derstanding of the world and the plurality of perspectives that shape it. The 
political dimension of education can thus be understood as revealing a sense 
of the political realm by enabling access to the world. This access becomes 
politically meaningful if it supports the possibility of a childhood practice of 
freedom (Reichenbach, 2023). Arendt’s distinctions between different spheres 
guides my exploration of contemporary ECE in several ways throughout the 
dissertation. In Study II (Chapter 6), I approach ECE as a political sphere, 
connecting the idea of love to contemporary ECE through Joan Tronto’s con-
cept of care. In Study III (Chapter 7), these spheres support an exploration of 
digitalisation within contemporary ECE and how a digital sphere can be un-
derstood in relation to its democratic mission. Through my own studies, as 
well as engagement with other scholars’ interpretations, I develop an increas-
ingly flexible understanding of these spheres. In the final study (Chapter 8), I 
therefore explore the possibility of viewing ECE as a pre-political sphere, con-
sidering what this perspective can contribute to our understanding of its dem-
ocratic mission. Furthermore, as I engage more deeply with Arendt’s work 
and methods, my own exploration becomes more open and experimental, both 
in terms of theoretical concepts and in how I think with them rather than 
strictly through them. I elaborate further on this in the following chapter on 
methodology.  

The political and democracy 
The relationship between politics and education is approached in different 
ways within this dissertation. Another relationship that demands attention is 
that between politics and democracy, as for Arendt they are not synonymous. 
In the following, I present perspectives on how these two concepts can be un-
derstood as connected. Although Arendt does not explicitly discuss democ-
racy in Crisis in Education, her essay Nation-state and democracy 
(1963/2017), offers some indications of how the political and democracy can 
be related within education. In Nation-state and democracy (1963/2017), she 
asks whether the nation-state is an element of democracy and suggests that the 
answer depends on how democracy is defined. If democracy is understood as 
the consistent protection of citizens’ basic rights, then the answer is yes. How-
ever, she continues, “if by democracy we mean the right for all people to par-
ticipate in public affairs and to appear in the public realm and make themselves 
heard” (Arendt, 1963/2017, p. 11), then democracy within the nation-state is 
in poor condition. Her concept of action is thus central to this latter under-
standing of democracy. From this perspective, democracy and the political can 
be seen as compatible, even though tensions and contradictions remain.   
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Regarding democracy, Arendt's writings involve some inconsistencies; she 
can be read as “one of the most radical of democrats”, with her political ideal 
rooted in isonomia, characterised by equality in political freedom, and the 
view of every human being as a new beginning, capable of action (Canovan, 
1978). Arendt has also been seen as in contempt of labour and astonishingly 
lacking interest in social and economic welfare, an expression of elitism “of 
almost Nietzschean intensity” (Canovan, 1978, p. 5). Baffling as these incon-
sistencies may seem, they can also be seen to represent Arendt’s “responsive-
ness to the new and unexpected in politics, and on the other, her unceasing 
endeavour to make sense of the world, to think what we are doing." (Canovan, 
1978, p. 24). 

Patchen Markell (2010) suggests that even though Arendt was not a demo-
cratic theorist in the usual sense of the term, her writings on action as a begin-
ning can offer alternative perspectives about the meaning of political activity, 
ascribed to “the people” within a democracy. Different characterizations of 
this activity lead to different democratic ideals; either an ideal where people 
jointly rule themselves, or the activity of rising up in opposition to a regime, 
thus displaying the irreducibility of popular power to a fixed form. According 
to Markell, Arendt shows another dimension of political activity: the comple-
mentarity between events and the responses these events lead to. This makes 
the most fundamental threat to democratic political activity the loss of respon-
siveness to events: the erosion of contexts in which action makes sense 
(Markell, 2010). Sheldon (1994) suggests that the political sphere is renewed 
by rediscovering the common being of human beings. The political is based 
on our common capacity to share; to share memories and a common fate. Our 
common being is thus the natural foundation of democracy; it is because we 
are not equal in power or ability that equality becomes crucial. At the same 
time, Sheldon notes that our human being is not exhausted by its common 
being; it is a being that is unique and capable of expressing diversity. This 
diversity has implications for how power is exercised democratically. The 
problem of the political is, according to Sheldon’s conception, that we need to 
ground power in commonality while revering diversity. To exercise power 
democratically, that is with the fullest possible participation of equals, de-
mands that we face our power, and think carefully about how we use it. It is a 
sensitive way of handling power (Sheldon, 1994).   

Adriana Cavarero (2021) writes that the idea of democracy is not limited 
to a model of government, defined by rules or principles, nor can it be reduced 
to a system of values. It can instead be defined, in the vocabulary of Hannah 
Arendt, as “a communal space of reciprocal appearance, where a plurality of 
unique beings acts in concert” (Cavarero, 2021, p. 4). To avoid the idea of 
democracy becoming stale or too narrowly interpreted, political theorists are 
continuously trying to reclaim the word by adding adjectives such as radical, 
deliberative, or wild, in order to grasp the true core of democracy (Cavarero, 
2021). Cavarero suggests that this indicates the difficulty of speaking of 
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democracy without immediately designating a form of government or a social 
organization. She then goes on to discuss the peculiarity that many theorists, 
in their efforts to radicalize the idea of democracy, turn to Arendt, who rarely 
uses the term herself. Instead, Arendt discusses the concept of the political. 
The origins of isonomia for Arendt’s political makes it an issue where the 
question of rule is absent. Politics refers instead to the shared space of inter-
action between equals. This experience is not characterized by hierarchical 
power between those who govern and those who are governed, but by equally 
shared relational power, participation and plurality of actors. Political power 
to Arendt is not about struggle and conflict. Power corresponds to the human 
ability to act in concert; it is not something an individual has. Instead, it exists 
within a group and it emerges in an in-between space. This is not to oppose a 
particular form of government, but to offer an alternative model to a politics 
modelled upon governing (Cavarero, 2021). Cavarero (2021) explains that the 
Latin verb “surgere” means “springing forth”, or “coming into existence”. 
Surging democracy thus accentuates the experience of democracy in its birth-
ing state; it is a generative, nascent state that can be creative and spontaneous, 
that appears when unique individuals act (Cavarero, 2021). 

Surging democracy can, in educational terms, be understood as a way of liv-
ing together in the world while being free to act as unique individuals through 
interaction with others. It is an approach that emphasises freedom, plurality, and 
interaction, aspects not exclusive to an Arendtian perspective. What makes it 
distinct from many other definitions is its focus on the new and emerging, view-
ing democracy as for something rather than against. To see democracy as some-
thing that arises between unique individuals makes it always new and always 
fleeting; rather than a manual of given values and procedures, it becomes an in-
between. The Swedish ECE can, in many ways, itself be seen as an in-between. 
It is often the first public arena children enter by themselves when parents go to 
work. It is an in-between home and school; it can be seen as an in-between of 
independence and dependency. Even the Swedish term for ECE, förskola, refers 
to a transition; it can be translated as both before school and for school. The 
perspective of democracy as an in-between becomes interesting to explore fur-
ther within the in-between of education. 

Theoretical wanderings within the individual studies  
While Arendt describes her work as tentative, there are some core assumptions 
about the world and knowledge that consistently guide her thinking. The focal 
points that remain present throughout her work are human plurality and hu-
man interaction (Hull, 2002). These assumptions also guide the overarching 
framework of this dissertation. Arendt stated that “Men and not man live on 
the earth and inhabit the world,” making plurality a fundamental human con-
dition (1958/2018). She writes that “we are all the same, that is human, in such 
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a way that nobody is ever the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives or will 
live” (1958/2018, p. 8). Plurality needs to be protected, as the absence of plu-
rality renders us mere clones of each other, and with reduced uniqueness, our 
ability to act is jeopardised. While recognising this distinctness as crucial, Ar-
endt also points out that there exists an underlying commonality as the foun-
dation of our distinctness (Hull, 2002). In this way, she moves beyond empha-
sising only human singularity and individuality. Human plurality, according 
to Arendt, is balanced by an opposing reality: human togetherness. She saw 
an overemphasis on the Self and its individuation as a fundamental error of 
Western philosophy and stressed the ways in which we are always conditioned 
by each other and everything we encounter (Hull, 2002). 

While Arendt’s views on education inspire the main framework for the dis-
sertation, the democratic mission of education is explored in four studies 
through different theoretical perspectives, both with and without Arendt. The 
choice of theory has been guided by the specific focus of these studies, and 
can be described as a wandering type of theorising (Sigwart, 2016) and as 
diving for pearls5 (Arendt, 1968/1983; Korsgaard, 2018). Every perspective 
has been chosen for the specific ideas and concepts it offers, through which 
new understandings of democratic ECE can emerge. In the following I will 
reflect upon these perspectives in relation to the overall Arendtian framework 
and explain why they were chosen. The perspectives will be elaborated further 
in chapters 5-8, where they make their entrance in the essays on the studies. 

Theories on citizenship in Study I (Chapter 5) 
In the first study, I approach the democratic mission of ECE through an ex-
ploration of the ideal citizen in the ECE curriculum and its changes over time. 
Thomas Marshall’s influential theory on citizenship is combined with a more 
recent perspective on citizenship as lived. These perspectives move between 
political theory, childhood studies, and feminist studies, enabling an approach 
through which the ideal of citizenship can be discussed from a range of as-
pects, as well as illuminating how the very idea of citizenship can be seen as 
a multidimensional phenomenon. The perspective I refer to as formal citizen-
ship, originating from Marshall, is strongly anchored in traditional liberal the-
ories, where citizenship is mainly viewed through the relations between the 
individual and the state: the individual is, through their status as a citizen, seen 
as a member of society and its political community. This perspective has been 
criticised for ignoring aspects such as social positions, plurality, and identity 
(Lister, 2003; Isin & Turner, 2007; Dahlstedt et al., 2011). The perspective of 
lived citizenship expands the idea of citizenship to involve belonging and par-
ticipation. It is not only seen as an individual status but also as a relational 
practice (Warming, 2020; Lister, 2007; Kallio et al., 2020; Isin & Turner, 

 
5 These approaches will be explained and discussed further in chapter 4. 
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2007). The theoretical perspectives combine concepts from several fields in 
addition to educational theory. This choice is motivated by the aims: political 
theory offers perspectives on citizenship that are not already filled with early 
childhood educational meanings, which enables an analysis with openness and 
the detection of new aspects regarding the democratic mission. 

The perspective of lived citizenship aligns with the overarching framework 
of this dissertation through its emphasis on plurality and togetherness, while 
its focus on social positions and identity would be placed outside the political 
sphere by Arendt. Yet what Arendt’s views and the theory of lived citizenship 
share is a critique of false universalism. The difference is that Arendt’s cri-
tique was directed at the philosophical idea of solipsism, whereas within fem-
inist theory the critique concerns the notion of a norm-citizen without recog-
nising the plurality of conditions that affect the possibility of agency as a citi-
zen. The idea of citizenship as an ongoing process, rather than solely a static 
status, shares parallels with Arendt's views on political action. Action can ap-
pear anywhere but in isolation: as our ability to act is conditioned by others 
who witness our actions, we enable one another to appear in the common 
world. 

Besides the relational conditions for action, Arendt also recognised the im-
portance of formal citizen status. Regarding formal citizenship, the lack of 
citizen status was something Arendt experienced first-hand and lived with for 
many years after World War II. In The Right to Have Rights (1951/2017), she 
highlighted the discrepancy between the reality of the human condition and 
the abstract ideal of human rights; the ‘rights of man’ proved illusory when 
massive population displacements rendered millions of people stateless 
(Zembylas, 2017). Arendt argued that without citizenship, it was not only cit-
izen rights but also human rights that were lost. She discussed the difficulties 
of claiming rights by virtue of being born human and suggested that there is a 
right more fundamental than the rights of justice and freedom: the ‘right to 
have rights’, that is, the right to belong to a political community (Zembylas, 
2017). Arendt’s work can thus be seen as encompassing elements of both lived 
and formal citizenship, even though tensions remain regarding the definition 
of the political and what is included within its sphere. Her description of the 
political as unexpected and always possible (1958/2018) allows for further 
exploration of the boundaries of these spheres, despite such discrepancies.   

Theory on democratic care in Study II (Chapter 6) 
In the second study, Arendt’s views on love are combined with Joan Tronto’s 
ideas of democratic care and caring (2013, 2015, 2017). Tronto’s notion of 
care and Arendt’s notion of love share a common perspective on the protection 
of the common world and the responsibility that entails. As Ferguson (2022) 
demonstrates, Arendt’s notion of amor mundi takes the form of care in her 
writings on education. Amor mundi in education means caring in the form of 
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protection, where protection of the child is also a way to care for the world 
(Ferguson, 2022). Tronto’s views on care as a central democratic ideal show 
how Arendt’s ideas of protecting the world and the child from each other can 
contribute to relevant perspectives on contemporary education, whether it is 
conceived as a pre-political or political sphere. Tronto’s notion of democratic 
care aligns with several aspects of Arendt’s views on education, though some 
tensions between the two perspectives remain.  

One main difference between the perspectives of Tronto and Arendt con-
cerns the boundaries between public and private spheres. This tension is the 
primary reason for choosing Tronto’s theory as a thinking partner for Study 
II. In this study, I approach contemporary ECE as a political sphere, using 
Tronto’s perspectives to explore how Arendt’s views of education as love can 
contribute to understandings of education even when it is viewed as an apolit-
ical sphere. It bridges the gap between the political and private spheres. Fur-
thermore, both perspectives offer novel ideas in relation to contemporary 
ECE. The discrepancy between contemporary educational languages and the 
concept of love gains another dimension when care is viewed as a political 
phenomenon. Tronto argues that understanding the meaning of care requires 
a redefinition of democracy. For this dissertation, this anticipates a redefini-
tion of democratic education. Tronto defines care as: 

a species activity that includes everything we do to maintain, continue, and 
repair our world so that we may live in it as well as possible. That world in-
cludes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment, all of which we seek to 
interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.” (Tronto, 2015, p.3) 

 
This quote illustrates an expansion of the world as encompassing both of the 
spheres that Arendt defined as private and public. Here, we see an expansion 
of the world that involves both spheres Arendt defined as private and public. 
Yet, Tronto’s arguments on care as essential within politics show similarities 
with Arendt’s critique of an isolated and singular approach to human life and 
experience in relation to politics (Hull, 2002; Tronto, 2015). Tronto and Ar-
endt thus share some core aspects in their arguments.  

Both Arendt and Tronto argue for the importance of taking responsibility 
for the world and for other people, emphasising the basic human condition of 
needing others (Arendt, 1951/2017, 1958/2018, 1961/2006; Tronto, 2013, 
2015, 2017). Their writings complement each other in highlighting both col-
lective and individual responsibility. Arendt emphasises individual responsi-
bility alongside collective responsibility, arguing that one main reason for the 
horrors of the Second World War was that people failed to take responsibility 
for their own actions and ceased to see others as unique individuals (Arendt, 
1951/2017). Tronto, writing from the perspective of neoliberalism as “an eth-
ical system that posits that only personal responsibility matters” (Tronto, 
2013, p. 38), suggests that a core idea within politics, and a starting point for 
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a more democratic society, is the recognition that humans are essentially hom-
ines curans, caring people (Tronto, 2017). Tronto proposes democratic caring 
as an alternative to neoliberal ideals of self-sufficient individuals and the mar-
ket as a solution to societal needs. While she does not deny the importance of 
personal responsibility, she contends that, as the sole form of responsibility, it 
can have an antidemocratic effect (Tronto, 2015). Tronto’s writings on de-
mocracy as dependent on citizens who care for one another align with the Ar-
endtian notion of plurality and interaction as fundamental human conditions, 
both within the political and the private sphere.  

Theories on technology in Study III (Chapter 7) 
In the third study I bring together three perspectives on technology. Arendt 
(1958/2018) cautions us to think what we are doing and to acknowledge the 
boundaries of humanity and technology. In this study, I combine her views on 
twofold flight and the blurred boundaries between private and public with the 
critical perspectives on Homo digitalis by Byung-Chul Han. Han’s work has 
many similarities with Arendt’s “wandering type of theorizing”. His theoreti-
cal frameworks are described as hybrid and syncretic (Karatas, 2025), and 
with an orientation toward a cross-cultural, non-doctrinaire intellectual terrain 
he can be read as a cosmopolitan, contemplative social critic, media theorist, 
and philosopher of beauty (Wyllie & Knepper, 2024, pp. 74, 75).   

Han describes the contemporary threats of our time as the hyperstimulation 
of the same, with digital technology jeopardizing togetherness (2014). Among 
many perspectives, one thinker Han engages with is Arendt. He discusses Ar-
endtian ideas of the public and private spheres, as well as the two sides of 
human life, vita activa (the active life) and vita contemplativa (the life of the 
mind), through contemporary observations on digital technologies. Vita activa 
relates to the activities of labor, work, and action, whereas vita contemplativa 
relates to thinking, willing and judgment.6 Han’s concern regards the techno-
logical development that has led to the rise of Homo Digitalis. Instead of Ar-
endt’s “social”, the human life is increasingly dominated by digital communi-
cation and social media (Han, 2014). Han (2014, 2023) describes a blind en-
thusiasm for digital media as a crisis of our times; we rush towards it without 
acknowledging how it fundamentally changes our behaviour, our ability to 
think, and the way we co-exist in the world. While Arendt and Han both cher-
ish plurality and interaction, Han highlights the loss of distance, and thus our 
capacity to think, in times when we are constantly connected and enabled to 
communicate. It is therefore not only vita activa that is at risk, but vita con-
templativa as well. Han argues that human existence is becoming fully ab-
sorbed by activity, whereas inactivity constitutes the human (Han, 2024). His 
arguments emphasise the loss of inactivity, through which we can understand 

 
6 These two dimensions of human life will be explained further in chapter 6. 
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the role that distance, solitude, and silence play in our lives, for togetherness 
and plurality; without pause or hesitation, acting deteriorates into blind action 
and reaction. While compulsive communication without pauses reproduces 
the same, silence can enable us to say something new and unheard of (Han, 
2024). This perceptive provides arguments for understanding the significance 
of education in enabling spaces to develop the ability to act and the capacity 
for inactivity.  

An additional perspective explored in the third study is Peter Kemp’s ideas 
on technology and ethics (1991). He highlights the importance of connecting 
technology and the humanities in order to develop a vocabulary, a language 
through which we can speak of technology with an awareness of the human 
being as unique and thus irreplaceable, always existing in relation to others 
and to the world around us. Kemp defines ethics as a view of humanity, soci-
ety, and nature, connected to the vision of what it means to live well. Ethics 
can therefore guide us in issues involving technology, without dictating static 
solutions. However, these types of reflections are often ignored, according to 
Kemp, who suggests that it is because it is easier to approach technology with 
an “all or nothing” attitude. It is much more difficult to engage with these 
questions within the messy middle, but it is in the messy middle that technical 
solutions take place; technological inventions are almost never fundamentally 
good or fundamentally evil, and never static (Kemp, 1991). I chose these three 
perspectives because they allow an exploration of the digitalisation of educa-
tion where new understandings and concepts can emerge. They raise a range 
of ways technological development affects our lives and the ways we can live 
together. They enable an approach to digitalisation from a broader view than 
the tools it provides, through which new understandings of democratic educa-
tion can emerge.  

Theory on surging democracy in Study IV (Chapter 8) 
Adriana Cavarero’s surging democracy is the notion chosen for the fourth 
study of this dissertation. In revisiting Arendt’s notion of politics, Cavarero 
(2021) accentuates the experience of democracy in its birthing state.  Drawing 
on the Latin verb surgere, meaning “springing forth” or “coming into exist-
ence,” surging democracy is a generative, nascent state that can be creative 
and spontaneous, emerging when unique individuals act, and highlighting the 
generative rather than the oppositional aspect of plural interaction. While 
shifting the focus away from governing, it emphasizes other aspects of togeth-
erness and plurality rather than conflict. Cavarero’s interpretation of Arendt’s 
political aligns with my initial approach to democracy: of living together in 
this world, a way of gathering us while also enabling us to be our own separate 
free individuals. The perspective of surging democracy thus places relational-
ity and plurality at the centre of the democratic task of education, highlighting 
its embodied, emotional and spatial dimensions. As I find these dimensions 
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particularly prevalent within ECE, Cavarero’s interpretation of Arendt enables 
me to approach these aspects further in relation to the democratic mission of 
ECE. The perspective also allows me to further explore the meaning of the 
political in relation to the educational sphere. 

Beginning anew 
When zooming out and viewing the paths of the theoretical “wandering” dur-
ing this process, arriving at surging democracy from the ideas of formal and 
lived citizenship illuminates how the aim of this journey has all along been to 
understand, and to keep the path open to multiple directions. While the theo-
retical perspectives take different positions regarding the meaning of the po-
litical, they share an ontological commitment to plurality, and are written as 
firmly anchored in the political happenings of their times. They emphasise 
different aspects of what it means to live together in this common world, high-
lighting a variety of dimensions involved in the democratic mission of ECE. 
My theoretical wanderings enable me to view the perspectives choses as be-
ginnings,  as thought fragments that can contribute to something new and un-
expected: 

It is in the nature of beginning that something new is started which cannot be 
expected from whatever may have happened before. This character of startling 
unexpectedness is inherent in all beginnings and in all origins.(Arendt, 
1958/2018, pp. 177-178) 

The perspectives chosen allow me to think anew on democracy and ECE, to 
begin. In the following chapter, I will elaborate on how I approach this task in 
terms of methodology. 
  



 

 69

4. Methodological choices 

In this chapter I describe and justify my methodological choices as well as the 
epistemological and ontological standpoints that have guided my method of 
inquiry.  

My (Arendtian) approach 
My methodological framework is grounded in Arendt’s work. While her con-
tribution to political theory is incomparable, her singularity has often been a 
source of misunderstanding and critique, due to the difficulty of categorising 
her work within specific traditions of political theory (Vollrath, 1977; Buck-
ler, 2012). It has been suggested that it is misguided to speak of a method in 
relation to her thinking (Vollrath, 1977). She has been described as non-aca-
demic and non-intellectual, and her work has been criticised for lacking the 
normativity of political theory, the objectivity of historiography, and the rig-
our of philosophy (Heuer, 2023). Despite this critique, several scholars have 
identified aspects that can be characterised as Arendtian. I will describe some 
of these aspects in the following, as they form the foundation for my method-
ological approach in this dissertation.  

Aspects of the Arendtian method (Heuer, 2023) include sharpness and 
openness, essayistic and unfinished paths of thought, non-academic language, 
emotion (Heuer, 2023), and an uncommon degree of theoretical impartiality 
(Vollrath, 1977). Ari-Elmeri Hyvönen (2014) describes Arendt’s overall in-
tention as a theorist as the formulation of a new ethos of political thinking. 
This ethos is characterised by following features: it is anchored in the concrete 
happenings of the political world, it refuses to operate with traditional, time-
less, ontological categories or to lay down any permanent theorems – she was 
not a traditional system builder (Hyvönen 2014). This relates to Arendt’s view 
of understanding as unending, unable to produce final results (Arendt, 1994). 
Lastly, the structure of thinking involves a temporal movement between past 
and future (Hyvönen, 2014). Korsgaard (2018) describes Arendt’s approach 
to understanding as “to seek out the historical and etymological roots of the 
object or event under consideration to try to seek out the original meaning of 
the matter, and to work from there to try to grasp the present influence and 
significance of it” (Korsgaard, 2018, p. 9). In other words, even though the 
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aim is not to build permanent systems, the process of understanding can still 
be systematic and thorough in itself. These features inspire my intentions with 
this dissertation, even though there is no attempt to formulate a new ethos, but 
rather to contribute to the ongoing shift in the ethos of thinking about early 
childhood education (Vandenbroeck, 2023; Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021). 
I intend not to build systems, but rather ways of understanding, by thinking 
about ECE in a temporal movement between past and future.   

The ways Arendt engaged with different theoretical perspectives has been 
described by Hans-Jörg Sigwart (2016) as a wandering type of theorizing. This 
view of theory is characterised by its oscillating movement between the expe-
riential positions of philosophy and politics and by its distinctly multi-contex-
tual perspective. It is a particular mode of understanding based on an experi-
mental position, situated between what Arendt defined as the two modes of 
human life, vita activa and vita contemplativa: the modes of action and of 
thinking. For this dissertation, this means making my contemplations a public, 
thereby becoming a form of action. Another aspect of wandering is its dis-
tinctly multi-contextual or comparative perspective (Sigwart, 2016). Fusing 
different and partly contradictory theories from multiple disciplines and time-
lines when exploring the same phenomena enables the development of a rich 
vocabulary and a variety of insights regarding understanding the democratic 
missions of ECE. Theory in this approach refrains from being “at home” in 
any particular part of the world and instead wanders between the multiple ho-
rizons of the many different political worlds across time and space (Sigwart, 
2016). Viewing theorizing in this manner enables openness in the choice of 
theory and offers flexible ways of thinking about educational theory. In the 
following I will elaborate on the overarching methodological aspects that have 
guided my work.   

Understanding and openness 
The overarching aim for this dissertation is to understand.  True understand-
ing, according to Arendt, 

always returns to the judgements and prejudices which preceded and guided 
the strictly scientific inquiry. The sciences can only illuminate, but neither 
prove nor disprove, the uncritical preliminary understanding from which they 
start. If the scientist, misguided by the very labor and his inquiry, begins to 
pose himself as an expert in politics and to despise the general understanding 
from which he started, he loses immediately the Ariadne thread of common 
sense which alone will guide him securely through the labyrinth of his own 
results.(Arendt, 1954/1994, p. 311) 

Arendt was critical of the idea that modern scientific methods are universally 
valid and repeatable, producing results that must be verifiable and valid at all 
times. To rely solely on one’s science risks losing the orientation of humanity 
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(Heuer, 2023) and thus losing one’s way. The aim of understanding, to Arendt, 
is not to produce unequivocal results, but to reconcile ourselves with reality. 
Arendt’s main objection to modernist thinking and social theory is the ten-
dency to view human interaction in terms of means-ends relations, thus instru-
mentalising human relationships (Korsgaard, 2019). Korsgaard describes Ar-
endt’s anti-instrumentality as both a theoretical and philosophical stance, op-
posing utilitarianism and bureaucracy, and resisting fixed categories and de-
termining conceptualisations of human interaction (2019). This is also a stance 
I adopt, which explains why I aim not to contribute systems or authoritative 
understandings, but rather to offer perspectives and alternative languages for 
ECE and its democratic mission in the present time.  

According to Wayne Veck and Helen Gunter (2020), understanding re-
quires thinking and openness towards others, as well as trust. Otherwise “one 
would stay at home, smugly at ease with one´s preformed or pre-established 
judgments” (Veck & Gunter, 2020, p. 4). To Arendt, understanding consists 
of thinking one thing after another and can only take place as “free thinking” 
that pursues “no ends” and produces “no results,”, but creates “meaning”.  It 
is an “unending activity by which, in constant change and variation, we come 
to terms with and reconcile ourselves to reality, that is, try to be at home in the 
world” (Arendt, 1954/1994, pp. 307–308). Thus, the perspectives and con-
cepts I develop do not aim to become a final destination in understanding the 
democratic mission of ECE, but rather a pit-stop, a space through which the 
journey of understanding may continue indefinitely. This is not to diminish 
my contributions, but to acknowledge the continuity in the need for coming to 
terms with and reconciling ourselves with reality –the unfinishedness of un-
derstanding. Understanding and knowledge are described by Arendt as not the 
same, but interrelated: 

Understanding is based on knowledge and knowledge cannot proceed without 
a preliminary, inarticulate understanding. (…) Understanding precedes and 
succeeds knowledge. Preliminary understanding, which is at the basis of all 
knowledge, and true understanding, which transcends it, have this in common: 
They make knowledge meaningful. (Arendt, 1954/1994, pp. 310-311) 

Schutz and Sandy (2015) write that even if Arendt’s tone may indicate that 
her distinctions represent relatively stable aspects of the world, she described 
her writings several times as tentative, as reflections, and as exercises. The 
main message of The Human Condition (Arendt, 1958/2018) is to argue for 
the need of thinking. This also aligns with how Wolfgang Heuer (2023) de-
scribes Arendt’s method: to think for herself and to think in conversation with 
others: “Dialogue (---) is the companion on the road to understanding” (Ar-
endt, 1958/2018, p. 154). Arendt's description was: “I always thought that one 
has got to start thinking as though nobody had thought before and then start 
learning from everybody else” (2018, p. 473). In this dissertation, my thinking 
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is continuously inspired and challenged in conversation with the writings of 
Arendt and other thinkers. I have wandered. That the process has been char-
acterised by openness means that I have actively resisted planning the upcom-
ing studies before finishing the current one. This involves theory, method, and 
empirical materials. The purpose has been to allow for the dialogues with my-
self and others to guide the process. I have alternated between the two: think-
ing as though nobody has ever thought of the democratic mission of ECE be-
fore, and then trying to learn from others who could contribute new ideas and 
perspectives to my thinking. In a way, we have thought together. This way of 
working has enabled a broad spectrum of ideas from different times and dis-
ciplines as well as allowing me to study issues anchored in the concrete hap-
penings of the political world. The understandings developed through this di-
alogical process have hopefully paved the way towards meaningful 
knowledge on democratic ECE.  

Poetic thought, essayistic writing and speaking with language 
Language plays a central role in this dissertation, both as empirical material 
and as an aim in itself. I view language as a form of action. Arendt described 
action as “it is with word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world” 
(1958/2018, p. 176). To Arendt, words were an essential part of action, it is 
through speech, through our words, that we show who we are. In my work, 
this means that the language we use to speak of ECE shows our understanding 
of what ECE is or should be. The words we use, both within research and 
within educational practice, also illustrate possibilities for what it can become. 
Korsgaard (2019) highlights the linguistic dimension of educational theory 
and the importance of language, writing that concepts, words and metaphors 
are all we have when we speak of education and what it means to educate. We 
need words and concepts to understand what it is we are doing, and in this 
case, how the democratic mission of ECE can be understood. This motivates 
my aim to provide alternatives for how we can speak of ECE in relation to and 
beyond the contemporary policy language. The perspectives presented are 
thus seen as an action in themselves. When it comes to thinking poetically, 
Arendt describes it as understanding language as more than its utilitarian and 
communicative functions, and as a way to view thought fragments, ideas, and 
events from the past, that, in their crystallized new shape, can illuminate and 
enable us to understand our present and the past from new perspectives (Ar-
endt, 1968).  

Language has also been my method of inquiry. Heuer describes Arendt’s 
interest in language as a part of her method of thinking (2023). This overarch-
ing framework is inspired by Arendt’s way of speaking with language, poeti-
cally, instead of through language, instrumentally. Arendt’s use of linguistic 
images and metaphors, with the aim of giving her thought its own expressions 
(Heuer, 2023), inspires the language of this dissertation, as it can enable my 
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search for new imaginaries through which we can think and speak of ECE. 
While the metaphors used in this dissertation (for example, in terms of educa-
tion as love) are presented as notions, concepts and perspectives, they are not 
intended to be viewed as fixed, but as invitations to think about the mission of 
ECE and what these words can disclose or provoke in the ways we understand 
it (e.g., Hyvönen, 2014). According to Laurel Richardson (1997), the meaning 
of qualitative research lies in the reading, which is why it should be read, not 
scanned. Following Richardson, I have attended to writing as a method of in-
quiry, as part of the research process. This view of writing as a process of 
inquiry also relates to how Arendt described writing: 

What is important to me is to understand. For me, writing is a matter of seeking 
this understanding, part of the process of understanding…(Arendt 1964/1994, 
p. 3)  

The issue of the narrative voice is, according to Richardson, also a question of 
authority. Authority through an illusion of objectivity is created when scien-
tific texts are written without an apparent human narrator. This means that 
researchers are objectifying themselves out of existence, separating their hu-
manity from their work (Richardson, 1997). This is why I have chosen to make 
my voice and my process known to the reader; an effort to write with an “ob-
jective voice of science” would be in conflict with the main aim of understand-
ing. It is also in alignment with how Hyvönen describes Arendtian essayism 
(2014).  

Arendt’s description of the essay as a literary form highlights the nature of 
political thinking as a movement, as an activity. It seeks to do justice to the 
movement of thought and its non-finality (Hyvönen, 2014). In the preface to 
Between Past and Future she writes: 

It seems to me, and I hope the reader will agree, that the essay as a literary 
form has a natural affinity to the exercises I have in mind. Like all collections 
of essays, this book of exercises obviously could contain more or fewer chap-
ters without for that reason changing its character. Their unity – which to me 
is the justification of publishing them in book form – is not the unity of a whole 
but of a sequence of movements which, as in a musical suite, are written in the 
same or related keys. The sequence itself is determined by content.(Arendt, 
1961/2006, pp. 14-15). 

This is also why an essayistic approach suits my dissertation, and why the four 
studies are rewritten as essays. The studies that this dissertation builds on are 
written in the same or related keys, determined by my focus on democratic 
ECE. The choice of vastly differing perspectives is motivated by my aims of 
understanding through which new perspectives and vocabularies can emerge. 
Phelan et al. (2025) describe essay as an academic form of writing both as 
liberating and demanding: it provides a tool to run through an argument or a 
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detailed study of something without being constrained by the more conven-
tional forms of academic writing (Phelan et al., 2025, p. 5). As a literary form 
it offers a variation of styles and manners, from the deeply personal and poetic 
to the highly analytical and scientific, demanding coherence and attention to 
tone from the author (Phelan et al., 2025, p. 5). Hyvönen (2014) describes 
Arendt’s essayism as playing with thought fragments from the past, the pre-
sent, the future, and with the novel and surprising combinations that emerge 
from them. It is about creating distance from certain familiar issues and build-
ing bridges to others; it is sporadic, tentative and anti-systematic. As a playful 
literary form, the essay provides an apt platform for this kind of theorising 
(2014, p. 577). Hyvönen refrains from calling this way of working a method. 
It is rather a guiding attitude, a mode of response that shapes the style and 
practice of theorising on a more general level. Whereas a method would imply 
strictly defined techniques, procedures, and guidelines for conducting inquiry, 
the essayistic ethos refers to a spirit which motivates the praxis of writing the-
ory. The approach, characterised by experimentalism and pluralistic attune-
ment, allows differing uses of language and theoretical work among the four 
studies. An important feature inspiring me in rewriting the studies as essays is 
the idea of communicability: that the format and language strives to address a 
wider community (Hyvönen 2014). This is achieved by working through lin-
guistic innovations, crafting new metaphors and re-framing old ones.  While 
experimental and never rigidly fixed, essayism seeks linguistic clarity and is 
characterised by suggestions that invite others to join in thought (Hyvönen, 
2014), which is also something I strive for in writing this dissertation.  

The four studies  
As described earlier, the four studies approach the democratic mission of con-
temporary ECE from different points of view. Each study is therefore guided 
by different theoretical lenses and questions.  The four studies consist of one 
curriculum-theoretical study, and three philosophical explorations. In Study I 
(Chapter 5), I approach the democratic mission of ECE by exploring curricular 
ideas on children and the mission of ECE. The analysis of curricular docu-
ments (1987-2018) captures changes over time in how citizenship ideals are 
articulated in Swedish ECE curricula. In Study II (Chapter 6), I further explore 
the democratic mission by engaging theoretically with perspectives on love 
and care, whereas Study III (Chapter 7) is a theoretical exploration of the dem-
ocratic mission in the context of digitalization. In Study IV (Chapter 8) I ap-
proach the democratic mission of ECE from the perspective of the political. 
The studies are partially rewritten as essays for this dissertation, and appear in 
Chapters 5–8 in the order in which they were originally written and published. 
Together, they demonstrate my movement from the first study (Chapter 5), 
grounded in curriculum studies, toward a more theoretical and essayistic 
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approach to the democratic mission of ECE. The approach guiding these stud-
ies is described in the following section on pearls.  

Pearl diving 
Besides the aspects above, another related approach used in this dissertation 
is a philosophical inquiry of pearl diving (Korsgaard, 2018, 2019).  The met-
aphor of pearl diving is used by Arendt to describe her friend philosopher 
Walter Benjamin’s way of working with history:  the way he collected both 
events and quotations as a means of understanding the past to illuminate the 
present. History was seen by both Arendt and Benjamin as always fragmented 
and contingent, which demands that we engage with it in its “ruptured forms”, 
not as a whole (Korsgaard, 2019). It refers to a way of diving for things that 
happened in the past, words spoken, which, through the waves of time, change 
and crystallise into another shape when brought to the surface of the present. 
While altered through the passing of time, these fragments still contain and 
carry something that speaks to us in the modern condition (Korsgaard, 2018). 
This means that the thought fragments and ideas “rescued” are not brought to 
the surface to restore them to their original form, but to recognise the new 
forms taken, the shapes that now emerge as something “rich and strange” (Ar-
endt, 1968/1983, p. 206). Korsgaard (2019) develops pearl diving into a 
method for pedagogical thought, consisting of three dimensions involved in 
the process. The first dimension concerns the choice of fragments from the 
past to bring forth as pearls. The second dimension concerns the potential of 
the chosen fragments to both illuminate the past and open new possibilities 
and ways of thinking. The third and final dimension regards the rescuing of 
some form of “truth” from the fragmented past. The “rescued pearls” can be 
understood as entry points into wider subject areas, in this case democratic 
early childhood education.  

The metaphor of pearl diving can be seen as a bridge between different 
endeavours to understand our pedagogical past and present. Korsgaard (2018) 
shows how history can play a part in pedagogical thinking and theory while 
sharing an endeavour to preserve and put to use fragments of the past. These 
fragments can illuminate past pedagogical experiences as well as our present 
experience, and help to reimagine the language available. Korsgaard offers 
pearl diving as an attempt to recapture a vocabulary of education in times of 
“neoliberal and administrative lingo” (Korsgaard, 2018, p.181). Pearl diving 
can also support making sense of the (Arendtian) double task of education: “to 
‘hand over’ a common world, and the task of protecting the newness of the 
becoming generation and their ability to re-make the common world in unpre-
dictable ways” (Korsgaard, 2018, p. 180). Regarding the rescuing of some 
form of “truth” from the fragmented past, I make no claims to contribute to 
such truths. My contributions can be understood as entry points into ways of 
understanding and thinking about contemporary ECE, by offering alternatives 
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to the contemporary languages of education. The perspectives and ideas put 
forward here are understandings that take place in the present. I acknowledge 
that these understandings can and will become new fragments in the future; 
when dived for, they will have taken a different shape. What these understand-
ings can do today, however, is help reimagine the languages available and 
contribute to the ways the purpose of ECE is understood in our present time. 
Through my choices of theories and methods, and the ways in which different 
thought fragments are mirrored and analysed in relation to contemporary ECE, 
I wish to contribute to the ongoing conversation on the purpose of ECE, and 
to reinvent vocabularies of democratic ECE. The pearls I have dived for are 
curricular (Chapter 5) and  theoretical ideas (Chapters 6, 7 and 8).  

Pearls of curricular ideas in Study I (chapter 5) 
One dimension of pearl diving regards the analysis of curricular ideas of early 
childhood education and the child in Chapter 5. For Arendt, thinking takes 
place between the forces of the past and the forces of the future; the thinking 
human being occupies the middle. Both forces are active, the former pressing 
forward, the latter pressing the thinker back. This creates a space in which to 
consider the meaning of what occurs in the present by placing it in a constel-
lation with past ideas and experiences, and by thinking of possible future paths 
for what is taking place in the present (Hyvönen, 2014). In the first study “The 
Lonely Ones” (Chapter 5), I compare two Swedish curricular documents for 
ECE, from 1987 and from 2018, as well as other contextual curricular docu-
ments. The method, a descriptive analysis of ideas, is characterised by an in-
terest in political messages as well as the assumption that ideas can be made 
visible through the material traces they leave in texts (Bergström & Svärd, 
2018; Beckman, 2005).  The combination of two perspectives on citizenship 
– a formal, vertical relationship between the state and the individual, and a 
horizontal relationship between individuals – is used as a framework. The 
framework is used to position different curricular ideas of the ideal citizen. 
The horizontal and vertical perspectives help to identify differences and sim-
ilarities regarding the curricular emphasis on the individual and/or the collec-
tive aspects of education.  This combination of perspectives allows me to ap-
proach the democratic mission of ECE with openness towards the meanings 
of citizenship and democracy in the ECE curriculum. The following table is 
used to position different curricular ideas and to identify possible shifts in em-
phasis. 
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 Formal citizenship                     Lived citizenship 
Dimension a) 
Type of rela-
tionship  

Vertical relation                         Horizontal relation 
 

Dimension b) 
Type of 
rights  

Political rights    Civil rights                    Social rights 
 

Dimension c) 
Type of com-
munity 

Political community                   Several communities  
 

Dimension d) 
Individual -
collective 

Autonomy, freedom, inde-
pendence       

 Interdependency, 

belonging, community  

 
Dimension e) 
Type of 
recognition  
 

Legal recognition                Social recognition        Emotional recogni-
tion 
 

The table is used to identify differences, shifts and consistencies in the ways 
the child and the task of ECE are described. The shifts in the curricular task 
are viewed as an expression of how the view of ideal citizen has changed, 
illustrating developments in the democratic society that education is expected 
to contribute to. Studying the ideas expressed in past and current ECE curric-
ula enables reflection on the possible future paths for contemporary ECE. I 
recognise that while my methodological choices bring some ideas as pearls to 
the forefront, they leave other pearls yet to be discovered.  

Pearls of theory in Studies II, III, IV (chapters 6, 7 8) 
The other three studies are characterised by pearl diving in the way the thought 
fragments of different thinkers are used. In studies II, III and IV, I collect 
thought fragments from different thinkers across time periods, while acknowl-
edging, and even aiming for, these fragments to take new shapes and forms 
when discussed in relation to contemporary ECE, as well as to each other.  
That the chosen fragments have the potential to gain new meaning in the pre-
sent, and thus, hopefully, to change something or set something in motion, is 
an aspect that motivated my choice of different theoretical perspectives in 
each study. These choices emerge gradually, by thinking about the democratic 
mission of ECE with Arendt, and then diving for other fragments, in the hope 
that they would enable new shapes for Arendt’s thoughts, as well as for the 
way we think and speak of contemporary ECE. The thought fragments of Han-
nah Arendt, Joan Tronto, Peter Kemp, Byung-Chul Han and Adriana Cavarero 
are chosen due to the specific idea or thought that relates to the specific focus 
of each individual study: Arendt’s education as love, Tronto’s democratic 
care, Han’s vita contemplativa and Homo Digitalis, Kemp’s technology ethics 
and Cavarero’s surging democracy. The choice of thought fragments is guided 
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by my overarching aim to understand. I aim not to make claims for these think-
ers over all theoretical work, but to think with them, to understand with them, 
and hoping to create new meanings, understandings and questions. I thus wish 
not to “perform” these theories, but to approach them as a part of a collective 
process: to engage with them, to think and to discover (e.g., Davis, 2014).  

The methodological aspects described in this chapter are applied in differ-
ent ways in the following chapters, but the overall process has been guided 
throughout by openness, understanding, and poetic thought.  In the following 
part the pearls are brought to the surface; the chapters ahead are the essays of 
the four studies on which the dissertation is built.  
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5. The lonely ones? On democratic ECE and 
curricular citizenship ideals 7  

For education belongs among the most elementary and necessary activities of 
human society, which never remains as it is but continuously renews itself 
through birth, through the arrival of new human beings.  (Arendt, 1961/1983, 
p. 182) 

This view of education as an arena for enabling the continuous renewal of our 
common world opens up several follow-up questions. One relevant question 
for this chapter concerns the meaning of this renewal in relation to democracy. 
What expectations can we have of education in terms of strengthening – or 
renewing – democracy, and how do these expectations change over time? In 
this chapter, I approach ECE with the assumption that these expectations do 
change, and that studying both these changes and consistencies can offer mul-
tiple dimensions through which to understand the contemporary mission of 
education. The aim of this chapter is to identify and reflect upon these changes 
and their significance for the democratic mission of ECE. For this purpose, I 
turn to its curriculum to study the ways and words through which its overall 
mission is presented at different points in time. My main point of departure is 
that the ways the purpose of ECE and the child are described can be read as 
an expression of the society and the citizens it is expected to form. 

As previously established, the democratic mission of Swedish ECE is de-
scribed as a dual mission; it is considered beneficial both for the child, the 
family, and society at large (Persson, 1998). In this chapter, my exploration 
focuses particularly on the shifts within this dual mission. Several scholars 
have noted that the purpose of ECE has moved towards a greater emphasis on 
the individual child’s educational journey as the starting point for lifelong 
learning (Wahlström, 2015; Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019; Roberts-Holmes & 
Moss, 2021). Globally, there is growing recognition of the role ECE can play 
in addressing future societal and economic challenges. It is an institution sit-
uated within welfare politics, an arena at the intersection of social, labour, and 
educational policy. This increased recognition of the importance of the early 

 
7 This chapter is a rewritten essay based on Study I: Nilsson, J (2024) Blir du ensam, lille vän? 
En läroplansteoretisk studie om medborgarideal i den svenska förskolan, published in Utbild-
ning & Demokrati – tidskrift för didaktik och utbildningspolitik vol 32, no.2, pp 51–78 DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.48059/uod.v32i2.2203. To be found in Appendix (Paper I). 
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years within the political arena subjects the mission of ECE to a variety of 
interests, influences, and ideas. A relevant question to explore is how this mix 
of ideas and interests affects the democratic mission of ECE. What is the so-
ciety to which ECE is expected to contribute? Democratic, certainly, but what 
does that mean? The vision of society is closely related to how we view and 
define citizenship (Mouffe, 1992). This makes citizenship and democracy 
closely intertwined phenomena, which is why they can be studied together, 
not just separately (Vandenberg, 2000; Delanty, 2002, 2003). In this chapter, 
I therefore connect these two concepts to explore the democratic mission of 
ECE. For this purpose, I examine curricular documents from two time periods, 
1987 and 2018, aiming to identify changes in the democratic mission of ECE. 
Which ideals regarding society and its citizens are expressed in ECE curricula, 
and how have these ideals changed? The main conclusion from this explora-
tion is that the child of contemporary ECE appears to be educated in and into 
isolation. In the chapter, I thus detect some initial traces of the educational 
vision that I later refer to as a table for one. 

On material and method 
The choice of method is inspired by neopragmatic curriculum theory due to 
its interest in language and democracy (Sundberg, 2012). An important point 
of departure for my exploration in this chapter is the significance of language 
and its performativity (Säfström & Östman, 1999). Words and language are 
seen as materialised ideas (Bergström & Svärd, 2018), enabling analysis and 
understanding of the shifts regarding the democratic mission. To understand 
the shifts in citizenship ideals, I therefore construct an analytical framework 
combining concepts and perspectives from several fields, in addition to edu-
cational theory. These choices enable me detect new aspects within the ECE 
mission. Political theory offers perspectives on citizenship that are not already 
filled with early childhood educational meanings, enabling me to approach the 
analysis with openness. The perspectives chosen emphasise different aspects 
of citizenship, offering a range of angles through which to explore the ECE 
mission. The perspectives of formal and lived citizenship highlight the rela-
tionship between the individual and the community in differing ways. The 
formal perspective focuses on the vertical relationship between the individual 
and the state, thus highlighting the rights that enable belonging to a national 
and political community (Marshall, 1950). The approach of citizenship as 
lived expands the notion of citizenship from merely an individual status to 
include the citizenship that is formed through horizontal relations, where be-
longing involves social and emotional recognition (Lister, 2007; Isin & 
Turner, 2007; Warming, 2020). This expansion makes aspects of care and rec-
iprocity central additions to the definition of citizenship. In light of the main 
assumption regarding the connections between views on citizenship and 
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society, the need for care and reciprocal relationships becomes an aspect rel-
evant to democratic society. However, their significance for the democratic 
mission of ECE appears to vary. 

Two curricula and their landscapes 
The empirical material I analyse for this chapter consists of two curricular 
documents for ECE: Pedagogical Program 1987 (the National Board of 
Health and Welfare [NBHW] 1987) and the Curriculum for Preschool 2018 
(Swedish National Agency for Education [SNAE] 2018). The period between 
these documents was in many ways formative for Swedish ECE, involving 
decentralisation, marketisation and internationalisation (Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 
2019). In addition to studying these two documents, I have also examined 
other official documents and statements regarding children and preschool pub-
lished by the state during these periods. The purpose of these readings is to 
gain a broader understanding of the contexts in which these curricular docu-
ments were written. What landscapes did they emerge from, in terms of ideas 
and language? Studying political texts through the contexts in which they are 
written in this way can enable an understanding of the meanings assigned to 
words or concepts at different times (Beckman, 2005). In this chapter, my fo-
cus is on the meanings given to the concepts of ECE and the child. 

The changing ideal citizen 
In the following, I will first present my findings regarding the ways in which 
the child, childhood and ECE are described, by providing examples of the 
words and arguments used in the documents from the different time periods. 
This is followed by a discussion of how these findings and the shifts in mean-
ing can contribute to an understanding of the democratic mission of contem-
porary ECE.  

Descriptions of the child and early childhood education in 1987 
In the contextual documents for Pedagogical Program 1987 (PP87), ECE is 
consistently described as playing a central role for society, the family and the 
individual child. Individual benefits and needs are presented as intertwined 
with societal needs and conditions. A central mission of ECE is depicted as an 
arena for social interaction and gatherings: coming into contact with different 
people and perspectives is described as beneficial for the child, the family and 
society, contributing to reciprocal understanding, tolerance and community. 
The child is characterised by various abilities and needs, such as the capacity 
to contribute and influence, and the need for warm and deep relationships, a 
sense of community and belonging (SOU 1981:25). A shared responsibility 
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for one another, as well as for oneself, is emphasised consistently, as is the 
role of ECE in compensating for inequality in home conditions and promoting 
a more equal society: “we need to achieve a more generous society” (SOU 
1972:26, p. 125).  

I find the citizenship ideal in PP87 (NBHW, 1987) aligned primarily with 
the perspective of lived citizenship, due to the emphasis on the social context 
and the importance of togetherness and community. The individual is de-
scribed as vital for societal renewal and continuity, and the mission of ECE is 
to “together with parents integrate the children into society” (NBHW, 1987, 
p. 11). Being part of a community is presented as a means of developing soli-
darity, a sense of responsibility, and forming friendships and sustainable rela-
tionships (NBHW, 1987, p. 49). Community, belonging and participation are 
described as central to the mission of ECE, not only for children but also for 
parents. ECE is portrayed as a meeting place where families can get to know 
other families within the neighbourhood, which can “increase the sense of se-
curity for both children and parents” (NBHW, 1987, p. 57). The sense of being 
part of society is described as important “for both the individual and society” 
(NBHW, 1987, p. 49), regardless of differences in gender, functionality, cul-
ture, class, home conditions or ways of living. The child, family, ECE and 
society are consistently described as interconnected and mutually related. 
Care, addressing both individual needs and a sense of belonging to a group, is 
described as fundamental for the child to become a functioning member of the 
group. Identity and a sense of self are presented as developing gradually and 
in relation to others: “I am someone in relation to someone else” (NBHW, 
1987, p. 22). Understanding the situation and perspective of others is de-
scribed as a prerequisite for “understanding the meaning of solidarity, and es-
sential for grounding the principle of equality” (NBHW, 1987, p. 39).  

PP87 contains numerous descriptions of emotions, needs and care. For ex-
ample, when a child or a member of staff is leaving the group, the children are 
to be given time and support to handle the separation, “to prevent viewing 
human beings as exchangeable” (NBHW, 1987, p. 49). The children are de-
scribed as needing to learn to manage, understand and share their emotions 
with each other. Aspects mentioned include their concerns about injustice, un-
derstanding social and cultural patterns, and recognising their own and others’ 
expressions of emotions. The staff’s approach is described as characterised by 
warmth, love and individual consideration for every child. Relationships, 
community and a plurality of perspectives are described as beneficial for the 
child’s development and well-being. The ability to co-operate and work to-
gether is presented as a means of finding meaning in different areas of life. 
The children’s legal rights are not mentioned explicitly; they are described 
both as part of society – “Children need to feel that everyone, young and old, 
are important in the society” (NBHW, 1987, p. 40) – and as needing integra-
tion into it through education and the family. In conclusion, the mission of 
ECE in PP87 is described as a way of building society and creating 
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communities, where individual needs and abilities are met, allowing the indi-
vidual to contribute to improving their own life as well as the lives of others. 
The emphasis is on the ideal of lived citizenship, although traces of the formal 
citizenship ideal are also present.  

Descriptions of the child and early childhood education in 2018 
There are shifts in the way the mission of ECE is described within the contex-
tual documents for the Curriculum for Preschool 2018 (Lpfö18) (SNAE, 
2018) during the period 2004–2018. In earlier documents, ECE is described 
as increasingly important for creating equal living conditions and opportuni-
ties for all children, making “preschool for all” a key goal (SNAE, 2004; SOU 
2006:75). Preschool is no longer explicitly described as a meeting place for 
families, and references to enabling parents to work are reduced. In documents 
from 2004 to 2010, there are several mentions of the risk of an increased focus 
on the individual child and assessment within education. While these concerns 
are less frequent in later documents, there is an increased emphasis on rights, 
quality, equity and documentation.  

The documents preceding Lpfö18 describe the mission of ECE primarily 
in terms of its responsibility towards the child and their learning. Play and 
care, described as central in the contextual documents for PP87, are still men-
tioned as important, but now primarily as means to support and enable learn-
ing. A document from the Swedish School Inspectorate (2018) identifies a 
shift in focus from the group to the individual and emphasises preserving ECE 
as a collective arena, where children are prepared to become “good citizens 
that can manage to maintain democracy” (Swedish School Inspectorate, 2018, 
p. 16). Citizenship is described as involving the ability to influence both as an 
individual and as part of a group. The same phenomenon – the marginalisation 
of collective values – is described in different terms by the government. In-
stead of “maintaining democracy,” the group is presented as important for the 
individual, benefiting the child’s learning and development (Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2017). The mission of ECE is seldom described in relation to society 
at large, although there are mentions of expected contributions to sustainabil-
ity (Ministry of Education, 2017), digitalisation (SNAE, 2017), gender equal-
ity (SOU 2006:75; SOU 2013:41), and integration (Swedish School Inspec-
torate, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2017). In 2017, the significance of ECE 
as a social and cultural meeting place is described as increasing due to glob-
alisation and increased migration. Children are to be prepared for life in an 
increasingly international society (Ministry of Education, 2017).  

I find the citizenship ideal in Lpfö18 to be primarily characterised by the 
perspective of formal citizenship. The mission of ECE is described mainly as 
an institution for the individual child and their learning. The focus is on the 
vertical relationship between the individual and the state, rather than the hor-
izontal relationship with other people. Citizenship is primarily framed in terms 



 

 84 

of individual rights and freedoms. ECE is to reflect the values and rights ex-
pressed in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (SNAE, 2018, p. 5). 
In addition to this overarching reference, some rights are explicitly mentioned, 
including the child’s right to influence and participate, the right to integrity, 
and the right to express one’s opinion. Although the child is described as hav-
ing many rights and abilities, the way the mission of ECE is presented posi-
tions children in a largely passive role as recipients; they are to be provided 
with opportunities and conditions for learning and development, justified by 
their rights. The ideal citizen is thus portrayed as a combination of a passive 
recipient and a competent, rights-bearing individual. ECE is depicted in these 
documents as existing primarily for the individual child, and the child appears 
primarily to exist for themselves. This can be interpreted as an expression of 
independence, but in relation to the previous time period, it can also be read 
as a form of isolation or even loneliness. The phrase “no man is an island” by 
the poet John Donne (1624) seems almost inapplicable to the contemporary 
child within ECE. Yet, is this an expression of the ideal citizen? Perhaps not 
entirely. 

There are mentions of the ways children (and adults) are important for each 
other, although these references are few. ECE is described as a social commu-
nity (SNAE, 2018, p. 7) and as promoting the development of children to be-
come “active, creative, competent and responsible people and members of so-
ciety” (SNAE, 2018, p. 7). The workforce is expected to “show respect for the 
individual and help in creating a democratic climate in the preschool, where 
children have the opportunity to feel a sense of belonging and to develop re-
sponsibility and solidarity” (SNAE, 2018, p. 13). However, belonging and 
community do not appear as central aspects of the ECE mission, although they 
are not entirely absent. What is lacking are descriptions of reciprocity – the 
ways in which we can improve each other’s lives. Instead, the child in ECE 
2018 is described as able to improve their own life. There is a strong emphasis 
on individual rights, freedom and opportunities to influence one’s own life. 
Community and co-operation with others are described primarily as a source 
of security and as beneficial for one's own learning (SNAE, 2018, p. 11). The 
need for other people is thus mainly presented as advantageous to the individ-
ual, rather than to the community or society at large. The main mission of ECE 
in Lpfö18 appears to be to nurture the autonomy and rights of the individual, 
a view reinforced by the contextual documents’ focus on individual learning. 

That the content and format of Lpfö18 focus on the individual child, while 
mentions of reciprocity and community are few, leads me to question the role 
that community and belonging play in contemporary democratic education. 
The child in Lpfö18 is not described as vulnerable, and is rarely described as 
having needs. The absence of emotional needs and the reduced emphasis on 
togetherness suggest an ideal citizen who is primarily independent, responsi-
ble and free. Although relationships are mentioned, the focus is on the indi-
vidual child and the responsibilities of ECE in relation to that child. The ideal 
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citizen thus appears not only as free and competent but also as lacking context, 
without a need for community. 

Shifting ideals  
My readings show that the idea of an ideal citizen has changed between these 
two time periods. That the ideal is not static is hardly surprising in itself, but 
the changes reveal important aspects of the democratic mission of education. 
Previously, citizenship was described as both horizontal and vertical. The in-
dividual and their belonging were continuously framed in relation to the state 
as well as to others, whereas the later documents focus mainly on the vertical 
relationship between the individual and the state. Several shifts can be identi-
fied. These include an emphasis moving from social rights towards political 
rights of the child, as well as a shift in responsibility from considering the 
wellbeing of others and the shared society to primarily taking responsibility 
for one’s own actions and learning. In Pedagogical Program 1987, ECE is 
described as important for society, families and the child, in contrast to the 
Curriculum for Preschool 2018, where the emphasis shifts towards the devel-
opment and learning of the child, and the significance for parents and society 
is no longer explicitly mentioned. Emotional and social recognition, empha-
sised in PP87, shifts towards legal recognition in Lpfö18. Reciprocity, the need 
for security and community become less central within the educational agenda 
of contemporary ECE, while recognition of individual freedom and the right 
to influence one’s education are increased. 

My analysis shows that the ideals regarding citizenship previously empha-
sised the horizontal relationship within a community, but have shifted towards 
an emphasis on the vertical relationship between the individual and the state. 
The ideal has thus moved from lived citizenship, focused on community and 
belonging, to citizenship as an individual status based on the possession of 
rights. 

Understanding the democratic missions of 
contemporary ECE 
Regarding the overarching aims and questions of the dissertation, this chapter 
contributes confirmatory knowledge on the directions of contemporary ECE, 
showing a greater focus on the individual child, their rights and competencies. 
That ECE is today mainly seen as an arena for the child, rather than for the 
labour market, can be interpreted as a sign of the strengthened position of the 
child as a democratic, political subject – an active participant in society from 
day one. The identified shifts regarding the mission of ECE show that while 
some aspects of the democratic agenda are strengthened, others are weakened. 



 

 86 

The emphasis on individual rights highlights the importance of autonomy, 
freedom and influence within society, and the increased focus on learning can 
be seen as increasingly important in times of disinformation and distrust. 
However, the aspects that are diminished relate to care, community and be-
longing, suggesting that the vision of a democratic society, where citizens are 
important to one another and individuals are recognised as valuable for the 
shared democratic community, is reduced within the educational agenda. 

My analysis illuminates the risks of emphasising the individual purpose of 
education. Another contribution is highlighting potential blind spots in the 
perception of the child as a competent, self-sufficient rights-bearer. This pre-
sents a paradox, as strengthening the societal position of the child can simul-
taneously be seen as an expression of democratic progress. I suggest that em-
powering children with regard to their formal rights, within a context charac-
terised by an increased focus on individual learning and freedom, may con-
tribute to reducing the collective aspects of democracy. This can have 
consequences both for society and for the individual. Without recognising vul-
nerability and needs, there is a risk that the ideal citizen is educated as an 
isolated being, which may also lead to loneliness. The absence of vulnerability 
may in fact counteract some intentions regarding children’s rights, including 
the ability to participate and the sense of belonging as an equal member of 
society. Thus, another central contribution of this analysis is the questions it 
raises regarding the role education plays in becoming part of society. Belong-
ing to a community, as well as contributing to a community, appears to have 
become more of an individual, private matter, rather than a central part of the 
educational mission.  

Format, words and silences  
One significant shift concerns the language used in official documents be-
tween these two time periods. When examining the landscapes for PP87, I 
observed that documents describing the children or ECE employed a variety 
of words and expressions, whereas during the second period the language be-
came more monotone, relying on the same curricular or juridical quotes. 
While the words used in the first period differed between documents, the ar-
guments and motivations for various proposals reflected similar ideological 
standpoints. In contrast, the contemporary practice of referring to and quoting 
other official documents renders the arguments and motives more implicit. It 
is as though the law paragraph or curriculum quote itself becomes the argu-
ment, making the proposition or argument appear self-explanatory. The con-
temporary documents thus display the monolingualism that Dahlgren et al. 
(2018) describe as a risk with the language of quality. The challenge with 
monolingualism is that less room is given to the multiple understandings and 
dimensions regarding the purposes of education as well as the diversity of 
views and understandings of what it means to educate, to learn, or what it 
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means to be a child.  Dahlberg et al. (2018) describe the aspiration of a “clean 
and orderly world, devoid of messiness and complexity” problematic as it 
makes ethical and professional judgement implicit. This use of language 
aligns with broader differences between the curricular documents of the two 
periods. In the earlier document, societal visions and aims were explained, 
justified and made explicit. In the later document, the context is implicit, the 
emphasis is on the child and the “what” of education, while almost nothing is 
said about the “why.” This can be seen as a form of ideological silence, a void 
that the reader must fill themselves (Thavenius, 1995, p. 157). In some texts 
these silences are deliberate, whereas in others they may reflect what the 
reader is expected to already know (Thavenius, 1995). In my analysis of PP87 
and Lpfö18, the silences identified relate to needs, community and belonging.  

Another aspect related to these silences is the difference in format and 
scope between the curricular documents and their landscapes. In terms of for-
mat, the length of the curricular documents differs, with 86 pages for PP87 
and 20 pages for Lpfö18. This may partly explain the broader approach to the 
mission of ECE found in the earlier document. One can question the conse-
quences of a shorter, more concise format for educators and the direction of 
education. Does it make the curriculum more accessible and open, or does it 
create a more constrained, rigid framing of the educational mission and the 
ideal citizen? A format in which context and motivations are taken for granted 
or left silent can even allow ideological shifts to occur unnoticed. This raises 
questions about the view of education as an arena for the continuous renewal 
of our common world: how silent can this idea be before it ceases to be re-
garded as part of the educational mission at all?  

Finding a path forward 
When completing the study on which this chapter is based, a conclusion that 
became important for the direction of the dissertation concerned the reduction 
of aspects of vulnerability and caring, both for others and for oneself. What 
might the shift towards an ideal citizen who is self-sufficient and does not 
need others indicate about the democratic mission of ECE – are we moving 
towards a democracy of the lonely? The questions for further exploration in-
volved vulnerability and loneliness in relation to responsibility. How can re-
sponsibility within ECE be understood in relation to the democratic mission? 
This includes the responsibility of educators towards the child, as well as the 
responsibility of and for one another. During this period, my interest in lan-
guage intensified. I wanted to explore the purpose of ECE through vocabu-
laries beyond those of policy and curriculum, leading me to political theory 
and to Hannah Arendt, who wrote about education as love for the child and 
for the world, implying taking responsibility for both. The guiding question 
for the second study and the next chapter concerns responsibility: how can 
the allocation of responsibility be understood in contemporary democratic 
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education and in relation to the emancipated child? And what has love got 
to do with it? 
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6. What´s love got to do with it? On 
democratic ECE and caring for the world  
and the child 8 

Education is the point at which we decide whether we love the world enough 
to assume responsibility for it and by the same token save it from the ruin 
which, except for renewal, except for the coming of the new and the young, 
would be inevitable.  

And education, too is where we decide whether we love our children 
enough not to expel them from our world and leave them to their own devices, 
nor to strike from their hands their chance of undertaking something new, 
something unforeseen by us, but to prepare them in advance for the task of 
renewing a common world. (Arendt, 1961/2006, p. 193). 

In this chapter, I approach the democratic mission of ECE through the notion 
of love, as proposed above by Hannah Arendt. The point of departure is Swe-
dish ECE, which is examined as an example of a wider trend in the mission of 
ECE, shifting from a child-centred, holistic pedagogy towards a more subject-
centred curriculum with greater emphasis on school preparation (Lindgren & 
Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019; Liljestrand, 2021). Intertwined with this shift are 
changes in the understanding of children and childhood. Since the 1990s, ECE 
research has been influenced by a paradigm shift, whereby the child is no 
longer seen as a passive subject and childhood no longer as merely a trajectory 
towards adulthood (Prout & James, 1997). Instead, children are perceived as 
competent, capable members of society with agency, contributing to their own 
growth as well as to the growth of society (Prout & James, 1997; Brembeck 
et al., 2004; Hallden, 2007).   

An aspect also shaping our understanding of the child and childhood is the 
“neoliberal turn” within early childhood education (Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 
2021). According to Säfström and Månsson (2022), one consequence of the 
marketisation of education at large is that upcoming generations are being ed-
ucated to be before the other, rather than for the other. They argue that today’s 
educational system is not about social togetherness, where children learn to 
take responsibility for one another, but about producing competitive 

 
8 This chapter is a rewritten essay based on Study II: Nilsson; J (2025). What´s love got to do 
with it? Thinking about democracy in early childhood education with Hannah Arendt. Philo-
sophical Inquiry in education, 32 (1), 16-34. DOI: 10.7202/1118861ar. To be found in Appen-
dix (Paper II). 
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individuals who can meet the demands of the market. There is therefore a risk 
that education will neglect skills essential for sustaining democracy (Säfström 
& Månsson, 2022). Through this neoliberal lens, the child within ECE is 
viewed as an investment for future economic productivity (Sims, 2017), as an 
independent lifelong learner responsible for their own learning (Otterstad & 
Braathe, 2016), and as a free, autonomous individual enabled to make choices 
across all aspects of life (Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021). In the previous 
chapter, I suggested that this trajectory involves risks in terms of responsibility 
and loneliness. It is in light of these perceptions that Arendt’s writings on ed-
ucation become particularly relevant and thought-provoking, due to her cri-
tique of the emancipation of the child and her claim that education should be 
separated from the political (Arendt, 1961/2006).  

In times when education is characterised by increasing accountability 
(Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021; Sims, 2017) and the strong position of the 
autonomous child with political agency (Lindgren & Sjöstrand Öhrfelt, 2019), 
the allocation of responsibility within education becomes a central issue. Re-
sponsibility is also a core aspect of Arendt’s view on education and love: the 
ability to love the child and the world requires that education takes responsi-
bility for both. The main concern of this chapter is the democratic mission of 
ECE in relation to the idea of the child as self-mastering and responsible, ra-
ther than vulnerable and in need of others. I therefore explore how the notion 
of love can contribute to a deeper understanding of the democratic mission of 
ECE. How can contemporary ECE prepare the child for the renewal of the 
common democratic world while protecting both the child and the world of 
today? Through an analysis of curricular ideas and reflection with Arendt and 
Tronto, I suggest a vocabulary through which all democratic education can be 
understood via the notion of love. 

Early Childhood Education as Love  
There are aspects of the contemporary Swedish ECE curriculum (Lpfö18, 
SNAE, 2018) that can be interpreted as Arendtian love, expressed as inten-
tions to protect the child and the world. Protection of the child’s newness is 
articulated through formulations emphasising the importance of encouraging 
children’s curiosity and creativity (SNAE, 2018, pp. 8, 11), as well as giving 
them the opportunity to “marvel and develop their ability to explore, com-
municate and reflect.” Children should also be challenged to “try out their own 
and other people’s ideas, solve problems and translate ideas into action” 
(SNAE, 2018, p. 11). The strong belief in children’s abilities expressed in 
these statements can be seen to support the Arendtian view of protecting and 
cherishing newness. However, the child in need of protection is a somewhat 
absent perspective within contemporary ECE, where the child is described 
primarily in terms of rights, agency and competences, rather than as 
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vulnerable and in need of care. The acknowledgement of children’s rights and 
agency can be interpreted as recognising the child’s newness – the unknown 
possibilities within every human being. According to Schutz and Sandy 
(2015), Arendt did not oppose all public engagement within education, but she 
argued for awareness regarding how far children could be exposed to the pub-
lic light before it became dangerous and “blinding.” They suggest that the di-
vision between public and private can be understood as a continuum rather 
than as separate spheres, making it important to further explore the question 
of how much light would be too much for children to bear.  

The idea that education today is increasingly regarded as a private good 
and an individual right (Englund, 2012; Biesta, 2015) can be seen to align with 
the value Arendt places on the uniqueness of every human being. However, 
Arendt’s notion of individuality differs from liberal conceptions; individual-
ity, in her view, only occurs in relation to others, in a context where we aim 
to appear to others as distinct beings and where others are receptive to this 
appearance (Yeatman, 2011). Individuality thus exists only in action. The no-
tion of the self-sufficient and autonomous child can paradoxically hinder con-
temporary ECE from creating settings for future action, and thereby impede 
the protection of the child. The “curriculum of the situated world child” 
(Vallberg Roth, 2006) risks becoming a curriculum of “worldlessness,” where 
the free individual may also become disconnected from others and, therefore, 
from the world. To Arendt, being worldless is a form of loneliness, not related 
to solitude but to the absence of a sense of belonging (Kattago, 2014), and to 
the feeling of being “deserted by all human companionship” (Arendt 
1951/2017). According to her, lacking a sense of belonging in the world, in 
the world played an important role in the rise of totalitarianism (1951/2017). 
It is therefore crucial to acknowledge interdependence – that we need each 
other – in democratic education. Education, as a transitory space between pub-
lic and private, can serve as a shared space characterised by plurality, where 
interdependent relationships contribute to children’s sense of belonging and 
community, enabling them to find a home in the world. As being at home in 
the world is essential to the ability to renew the world, belonging and interde-
pendence become central aspects of the educational task of protecting both the 
world and the children’s newness. Yet, if vulnerability and the need for others 
are not acknowledged, the children’s newness may be exposed rather than 
protected.  

Regarding the protection of the world, there are contradictions within the 
contemporary curriculum for ECE. The increased focus on learning and as-
sessment can be seen as reflecting certain skills and values deemed important 
to “pass on” to the next generation, and thus as a way of protecting the existing 
world. However, it can also limit the potential for education to be a safe space 
where something unexpected and unforeseen can occur. The emphasis on 
learning outcomes and assessment can therefore be seen as contradictory to 
the idea of education as a space where children can initiate something new. 
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Young-Bruehl and Kohn (2001) argue that training children in predetermined 
skills can be understood as instructing them “in the art of living,” rather than 
teaching them about the world as it is. At the same time, the predetermined 
skills and values in the curriculum may reflect the tradition that Arendt advo-
cated, introducing ideas and values that have persisted and can be “used to 
interrupt, critique, and transform the present” (Gordon, 2001b, p. 50). This 
requires educators to make space for the unexpected and unforeseen, along-
side the teaching of predetermined skills and knowledge. Education that re-
duces opportunities for new beginnings diminishes children’s ability to appear 
before others and their capacity to understand others’ appearance in the com-
mon world. This is why it is equally important to protect the child’s newness 
as it is to protect the world constructed by previous generations. 

However, as protecting the world requires that education prepares children 
to be at home in the world – for amor mundi – predefined skills and knowledge 
alone are insufficient. The need for other people is described primarily through 
their benefits to the individual. The curriculum presents interaction and the 
group as important for the child’s learning and development (SNAE, 2018, p. 
11), which can indicate an instrumental view of the group as a tool for indi-
vidual learning. The description of preschool as a “vibrant social community” 
is justified by its role in providing security and fostering “a will and a desire 
to learn” (SNAE, 2018, p. 7). While acknowledging the need for security may 
signal awareness of human reliance on others, the consistent framing in terms 
of learning suggests a view of other children primarily as tools for one’s own 
development. As isolation makes action impossible (Arendt, 1958/2018), rec-
ognising interdependency and the importance of relationships becomes essen-
tial in a democratic education. Yet, without acknowledging human vulnera-
bility, neither the child nor the world is truly protected or loved. We need each 
other to act, and the world needs us to act for it to endure. 

Early Childhood Education and Responsibility 
The idea of education as love places the allocation of responsibility at the cen-
tre of educational discussion. As children should be introduced to the world 
gradually and with care (Arendt, 1961/2006), education needs to acknowledge 
an asymmetry of responsibility with regard to both the child and the world. 
Arendt described the emancipation of children as abandoning them to them-
selves (Arendt, 1961/2006). The contemporary notion of the autonomous, 
self-sufficient child risks making children increasingly responsible for their 
own choices. Combined with current efforts to recognise children as rights-
bearers, this may risk neglecting their need for care (e.g., Säfström & Måns-
son, 2022; Warming, 2020; Tronto, 2013). When vulnerability and the need 
for others are relegated to the background, children may be expected to take 
on excessive responsibility, not only for themselves but also for the common 
world. Contemporary ECE’s strong belief in children’s abilities and 
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competences can make it difficult to recognise the possible side effects of the 
changed position of the child, including a shift in responsibility. Education in 
which the educator says not “this is our world” but rather “this is our vision of 
the new world” is, according to Arendt, a betrayal of the children, as they are 
expected to solve problems that the adult world cannot solve (Arendt, 
1961/2006). 

The increased focus on learning can be seen as an expression of introducing 
the child to the world, depending on how responsibility is allocated and 
whether this is done gradually and with care. The idea that the child has a right 
to influence their education and make choices within ECE can be viewed as 
an expression of care and security, allowing the child to engage with different 
activities, materials and issues at their own pace. However, the combination 
of many choices with a view of children as self-sufficient and competent can 
also create a situation in which children are not seen to need support from 
others and are therefore expected to manage too much on their own. The ab-
sence of a perspective on interdependence, needs and vulnerability carries the 
risk that the child will be expected to take on excessive responsibility for their 
education. This depends on how the child’s right to participate and influence 
in all matters concerning them is introduced, and whether there is a shared 
responsibility for the consequences of the children’s explorations, curiosity 
and decisions. Is the child given the opportunity to “marvel freely,” or are their 
existing and developing competences immediately expected to contribute to 
renewing the world, both today and in the future? The answer to this question 
is crucial for education in determining its love for the child and the world. 

Early Childhood Education and the Political  
According to Arendt (1961/2006), education should not pretend to be the 
world, as it is not a world of equals, nor should it be. The idea of education as 
an in-between space, a transitory room from the private to the public, can be 
interpreted as viewing education as a practice space for the political, where 
the principle of equality needs to be introduced and experienced. The purpose 
of this introduction is, as Levinson describes, “not to fix the world, but to mo-
tivate (…) to imagine new possibilities for the future” (2001, p. 20). Education 
can thus be seen as a space in which children learn how the principle of equal-
ity can be adopted and acted upon. It is a central value to embrace and nothing 
that can be taken for granted. To do this without “dictating the future” requires 
that education is not perceived as a solution to everything wrong with the 
world, but rather, as Korsgaard suggests, as a place that “shelters the young 
from the hustle and bustle of the ‘adult’ world,” where children are given the 
opportunity to practise thinking, judging and being with others (Korsgaard, 
2016, p. 936). Here again, the question of responsibility becomes central. Ar-
endt’s distinction between the realm of education and political life implies a 
line between children and adults, but not a “wall separating children from the 
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adult community as though they were not living in the same world” (Arendt, 
1961/2006, p. 192). Where this line is drawn will vary, and it is only drawn if 
we love the world enough to accept this complex and ambiguous responsibil-
ity (Eshtain, 1995). Educators therefore need to acknowledge that the line ex-
ists, but because of its ambiguity, it must be drawn repeatedly depending on 
the situation. 

An education in which children are seen as free rights-bearers, with the 
competence to make their own choices and influence their education, can be 
understood as being on the verge of exposure to the public light. To avoid 
exposing children too far to the public, education should not only be charac-
terised by the political as a “practice space,” but should also allow room for 
aspects of the private. One condition shared by both the private and the public 
is the fundamental human need for others. In the private sphere, we need each 
other to feel safe and secure; in the public, common world, we need each other 
in order to act. Although the child of today occupies a different position from 
the child Arendt wrote about, it can be argued that this basic human condition 
– the aspect of interdependence – remains. It may even become more crucial 
in contemporary ECE, where the child is placed further along what Schutz and 
Sandy (2015) describe as the continuum between private and public.  

Democratic care 
Whereas Arendt (1958/2018, 1961/2006) saw it as essential to separate the 
public from the private, Joan Tronto’s (2013) perspective on democratic care 
brings the political into the private, and vice versa. Her views can support the 
Arendtian idea of love in a time when the boundaries between public and pri-
vate, and education and politics, are increasingly blurred. Tronto (2013, 2015, 
2017) describes care as a fundamental part of everything we do in life, making 
it both a private and political matter. She suggests that the very meaning of 
democratic citizenship lies in caring: caring for other citizens and caring for 
democracy itself, encompassing both political institutions and the community 
shared with other human beings. This definition of care extends beyond indi-
vidual human needs and relationships to include the world itself:  

Care is a species activity that includes everything we do to maintain, continue, 
and repair our world so that we may live in it as well as possible. That world 
includes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment, all of which we seek to 
interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.(Tronto, 2015, p.3) 

Thus, to live well requires that we care not only for ourselves and each other 
but also for our world. This requires an understanding that, in order to live as 
free individuals, we need to acknowledge that we exist in relation to one an-
other. This idea of interdependence assigns a collective responsibility to each 
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of us (2017). We need to assume responsibility for one another and for our 
common world.  

Tronto views democracy and care as interdependent, suggesting that to 
maintain democracy we need to reconsider its relationship with care (2013). 
The role care is given depends on how we understand it—whether there is 
always an embedded asymmetry between caregiver and care-receiver, or 
whether we instead perceive ourselves and others as “equally needy citizens” 
(Tronto, 2013, p. 29). Care as a democratic ideal therefore requires acknowl-
edging all citizens’ vulnerability, needs and interdependent reliance on others 
(Tronto, 2013). It is here that Tronto’s and Arendt’s views intersect, in vul-
nerability. To Arendt, the vulnerability of the child is an argument for not ex-
posing them to the public too soon or too rapidly, and for why adults must 
assume responsibility for the child. Vulnerability also reflects the state of the 
common world, which is always out of joint and in need of love and protec-
tion. Vulnerability is therefore a crucial aspect spanning both private and pub-
lic spheres, making it essential to acknowledge in education. Another inter-
section is the recognition of interdependency. Arendt describes it in terms of 
children’s need for adults to prepare them for the task of renewing the com-
mon world, while protecting “their chance of undertaking something new” 
(Arendt, 1961/2006, p. 193). Interdependency is thus acknowledged both be-
tween human beings and between human beings and the common world. 
Tronto (2013) further emphasises that both autonomy and human dependency 
are part of human reality, and the balance between these is a core issue within 
a democratic society. This question of balance is evident in Arendt’s descrip-
tion of the child’s need for others for security, while also recognising the new 
and revolutionary potential in every child. Acknowledging this balance is 
therefore vital within democratic education, requiring educators to navigate 
the tension of this dual task, as suggested by Kloeg and Noordegraaf-Eelens 
(2024). 

The idea of the competent, self-sufficient child within contemporary ECE 
may weaken education’s ability to protect both the child and the survival of 
the common world if vulnerability and interdependence are not acknowledged 
as part of the educational process. I therefore suggest that democratic educa-
tion, characterised by care as a democratic ideal, needs to be a space in which 
children can learn about the world and engage in the world and with the world 
as it is, without constantly being expected to influence its trajectory. This does 
not mean that children’s abilities should be diminished, but that educators 
should recognise the line between children and adults. This is not to suggest 
that the “adult always knows best”—the line concerns responsibility, not nec-
essarily ability or experience, and certainly not a separation between children 
and adults. On the contrary, this line regarding responsibility can enable a 
sense of togetherness between educator and child. Similarly, following Ar-
endt’s description of the public world, education can be seen as a table of its 
own, gathering children and adults to learn about the world and others’ 
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perspectives of it. As Korsgaard suggests, viewing education as an in-between 
space enables it to stand “at a distance from the world, which makes it possible 
to be together to appreciate and examine the objects of the world in a commu-
nal reconsideration of the world” (Korsgaard, 2016, p. 939).  

Similarly, Schutz and Sandy (2015) argue that education needs to encour-
age children to develop an understanding of the unique worldviews of others 
and the ability to listen to and consider perspectives beyond their own. In this 
way, mini-public spaces are inevitably created within education. They suggest 
that education preparing children to enter the public common world should 
first make them aware that the continuum between private and public exists 
(Schutz & Sandy, 2015). A democratic education therefore needs to 
acknowledge both this continuum and the unequally allocated responsibility. 
Making this awareness part of education could provide protection for both 
children and the world, as it would enable children to engage in dialogues 
through which they can develop an understanding of the world and their future 
responsibility – caring for the common world by renewing it.  

In a world that is “always out of joint,” the revolutionary within every child 
becomes vital and needs to be safeguarded. When we are acknowledged as 
“equally needy” (Tronto, 2013), we are also recognised as important for one 
another. Considering democratic education through the notions of love and 
care reminds us that there is no necessary contradiction between vulnerability 
and capability. They coexist as interdependent aspects of human life and 
should therefore be equally acknowledged in democratic education. Arendt’s 
writings on education as love offer an important message for today’s ECE: we 
cannot abandon children by leaving them to themselves. Their ownership of 
rights should not eliminate the asymmetry of responsibility between adults 
and children within education. While recognising children as rights-bearers, 
education must also acknowledge their need for care. Care as a democratic 
ideal places our ability to care for ourselves and for each other at the centre of 
the educational mission. 

Understanding the democratic mission of  
contemporary ECE 
Exploring the Swedish example with Tronto’s views on care as a democratic 
ideal illuminate how interdependence, vulnerability and responsibility are 
central aspects that need to be acknowledged within contemporary democratic 
education, where both the world and the child are loved. The chapter has ap-
proached democratic education through early childhood, but as the need for 
care is a fundamental aspect of human life, it is not limited to the early years. 
Therefore, the conclusions drawn are relevant for all education, and the notion 
of love is a core component in all democratic education. Today, the idea of 
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protecting the world and the child from each other is challenged by the fact 
that the child is, in many ways, already part of the public world, although 
without having been properly introduced. According to Arendt, it is this intro-
duction, this evolving relationship between the child and the world, that edu-
cation needs to take responsibility for. I suggest that, in democratic education, 
this ongoing introduction needs to be approached through care, characterised 
by interdependence, vulnerability and unequally allocated responsibility.  

Viewed through the notion of love, democratic education appears as a space 
that may bring about solutions to the challenges the world is facing, although 
the difficulty is that we cannot know for certain how, or if, that might happen. 
It challenges the adult world to acknowledge both this uncertainty and their 
responsibility to bear it. Taking responsibility for both the child and the world 
is only possible by recognising the fundamental condition of human life: that 
we need each other in order to act, and the world needs us to act in order to 
survive. In this way, both the world and the newness of the child can be loved 
and protected, and the common democratic world can become a home for the 
children of both the present and the future. The contributions this study makes 
concern the notion of love in contemporary education, even when considered 
a political sphere. By exploring contemporary ECE curriculum through Ar-
endt’s perspectives, the aspects of care, vulnerability and responsibility 
emerge as central, both theoretically and practically within democratic educa-
tion. Through the analysis, I discuss the ways in which the vulnerabilities of 
the child and the world are intertwined; educational love needs to recognise 
both, otherwise neither is protected. While the distinction between the politi-
cal and the private is central to Arendt’s definition of education, I suggest that 
the notion of love in terms of care retains its relevance even when the bound-
aries between these spheres are blurred. By identifying care as central in Ar-
endt’s notion of love and discussing it through contemporary perspectives by 
Joan Tronto, I propose that vulnerability should be regarded as a prevailing 
aspect of education, one that is not dependent on whether education is viewed 
as political or not.  

Another contribution is the notion of care as central to democratic educa-
tion. Exploring the educational task through Tronto’s theory of care illumi-
nates the connections between care and democratic education, regardless of 
the age of the children. Care as a democratic ideal brings together the private 
and public spheres of human life, as humans are vulnerable in both. The world, 
to which children are introduced through education, is vulnerable as well, 
making it tempting to place our hopes on the children to save the day, the 
planet and democracy. Yet, as it did for Arendt, it seems clear that the adult 
world cannot leave the world to the care of children too early. This risk ap-
pears as evident today as it was when Arendt wrote her plea, perhaps even 
more so. Adults need to take responsibility for the world as it is, rather than 
educating children into a utopian, dream world. This means that the educa-
tional responsibility of caring for the world is an area in which children and 
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adults are not equal. This inequality regarding responsibility becomes crucial 
in caring for both the child and democracy. 

Finding a path forward 
A central question guiding this study concerned responsibility in contempo-
rary democratic education, in relation to the emancipated child. Another as-
pect that remained central was that of language, both as a method of inquiry 
and as an aim in itself. The ideas of love and care in relation to the political 
became pearls I dove for: fragments from the past that could gain new mean-
ing in the present and shape the way the purpose of contemporary ECE is 
understood and articulated. While working on this study, the aims of the dis-
sertation were clarified into their current form. I defined three sub-aims: to 
contribute theoretical perspectives and understandings through which alterna-
tive vocabularies and a language of democratic ECE could emerge. The third 
sub-aim concerned contributing to the field of early childhood education re-
search in terms of philosophy and political theory. While the aims of the dis-
sertation evolved, the methodological aspects of openness and understanding 
became more distinct. I sought to think in conversation with Arendt and 
Tronto, without primarily aiming to propose alternative policy formulations, 
but rather to contribute thought paths and vocabularies to think with. By ex-
ploring contemporary ideas on ECE and the child in conversation with ideas 
on childhood anchored in political development seventy years ago, the tem-
poral movement between past and future gained another dimension in this dis-
sertation. This temporal movement now encompassed, in addition to the cur-
ricular documents, theoretical perspectives on education and childhood.  

During the time I was finishing this study, the political development re-
garding the digitalisation of Swedish ECE was making a U-turn; the ECE cur-
riculum was revised to remove all mentions of digital tools. I found it peculiar 
that digitalisation was approached in a rather narrow sense, not only within 
political debate (e.g., Ministry of Education, 2023a, 2023b; SNAE, 2024a, 
2024b) but also in Swedish educational research (Lindgren, 2023). That the 
discussion on digital technology revolved so much around the tools them-
selves and their use, rather than their effects on everyday life and interaction, 
seemed a blind spot in relation to the democratic mission of ECE. The political 
shift regarding digitalisation raised new questions on democracy and ECE, 
becoming yet another way to ground the dissertation in concrete, ongoing de-
velopments in the political world. For me, digitalisation was intrinsically re-
lated to the educational responsibility of introducing the world to the child. 
There was a need to think further about this responsibility when the world we 
share is now both physical and digital. While digital technologies could be 
seen to enable an expansion of the Arendtian table, they could also have an 
opposing effect, reducing not only our ability to act but to think as well. 
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7.The future is not set.  On democratic ECE  
in times of Homo Digitalis9 

“Little children have no need for digital competence!” This statement by a 
Swedish minister for schools10 illustrates a political U-turn regarding digitali-
sation in Swedish education policy. In 2017, the Government’s National dig-
italisation strategy for Education opened with the statement “Digitalisation is 
fundamentally a matter of democracy” (Ministry of Education, 2017, p.3). 
This led to a revised national curriculum for early childhood education [ECE], 
now stating that all children should be given “the opportunity to develop ade-
quate digital skills by enabling them to develop an understanding of the digi-
talisation they encounter in everyday life” (Swedish National Agency for Ed-
ucation [SNAE] 2018, p. 10). Six years later, in 2023, the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Research ordered a new revision of the national curriculum for ECE 
to remove all requirements for digital tools, aiming to make ECE “primarily 
screen-free” (2023a, p. 6). This volte-face illustrates the societal and political 
ambivalence in attitudes towards digitalisation; from being seen as key to par-
ticipation in democratic society, to being perceived as unnecessary, even 
harmful, for children to learn about. While digitalisation is viewed as a broader 
issue in international policy agendas, its social and ethical aspects are 
acknowledged to a lesser extent in Swedish education policy and educational 
research. The focus on digital tools may lead to a missed opportunity regard-
ing the key role that education can play in harnessing the democratic potential 
of digital technology, as well as addressing some of the risks and changes that 
digitalisation brings about.   

In this chapter, I approach the democratic mission of ECE through the no-
tion of digitalisation. As digital technologies are changing the conditions for 
liberal democracy (e.g., V-Dem Institute, 2024; UNESCO, 2020), their role 
within democratic education becomes vital to explore. The question this chap-
ter takes on is how education can support the abilities and possibilities for 
living together in a common, digitised world. Using Sweden’s political am-
bivalence towards digitalisation in education as a backdrop, I turn to three 
thinkers who have discussed technological development and its effects on 

 
9 This chapter is a rewritten essay based on Study III: Nilsson, J. (2025) The Future is Not Set. 
Democratic Education in the Age of Homo Digitalis. Studies in Philosophy and education 44, 
605–624. DOI: 10.1007/s11217-025-10001-y. To be found in the Appendix (Paper III). 
10 ViLärare, a member magazine by the Swedish Teachers’ Union, 6 October, 2023  
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human interaction. The perspectives chosen are Hannah Arendt’s vantage 
point on technology and human life in the 1950s, Peter Kemp’s views of tech-
nology from the 1990s, and Byung-Chul Han’s contemporary outlook on 
Homo digitalis. The choice of perspectives aims to illustrate that some aspects 
regarding living together persist, even as the shared world around us changes. 
I propose that education needs to address digitalisation as a broader concept 
than the specific tools it provides, and approach it as a phenomenon funda-
mentally changing human interaction and life together with others. As such, it 
is essential for education to acknowledge these aspects at every stage of the 
child’s educational journey.  

Hannah Arendt and the changing human condition  
In The Human condition, Hannah Arendt discusses the ways technology and 
new scientific ways of knowing transform the human experience. She de-
scribes how the existence of humankind is challenged by innovations such as 
the launch of the first man-made satellite, nuclear technology and automation. 
The book begins with a dramatic tale of the launch of the satellite Sputnik in 
1957, which was celebrated as a relieving step towards humankind being 
“freed from the imprisonment” of the earth. Arendt is critical of the vision of 
a future that scientific endeavour was now striving towards: a future in which 
humankind will no longer be bound to the earth. She has no doubt about hu-
man 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. (Arendt, 1958/2018, 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 pos-
sible, no matter how murderous it is” (Arendt, 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 far too important to be left to profes-
sional scientists 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 tech-
nological development Arendt wrote of differs from the digitalisation we are 
witnessing today, her ideas on action and worldlessness illuminate aspects of 
digitalisation that need to be considered in relation to democratic education, 
within the early years and beyond.  
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Vita activa 
The theme of boundaries is addressed in the many distinctions Arendt makes 
throughout The Human Condition. In this chapter, I focus on the boundaries 
between the public and the private sphere, and how digitalisation affects these 
boundaries, thereby changing the task of education.  

The two spheres are important as arenas for the three fundamental human 
activities that constitute the vita activa: labor, work and action. Arendt de-
scribes these activities as hierarchical: labor is the prerequisite for all other 
human activities, and action is the highest 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 arti-
ficial world human beings (homo faber) 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 for political action. It is 
this common, man-made world that provides a shared, sustainable ground for 
the plurality of humankind, bringing distinct individuals together into a com-
munity where they can act. Action is the only activity that requires the pres-
ence of others, as “to be isolated is to be deprived of the capacity to act” (Ar-
endt, 1958/2018, p. 188). Action is conditioned by plurality, contingency and 
unpredictability, as we can never know how others will respond to our ac-
tions, or what consequences our actions will have for the common world. In 
this way, we are always conditioned by one another, both by existing and by 
creating the conditions for our existence. Action is crucial for the survival 
of both humankind and the world we live in, as it is through action that we 
can contribute to the renewal of the world. The human activities of labor, 
work and action are hierarchical, but their place within this hierarchy is not 
fixed. The order is jeopardised by modern technology, as it affects which 
activities are valued by society.   

Arendt’s metaphor of a table is used to describe the common world as 
something that both gathers and separates us: “the world, like every in-be-
tween, relates and separates men at the same time” (1958/2018, p. 52). That 
we can view the world together with others who see it from different positions 
and perspectives is the meaning of the public sphere. It is this experience of 
sharing a common world that prevents us from being confined to our own 
subjective experience, in which reality is limited to personal feelings and de-
sires. When human beings predominantly see things from their own subjective 
perspective, they risk becoming less tolerant of diversity. The point Arendt 
makes is that action, which is crucial for the survival of humankind and the 
world as its home, is jeopardised by the blurred boundaries between the public 
and private spheres (1958/2018). The question for this chapter concerns how 
these boundaries are affected by the digitalisation of our society, and the pos-
sible consequences this may have for democratic ECE. By exploring digitali-
sation within ECE through Arendt’s distinctions between the public and the 
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private, the meaning of digitalisation is extended beyond the use of digital 
tools to something that concerns everyone living in a digitalised society, chil-
dren as well as adults. It makes digitalisation an issue that concerns how we 
live together in the world.  

The rise of the social  
Arendt insists that the distinction between the public and private spheres is 
crucial to maintain if we are to preserve the integrity of the public realm and 
what lies at the heart of political action. The fact that private interests have 
assumed public significance changes their meaning and blurs the lines be-
tween the private and the public (Arendt, 1958/2018, p. 38). This “rise of the 
social” has reduced the spaces for action, leading to a lack of plurality in per-
spectives and ways of acting. This is a dangerous development, as plurality 
and freedom are central to human life and political agency. The “social” also 
relates to political developments that privilege the values of labor above the 
other two activities (Voice, 2014). When the life process (labor) is moved to 
the centre of the public realm, it is no longer the unique, unpredictable action 
of citizens that is required or strived for, but instead the predictable behaviour 
of animal laborans. When labor is valued above work and action, the firmness 
of common ground is lost. If we come to view ourselves only as labourers who 
produce nothing more than what we consume, we no longer have a 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 
becomes as mortal as we are. If the world is to remain common and shared, it 
cannot be perceived as mortal, but as belonging to all humankind, both those 
who came before us and those who will come after. Such a common world 
can only survive if human beings continue to appear in the public sphere and 
continue to act. It is by appearing in the public sphere that we can initiate and 
make public our own perspectives, and make that which is common to many 
more enduring than the fleeting age of the present generation (Arendt, 
1958/2018). To be fully human requires a public sphere in which we can ap-
pear before others, as well as a private sphere in which we can think. 

To Arendt, thinking is a conversation with oneself, a dialogic activity in 
which 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 jeopardises 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, contin-
gency and unpredictability, as well as the solitude required for thinking, be-
come important to acknowledge within ECE. This becomes even more essen-
tial if these conditions are weakened within society at large. Following Ar-
endt’s line of thought, enabling the development of the capacities for thinking 
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and action requires an awareness of boundaries, as the private and public 
spheres are increasingly intertwined through digitalisation. Today, everything 
that is private can be made public in seconds, effectively turning the public 
sphere into an extension of the household. The question of boundaries between 
the public and the private therefore concerns even the youngest children, with 
or without the use of digital tools within ECE. 

The twofold flight 
Arendt describes modern world-alienation as a twofold flight: from the earth 
to the universe, and from the world to the self (1958/2018). This flight is traced 
to a paradoxical view of boundaries; while scientific endeavours have chal-
lenged the natural limits of human capacity, societies occupied with produc-
tion and consumption encourage us to think of ourselves as entirely governed 
by natural laws (Canovan, 1998). According to Arendt, technological devel-
opment has reduced the distance between humans and all parts of the earth, 
while simultaneously increasing humanity’s distance from the earth as its 
home, leading to a kind of worldlessness (1958/2018). Humanity thus nour-
ishes a dream of no longer being bound to the earth, while 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 spaces for action risks leading 
to a widespread sense of rootlessness and an inability to find a home in the 
world (Arendt, 1958/2018). In this way, we lose both the space and the capac-
ity for action. This world-alienation becomes a significant problem, concern-
ing not only ourselves but also future generations and the survival of the world 
as a home. Arendt warns humankind against a form of megalomania and urges 
us to acknowledge the limits that exist to our ability to control the universe 
(1958/2018).  

Arendt’s plea carries an echo in 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 these realms of life, 
and the present-day entanglement of the physical and digital realms, as well 
as the ambivalence regarding digital competence for young children. How are 
the capacities for thinking and action affected by living in a digitalised society, 
and how can education support these capacities in the digital age? To explore 
this further, Byung-Chul Han’s ideas on Homo digitalis (2014) are presented 
and discussed in relation to Arendt’s thought and contemporary early child-
hood education.  

Homo digitalis  
Like Arendt, Han sees the public sphere and thus the opportunity for political 
action to be at risk. Instead of Arendt's social, the present threat lies in the 
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Homo digitalis. According to Han, human life is being taken over by digital 
communication and social media (2014, 2024); a blind enthusiasm for digital 
media is the crisis of our times. In The Attack of the Blob, Hanna Pitkin (1995, 
1998) compares Arendt’s concept of the social to the titular monster of the 
1950s science fiction film. Pitkin 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: so-
cially, rather than the social (1995, p. 56). This allows us to perceive the phe-
nomenon of the social as something flexible and mobile, which may become 
hazardous if we are not attentive to it and allow it to take over entirely, much 
like the Blob itself. Perhaps digitalisation could be understood as the Blob of 
our own era. Han’s views on digital communication (2014, 2015, 2020, 2023), 
as well as the many and varied definitions that digitalisation is given within 
policy and research (Lindgren, 2023), support this interpretation. Han de-
scribes digital communication in terms similar to Arendt’s description of the 
social: it breaks down the boundaries between the private and the public (Han, 
2014). When these boundaries are eroded, we also lose distance and respect. 
Respectful interaction forms the foundation of the public sphere, which de-
pends on consideration, caution and distance. Our ability to perceive things 
from a distance, both mentally and spatially, is undermined by digital com-
munication, which is noisy, immediate and fosters both displays of intimacy 
and anonymity.  

The plea for distance may seem peculiar in a society in which opportunities 
for 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 to act and to think. Arendt raises the risk of “falling over each other” 
without the table; lacking different positions from which to perceive the world 
leads to a loss of plurality (1958/2018). Thinking requires solitude (Arendt, 
1958/2018, 1971/1978), dwelling and silence (Han, 2014); it is an activity 
through which we can distance ourselves from the signals of the surrounding 
world and attend to an inner dialogue. The digital, as the dominant medium of 
the present, renders the temporality of Homo digitalis a constant immediacy, 
thereby reducing the space for reflection and understanding (Han, 2014). 
Thinking enables us to relate to perspectives other than our own (Arendt, 
1958/2018), but living in a society without distance diminishes our ability to 
understand, accept and affirm diversity (Han, 2014, 2015). Children growing 
up today are born into a digital society, conceivably one in which the bound-
aries between the public and private are increasingly indistinct. Contemporary 
education therefore needs to recognise digitalisation as a phenomenon that af-
fects all aspects of life, both public and private. If education is to support the 
development of action and thinking, it must actively cultivate the conditions 
that both Han and Arendt describe as essential: plurality and distance. 
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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 be-
cause of the temporality of the now, driven by the demand for total transpar-
ency. When everything is instantly made public, there are no protected spaces 
in which information can be held back for strategic, long-term planning, and 
“it becomes impossible to let things ripen” (Han, 2014, p. 17). Han describes 
the consequences of this imperative of transparency in terms similar to Ar-
endt’s account of the social: uniformity, rather than plurality, is encouraged in 
opinions, behaviour, perspectives and action (Arendt, 1958/2018). It produces 
a strong compulsion to conform and is therefore a form of communication 
characterised by the repetition of the same (Han, 2015, 2024). Both Han and 
Arendt raise concerns about our ability to communicate. Han argues that, 
while digital modes of communication are remarkable, they generate a noise 
that “puts an end to the community of listeners” (Han, 2024, p. 10). Arendt, 
in turn, suggests that the power of speech has been diminished as the sciences 
have been compelled to adopt a language of mathematical symbols, abbrevi-
ating spoken statements in ways that can no longer be translated back into 
ordinary speech (Arendt, 1958/2018).  

Where Arendt describes the twofold flight of modern world-alienation, Han 
describes the digital swarm (2014), in which isolated individuals merge with-
out forming a stable collective. Digital individuals are seldom gathered long 
enough to create a political will or unified action, and even when they do 
gather, 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. Alongside the temporality of Homo digitalis this hinders the for-
mation of a “we”, as well as any sustained collective direction. At the same 
time, the convenience and efficiency of digital communication make us less 
inclined to interact outside the digital world, rendering communication more 
anonymous, faceless and disembodied. Digital communication thus becomes 
a form of communication without community; it isolates rather than connects 
(Han, 2020). Han argues that, despite the growth of digital connectivity, we 
are becoming lonelier than ever before (2014). Unlimited connectivity weak-
ens our ties to one another, as relationships require that the other can be una-
vailable, rather than existing as constantly accessible, consumable objects. 
Communication and connectedness therefore become central issues for edu-
cation in the age of Homo digitalis. Communication is a fundamental aspect 
of ECE, partly due to the young age of the children. As Swedish ECE is avail-
able from the age of one, verbal language is only one of many forms of com-
munication. Early childhood educators can become attuned to the many ways 
in which children express themselves, making ECE a particularly important 
arena for fostering communication, both with and without digital tools. The 
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relational task of education within contemporary ECE is challenged by an in-
creased focus on individual learning and freedom (Broström et al., 2018; 
Alexiadou et al., 2022). An interpretation of democratic education that centres 
primarily on freedom of choice is therefore insufficient. Democracy cannot be 
understood only as the freedom to live well, but as the freedom to live well 
with others. The importance of relationships and a sense of belonging thus 
becomes essential for early childhood education to acknowledge and promote, 
particularly in the childhood of Homo digitalis.  

According to Han, the crisis in communication endangers the activity of 
thinking. Thinking requires quiet, but both quiet and calm are disrupted by the 
noise of digital communication (Han, 2014). His concerns resonate with Ar-
endt’s positioning of thinking and contemplation as activities of the private 
sphere, which require solitude and silence. Arendt argues that scientific devel-
opment, combined with the rise of animal laborans, has reduced thinking to a 
mere brain function, one that “electronic instruments can perform better than 
we ever could” (Arendt, 1958/2018, p. 322). The blurring of private and public 
spheres thus jeopardises the conditions necessary for both thinking and action. 
Although Han, like Arendt, is concerned about the human capacity to act, he 
argues that inactivity is constitutive of the human (Han, 2014). He describes 
inactivity as the midwife to the new, echoing Walter Benjamin’s contention 
that “boredom is the threshold to great deeds” (Han, 2014). Despite these 
commonalities, Han also identifies insufficiencies in Arendt’s account regard-
ing 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 capac-
ity that does not act. If it does not incorporate the vita contemplativa, the vita 
activa degenerates into hyperactivity, and culminates in the burnout not only 
of the psyche but of the whole planet. (Han, 2024, p.85) 

Han’s perspective on inactivity makes a significant addition to Arendt’s con-
cern for action, highlighting the role of the private sphere in supporting mean-
ingful action. Without “moments of pause and hesitation, acting deteriorates 
into blind action and reaction” (Han, 2024, p. 2). Han observes that inactivity 
is overlooked in our performance-driven society; it is not regarded as a human 
capacity, but as a weakness to overcome. Promoting inactivity can seem con-
tradictory in Swedish ECE, given its current trajectory towards increased fo-
cus on learning outcomes, assessment of skills, and preparation for compul-
sory school (Broström et al., 2018). In digital times, our ability to endure bore-
dom is diminished, yet pauses and boredom are central to our capacity to lis-
ten, reflect, and experience. According to Han, new forms of communication 
and information produce constant noise that undermines the silence necessary 
for contemplation (Han, 2014). He argues that losing the capacity for inactiv-
ity risks turning humans into machines that merely function (Han, 2024). 
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Inactivity, he notes, is time-consuming, involving “a long whiling, an intense 
contemplative lingering” (Han, 2024, p. 10), where we are allowed to be pur-
poseless, to do things with no specific end. This raises a crucial question for 
contemporary ECE: are children allowed to engage in activities with no pre-
determined purpose or outcome, and are educational spaces structured to hon-
our these moments of reflection and pause?   

Surely, ECE could provide spaces and possibilities for children to be, to do, 
to play, and to explore without a pre-defined goal. Yet, it seems these spaces are 
increasingly reduced even within ECE. Clark (2023) describes contemporary 
childhood as accelerated and hurried, with the dominant message being that 
there is no time to waste and every second must be productive and useful. Clark 
(2023) frames this primarily as an economic concern rather than a pedagogical 
or social one: when children are viewed as future human capital, the solution 
becomes more learning time, representing the child as an empty vessel to be 
filled as quickly as possible. Clark’s critique of the growing impatience within 
the educational system is echoed by Vandenbroeck, who describes ECE as “the 
Olympic games of development”, where a child’s growth is assessed according 
to the slogan Faster, Higher, Stronger (2017). Clark (2023) draws parallels be-
tween the hurried educational system and contemporary society, in which we 
are constantly encouraged to improve ourselves, both professionally and pri-
vately. The prevailing idea that everything can always be done a little better, 
that we can always be more innovative, more efficient, and always have more 
to prove, raises a fundamental question: where exactly are we hurrying to? This 
brings us back to the essential question of the purpose of education:  what is it 
for (Clark, 2023)? The question of perceiving children as human beings rather 
than only as becomings thus remains highly relevant within Swedish ECE and 
whether it is an arena where both of these modes are acknowledged. 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 encouraged to be constantly active, to compete, to thrive, 
and to perform, we are less inclined to allow ourselves to become overwhelmed 
or to be transformed by something unexpected. As spaces of inactivity can sup-
port our ability to listen and to contemplate, they may also play a significant role 
in our capacity to be surprised, to wonder, and to allow something new to come 
over us. 

Viewing Arendt’s ideas in the light of Han’s contemporary views, I con-
clude 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 both as equally 
important for living together in a shared world. This requires education to pro-
vide spaces in which a “we” and a sense of belonging can be created, by ena-
bling shared experiences of the world to be expressed from different perspec-
tives. 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 
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conditions for contemplating and understanding perspectives other than one’s 
own. This can be done by creating spaces for lingering and purposelessness, 
acknowledging the ability of inactivity not as a weakness, but as a necessity. 
By acknowledging the human need for connectedness, communication be-
comes a fundamental ability for living together in a shared world. If we only 
perceive democratic communication in terms of making one’s own voice 
heard, the swarm poses no dilemmas for democratic ECE. Living together in 
a shared world means we need to not only be able to raise our own voices, but 
to listen to the voices of others. It is the ability to listen that is challenged 
within a swarm, making it an ability democratic ECE needs to promote. In 
times of Homo digitalis, it becomes crucial to recognise that communication 
in a swarm is only one way of communicating, not the only one.  

From vita activa to vita performativa  
Where Arendt saw the rise of animal laborans as reducing the space for plu-
rality and action, Han (2014) states that digital technology liberates Homo dig-
italis from work and labour, leading to a rise of Homo ludens, the human de-
fined by play and leisure. Still, as the digital age is an age of performance and 
achievement, even play becomes performative. The constant pursuit of new 
achievements in order to be seen makes even leisure a kind of work for Homo 
Digitalis. In order for Homo digitalis to become a “somebody”, even an anon-
ymous somebody, they have to constantly seek attention and exhibit them-
selves (Han, 2014). When performance, availability and communication are 
not only allowed but demanded by digital technologies, digital devices trans-
form every space into a workplace. When vita activa becomes vita performa-
tiva, the citizen of society risks becoming a product of society. According to 
Han, this means that we are no longer subjects with the ability to act, but pro-
jects who perform constantly. We turn inwards, not only towards ourselves, 
but also towards images of ourselves (Han, 2014). This can be seen to add a 
new dimension to 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 highlights yet another 
reason for the importance of solitude, as it can enable contemplative lingering 
and create spaces for the inner dialogues of Homo digitalis. 

In some ways, Arendt’s emphasis on new beginnings can be seen to align 
well with the age of Homo digitalis (Han, 2024). 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 emphasised. This is where Han’s call for in-
activity becomes important for contemporary democratic education. Han ar-
gues that action without thinking becomes hollow; it becomes reaction, thus 
losing the new and unexpected that Arendt makes her plea for. For contempo-
rary ECE, this creates an urgency to counteract compulsive transparency and 
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performativity, and instead actively promote the importance of stillness, dis-
tance, and not being constantly seen or available. The idea that our experi-
ences, feelings, and thoughts matter – even when no one is looking – might 
appear banal and obvious, but it is nonetheless an idea that education needs to 
explicitly promote. The question of performativity becomes particularly 
multi-layered in contemporary ECE, as children’s development and learning 
are increasingly documented in photographs and videos (Lindberg, 2018). 
This raises questions not only about how demands for quality assurance affect 
the democratic dimension of professionalism (Biesta, 2015; Löfgren, 2015), 
but also about how increased visualisation of children’s activities affects their 
perception of themselves and others (Lindgren 2019).  

In light of Clark’s descriptions of the accelerated childhoods of today, a 
democratic ECE that encourages both the abilities of action and thinking needs 
to acknowledge its role as a counterbalance to the ideal of vita performativa. 
Beyond an awareness of documentation methods, this requires a reconsidera-
tion of the relationship with time, goal achievement, and the conditions for 
communication and community that are created. All of these aspects become 
part of what could in fact be referred to as digital competence: abilities that 
are needed in a democratic society and affected by digitalisation. ECE needs 
to make room for pause, whiling, and waiting, and continuously reflect upon 
the balance between predetermined goals and spaces of un-purpose. Demo-
cratic ECE needs to be a space where one learns to listen to one another, can 
experience things both individually and together, and where the unexpected is 
able to take place. In light of the risks of the swarm, ECE needs to enable 
every child to develop a sense of belonging, a sense of mattering to one an-
other, by supporting the ability for connectedness that is grounded in some-
thing more than digital tools. Abilities of inactivity and contemplation become 
important to encourage in order to enable connectedness not just with one an-
other, but with ourselves.    

Democratic ECE for the Homo Digitalis?  
I therefore suggest that democratic education needs to acknowledge the pos-
sibilities and the challenges that digitalisation brings to the educational task of 
supporting children’s ability to act and to think, to contemplate, and to initiate 
something 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 contemporary democratic education needs to recognise the im-
portance of providing different types of spaces for different types of activities. 
The private sphere is essential for thinking, dwelling, and understanding per-
spectives other than one’s own, and is therefore crucial for a reality shared 
with others, as well as for allowing plurality to appear and flourish. The public 
sphere is essential for beginnings: for initiating something new in the world 
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and for becoming people for one another. When the public is subsumed by the 
Blob, whether in the form of the social or the digital, we turn inwards, living 
in the swarm yet remaining isolated. This places the question of boundaries at 
the forefront. Besides protecting the boundaries between public and private, 
education in the digital age needs to develop an understanding of the differ-
ence between distance and closeness. In the digital age, the distance needed 
for contemplation, respect, and plurality risks being reduced by constant, 
noisy communication in isolation. Distance for contemplation requires that we 
acknowledge the difference between performative connectedness and the ex-
perience of appearing for another as people, of initiating something new in the 
world.  

If we are to offer children opportunities to pursue vita activa and vita con-
templativa rather than vita performativa, the meaning of closeness and privacy 
is vital to address. Education in the digital age must resist the compulsion to 
view transparency and performance as the only way to become someone. Sup-
porting 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 digital and the physical 
world are blurred, education at all levels needs to support the ability to navi-
gate within and between these worlds. Once we acknowledge that the children 
of today may very well be the first truly Homo digitalis, it also becomes clear 
that these abilities will not 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 need to be. It is precisely for this reason that democratic edu-
cation cannot ignore the digital as solely tools, but must recognise how the 
abilities to act and to think are affected in a digitalised society. I will now 
proceed to further conclusions on boundaries by visiting Peter Kemp’s views 
on technology ethics. His perspective on technology emphasises the question 
of boundaries as a matter of choice, a choice that involves ethical contempla-
tions. This becomes important to acknowledge, especially in light of the dys-
topian visions described by Han and Arendt. 

Ethics and technology 
Peter Kemp (1991) approaches ethics through the legacy of Aristotle, as a 
view of humanity and a vision of the good life. Ethics is seen as a social phe-
nomenon, a matter of how we interact with others, how we react to the actions 
of others, and of how we cooperate and co-exist. This takes ethics beyond the 
realm of personal relationships to encompass politics and how society is or-
ganised, 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 for our actions towards 
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those we are close to here and now, but also recognise the effects our actions 
may have even from a distance, for people and places that spatially and tem-
porally 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 
recognising that human beings are ethical beings. We are more than just exis-
tential technicians in a Heideggerian sense; we are emotional, feeling beings 
as well. This makes us unique, as every human being is existentially and eth-
ically irreplaceable. I suggest that this is an important aspect to recognise in 
the democratic education of Homo digitalis, early years and beyond.  

Ethics and the education of Homo digitalis  
Kemp suggests 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 chapter by discussing how education in the dig-
ital age can be guided by non-digital values and the boundaries that we must 
acknowledge in light of these values. 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 bounda-
ries 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. As technological 
development can always be used for oppression and violence, we constantly 
need to consider which boundaries we want to set regarding technology de-
velopment and use (Kemp, 1991). According to Kemp, the most common way 
to approach this question 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 technology 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 tech-
nology, that rather than reducing the Other to a tool, sets boundaries that 
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promise new opportunities for a richer existence together with others. The key 
ethical question regards where the line is drawn between living well with tech-
nology, 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 recog-
nise the need for private and public spaces can be a way towards digital ethics 
within education.   

For Arendt, technological development is intrinsically related to the ques-
tion 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 (1958/2018). Arendt’s plea 
to think what we are doing is thus, in all its simplicity, at the core of demo-
cratic education in the digital age. Both Han and Arendt argue that technolog-
ical development changes society and human interaction in a way that weak-
ens 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 to be inactive, an ability that is today undermined by the digital 
noise and constant information flows. The abilities of contemplation and in-
activity are also jeopardised by our own compulsion to produce information 
about ourselves by updating our profiles and communicating 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 children can appear before and listen to one an-
other. As a table, early childhood education can help to create a “we”, a sense 
of belonging and community.  

While theoretical concepts such as action, thinking, public and private are 
hardly new, in the age of Homo digitalis they are given new meanings. Which 
meanings these concepts are given within early childhood education is, fol-
lowing Arendt, far too important 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 digitalisation. It is also a question that needs to 
be considered together with children, so that they can develop an understand-
ing that, in a democracy, they have the freedom to choose, and a freedom to 
reflect on the boundaries of technological development. Within democratic 
education, the freedom of choice needs to be understood both from an indi-
vidual and a relational perspective. Education in the early years can enable an 
understanding that our own freedom is always connected to the freedom of 
others, but for this we need to develop a sense of connectedness that is not 
reduced to digital swarming.  
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Another conceptual contribution this chapter makes is that of boundaries, 
not only the importance of setting them, but also creating awareness that there 
are and should be boundaries in the relationship between technology and hu-
man life. By continuously approaching the question of boundaries in relation 
to digitalisation, education may contribute to an understanding of the move-
ment these boundaries are subjected to by technological progress. Hence, they 
need to be continuously redrawn. When approaching these boundaries through 
the question of what it means to live well in a shared world, it becomes appar-
ent 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 perspectives discussed 
in this paper suggest that recognizing every human being as irreplaceable re-
quires 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 matter, without constantly perform-
ing and striving for achievement in the mixed spheres of the digital blob.  

While none of these thinkers provide eternal answers on the matter, their 
perspectives illustrate that some aspects regarding living together persist, even 
as the shared world and its technologies change. I suggest that digitalisation 
within contemporary ECE can be understood as a broad phenomenon that in-
volves ethics, action and thinking. To approach digitalisation from the per-
spective of ethics requires continuous contemplation of what it means to live 
a good life together with other human beings, without endangering the oppor-
tunities for future generations to live an equally good life. By letting the ques-
tion of boundaries guide the educational choices of content and practice, edu-
cation can 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 digitalisation on our ability to live together in the com-
mon world. As such, it is vital that the question of boundaries is actualised in 
educational dialogue not only with children, but also with families, educa-
tional leaders and policymakers. By approaching digitalisation as a question 
of boundaries, it becomes clear that it is an ambivalent and multilayered issue 
that cannot be answered by simply saying yes or no to digital tools. Digitali-
sation 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 we need to set in 
order to do so. If these questions are not continuously posed within education, 
they may be answered elsewhere, by those without the aim of educating for a 
democratic future. 
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Understanding the democratic mission of ECE 
The aim of contributing with understandings of democratic education in digi-
tal times led to the uncovering of new pearls in terms of thought fragments 
regarding technology. The thesis’s theoretical anchorage within Arendt’s per-
spectives continued. Her writings on technology in The Human Condition ech-
oed contemporary discussions on digitalisation; the plea to think what we are 
doing seemed appropriate even now. The temporal movement between past 
and future also encompassed perspectives on technology. I wanted to think 
with Arendt on the ways digitalisation was changing the human condition, and 
therefore affecting the conditions for democratic education, within ECE and 
beyond. With Byung-Chul Han, Arendt’s views could be discussed further in 
relation to digitalisation. While Arendt and Han offer rather dystopian per-
spectives, Peter Kemp presents more hopeful reminders of the human relation 
to technology: that it is a question of choice and a question of ethics.  

These perspectives were chosen to illuminate how technological develop-
ment may affect the conditions of living together in a shared world. These 
pearls from different times contribute new meanings to digitalisation and ed-
ucation, especially given the rather narrow definition of digitalisation within 
politics, and partially even within educational research. Methodologically, this 
paper follows the path of thinking in conversation with others, with the aim of 
making the “rescued pearls” entryways for understanding contemporary ECE. 
Thinking about the present with both past and present ideas creates a space for 
reimagining the language available, in this case the language of democracy 
and ECE in digital times. The overarching contribution of the paper is the ar-
gument for a broader understanding of digitalisation, highlighting the changes 
it may bring to interaction, relationships, as well as our ability to act and think. 
This understanding involves several theoretical contributions: perspectives on 
boundaries, the human need for both distance and closeness, and digital ethics. 

By suggesting that “the digital” can be seen as the blob of our times, the 
meaning of boundaries is illuminated as central to democratic education. The 
way the boundaries between public and private are blurred in the life of Homo 
digitalis creates new conditions for education. The educational task of pro-
moting both the ability to act and to think faces new challenges. The ability to 
act can be jeopardised if the blob makes us turn inwards, while the ability to 
think is challenged by constant activity and noise. Meetings within a digital 
swarm are often fast and fluid, making it more difficult to become a commu-
nity in terms of a “we”. In a time of constant connectedness, we paradoxically 
risk becoming more isolated. Another risk is how digital technology may 
seemingly encourage more leisure and play, while making even play a public 
performance. This puts our ability to think at risk as well; when we turn in-
wards, we turn towards an image of ourselves. Connectedness and belonging 
remain part of the educational agenda, but in digital times, even connectedness 
with ourselves may need support.  
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To view digitalisation in relation to contemporary ideas on the “hurried 
child” and “accelerated childhood” illuminates the importance of inactivity 
and silence for democratic education. They can be seen both as a counteraction 
to vita performativa, and as a way of protecting the ability to bring about 
something new into the world: to act. This makes the aspects of distance and 
closeness central for democratic education to understand and reflect upon in 
digital times. By approaching digital technologies more through non-digital 
values, democratic education can enable an understanding of the boundaries 
between public and private, as well as distance and closeness. The perspective 
of ethics in relation to digitalisation highlights the connections between our 
choice of technology and our choice of society, making it a central issue for 
democratic education. What is needed is a continuous reflection on how we 
can live well together with others, and on the boundaries we need to set for 
technology in order to maintain a boundary between private and public 
spheres. 

Finding a path forward 
A theme that emerges in different ways in Studies I, II and III is the risk of 
loneliness. In Study I, it was identified at a policy level.  In Study II, it was 
further developed in relation to the idea of the contemporary child as self-
sufficient and competent, without also being seen as vulnerable and with 
needs. In Study III, the digital sphere adds another dimension to the risk of 
loneliness, in terms of the temporality of the now in the digital swarm and the 
loss of connection with ourselves. The studies show in different ways that 
democratic education, in terms of living well together in a shared world and 
with the world, should recognise the significance of relationships, belonging 
and care. It needs to consider vulnerability as an inherent part of being human. 
I found the emerging theme of loneliness surprising in a time when our world 
is expanding from the physical to the digital, and distances between conti-
nents, peoples and friends are in many ways shorter than ever. I had consid-
ered loneliness primarily as a private emotion, its connections to the political 
seemed somewhat blurry, though not unthinkable. The studies implied that it 
could be seen as a concern for contemporary democratic education, and some-
thing to explore further. In Origins of Totalitarianism (1951/2017), Arendt 
elaborated on this matter by pointing out loneliness as a common ground for 
totalitarian terror. She described loneliness as the experience of not belonging 
to the world at all, and stated that the feeling of being dispensable is not only 
a political matter; it “concerns human life as a whole”. Arendt thus identifies 
an aspect that moves beyond the boundaries of public and private. Loneliness 
can be a destructive emotion within both spheres. Thinking further about the 
theme of loneliness in relation to Arendt’s political theory led me to formulate 
questions about the connections between emotions and democratic ECE. For 
this, I chose Adriana Cavarero’s concept of surging democracy, due to the way 
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it enabled thinking further about democracy in relation to Arendt’s idea of 
politics. The concept also highlighted the role of emotions in democratic ac-
tion, inspiring me to reflect on the political aspects of togetherness, and to 
explore the democratic mission of ECE in terms of space, body and emotions. 
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8. Tiny happy people holding hands. On ECE 
and surging democracy11 

Education in the preschool should lay the foundations for children to under-
stand what democracy is. (Swedish National Agency for Education 2018/25, 
p. 17). 

This single goal from the Swedish Curriculum for Preschool [Lpfö18/25] 
seems, in all its simplicity, like a task that could cover the entire five years 
children have the possibility to spend in Swedish ECE. Laying this foundation 
for children requires that educators understand what “democracy is,” an un-
derstanding I still struggle with after many years of working within ECE, as a 
preschool teacher, teacher educator, and scholar. The question of what democ-
racy is, and the relationship between democracy and education, can be chal-
lenging to grasp, since almost any policy effort or development projects can, 
in one way or another, be described as democratic (Schutz, 2019). While the 
essential role education plays in ensuring democracies can flourish is clear, 
the question of how democratic education should be designed is much less 
clear (Apple et al., 2022). In this chapter, I approach the democratic task of 
ECE with Adriana Cavarero and Hannah Arendt as partners in thinking. 
Cavarero’s writings on surging democracy (2021), which build on Arendt’s 
perspective on the political, offer a timely and relevant vantage point for dem-
ocratic education in terms of embodied experiences of freedom and joy. I ex-
plore the task of early childhood education [ECE] through the theoretical lens 
of Cavarero, while using the Swedish curriculum for early childhood educa-
tion as an example. Rather than focusing on ideas of what “democracy is” 
within education, the chapter contributes to the understanding of what it can 
be, and how ECE can create spaces for this becoming. 

The public, the private and education as an in-between 
As previously established, Arendt positioned education between the private 
and public spheres, and was concerned that the boundaries between these 
spheres were jeopardised by modern society, reducing the participatory space 

 
11 This chapter is a modified version of Study IV: Nilsson, J (2025) Tiny happy people holding 
hands. Surging democracy in ECE. (Currently under review). To be found in Appendix (Paper 
IV). 
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of politics (Cavarero, 2021). She strongly opposed turning education into a 
political arena, exposing children to the public sphere too early. Vlieghe and 
Zamojski develop Arendt’s standpoint that politics and education should be 
separated, arguing that the unique logic of education can be conceived in terms 
of unconditional love for the present world, and that this affirmative attitude 
is what makes education educational. This calls for a redefinition of political 
logic, which they suggest reflects a sort of animosity towards the present 
world, in the hope of creating a better future. This leads to a reconsideration 
of the relationship between education and the political, where the autonomy 
of education needs to be safeguarded even though the political cannot be en-
tirely avoided (Vlieghe & Zamojski, 2020). The current trajectory within con-
temporary ECE, with its increased emphasis on viewing children as competent 
rights-bearers (e.g., Warming, 2020), suggests that ECE has moved further 
towards the political sphere since Arendt’s criticism in the 1950s. However, 
when we approach ECE as an in-between arena, I suggest that Cavarero’s per-
spective can inspire education to embrace its in-between-position and create 
the conditions for a promise of the political – a promise of democracy. The 
concept of pre-political is used to understand the specific conditions of edu-
cation and its mission to represent the world without pretending to be the 
world (Arendt, 1961/2006), to introduce the world and the child to each other.  
The political cannot be entirely absent within this mission. Rather, I suggest 
that during this introduction, within this in-between arena, the children are to 
experience the political in different ways. What makes education pre-political 
in my reading of Arendt is the issue of responsibility. Within education, the 
responsibility for this introduction and also for the experiences of the political 
are thus seen as unequally allocated between adults and children.  The respon-
sibility of the educator is what enables the children to take their first steps 
towards the public sphere, gradually and surrounded by care, instead of being 
thrown to the public space, without an introduction.  

Surging democracy 
According to Cavarero (2021), the idea of democracy is not limited to a model 
of government, defined by rules or principles, nor can it be reduced to a system 
of values. A definition she offers, through Hannah Arendt’s vocabulary, is 
democracy as “a communal space of reciprocal appearance, where plurality of 
unique beings acts in concert” (2021, p. 4). Cavarero discusses the recurring 
effort among political theorists to reclaim the word democracy by adding ad-
jectives such as radical, deliberative or wild in order to grasp the true core of 
democracy. She suggests that this indicates the difficulty of speaking of de-
mocracy without immediately designating a form of government or a social 
organisation. She highlights the peculiarity that many theorists, in their efforts 
to radicalise the idea of democracy, turn to Arendt, who rarely uses the term 
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herself. Instead, Arendt discusses the concept of the political. Arendt’s politi-
cal is characterised by what the Greeks called isonomia, making it an issue 
where the question of rule is absent (Cavarero, 2021). Politics refers instead 
to the shared space of interaction between equals. This experience is not char-
acterised by hierarchical power between those who govern and those who are 
governed, but by equally shared relational power, participation, and a plurality 
of actors. For Arendt, political power is not about struggle and conflict, nor is 
it something an individual possesses; rather, it corresponds to the human abil-
ity to “act in concert.” Thus, it exists within a group and emerges in an in-
between space. This is not to oppose a particular form of government, but to 
offer an alternative model to a politics modelled upon governing (Cavarero, 
2021).  

In revisiting Arendt’s notion of politics, Cavarero (2021) develops the con-
cept of surging democracy. Drawing on the Latin verb surgere, meaning 
“springing forth” or “coming into existence,” Cavarero accentuates the expe-
rience of democracy in its birthing state. Surging democracy is a generative, 
nascent state that can be creative and spontaneous, emerging when unique in-
dividuals act, and highlighting the generative rather than the oppositional as-
pect of plural interaction. While not denying that conflict is part of democracy, 
the agonistic spirit characterising the political receives another emphasis from 
Arendt, which is distinguishing oneself and excelling among peers (Cavarero, 
2021, p. 14). This, Cavarero states, is the driving force of the political, rather 
than conflict or power struggle, making surging democracy a hopeful ap-
proach with a slightly utopian impulse, aiming to move beyond the aspects of 
ferocity and violence (2021, p.14). It is an approach that emphasizes freedom, 
plurality and interaction, aspects not exclusive to an Arendtian approach. 
What makes it distinct, according to Cavarero, is its emphasis on the new and 
emerging – democracy for something, rather than against something. Viewing 
democracy as something that arises between unique individuals makes it al-
ways new and fleeting; rather than a manual of given values and procedures, 
it becomes an in-between. Surging democracy thus places relationality and 
plurality at the centre of the democratic mission of education, highlighting its 
embodied, emotional and spatial dimensions. These dimensions are particu-
larly prevalent within ECE. The view of democracy as surging helps to illu-
minate the fragility of democracy as a phenomenon, pointing towards its ur-
gency as an educational task. Concurrently, it shows the endless possibilities 
within education to enable democratic moments to appear.  

Cavarero (2021) suggests that Arendt’s political thought transforms free-
dom and equality into modes of acting in concert, rather than principles or 
ideals we can claim or introduce into the political sphere. The political space 
is where we, through the experience of interaction, become equal and can ex-
perience freedom. To Arendt, freedom and equality are not goals that precede 
politics nor ends that our politics should strive to achieve; they are inherent to 
the political experience itself as modes of interacting with others. Cavarero 
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acknowledges the utopian nature of this view, but states that the conception of 
politics as constituted by the material and embodied form of relationality can 
offer critical perspectives in the modern, digital era. It challenges the model 
of absolute democracy invoked by digital populism, in which individuals, iso-
lated from each other as bodiless, immaterial networks, can invade the digital, 
public sphere as ideal actors of direct democracy. Arendt’s critique of repre-
sentative democracy was that it reduces action to voting on election days. Yet, 
as mentioned, Arendt was not aspiring to adapt the ancient model of direct 
democracy to contemporary democracy, but rather to recover the original 
meaning of the political, which had been progressively lost over time 
(Cavarero, 2021). In this way, she distances the political from territorial con-
flicts and organised violence: politics as a relational space of interaction can 
appear anywhere. Leaning on Arendt’s strong opposition to the territorial, na-
tionalistic and centralised characteristics of the nation state, Cavarero suggests 
that one could speak of a “phenomenology of the political, focused upon the 
birthing moment of democracy itself.” It is a moment that can spring up and 
surge everywhere and anywhere. It is a space of appearance that, in Arendt’s 
words, is potentially there wherever people gather together, meaning that it 
disappears when people no longer gather together for the purpose of plural 
interaction (Cavarero, 2021, pp. 25, 26). This potential is important to explore 
within education, when seen as a bridge between the private and public 
spheres. Particularly within ECE, where children gather with their peers for 
the very first time, these moments of appearance can be considered as essential 
when introducing the child and the world to each other. Approaching the dem-
ocratic mission of education through the original meaning of the political en-
ables us to focus on aspects closer to the everyday lives of children.  

Two aspects central to Cavarero’s concept of surging democracy are plu-
rality and public happiness. In the following, I will expand on these aspects 
further in order to discuss the possibilities this perspective offers for ECE and 
to deepen the understanding of what democratic education can become. What 
conditions and aspects can make “tiny happy people holding hands”12  into a 
surging democracy?   

Plurality as a human condition and an end in itself 
While Arendt’s politics is modelled on the democracy of the ancient polis, in 
modern terms direct democracy, she prefers to use the concept of politics. She 
has no aspirations to adapt or restore the ancient form of polis to the modern 
day, yet Arendt’s reading of the ancient polis has much to offer to the current 
state of democracies (Cavarero, 2021) and, as I aim to show, to the democratic 
mission of education. Plurality is central to Arendt’s definition of politics. She 
writes in the beginning of The Human Condition that it is men, not man, who 

 
12 A modification of the lyrics of “Shiny happy people” by R.E.M. (1991, Warner Bros) 
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inhabits the earth, and that “nobody is ever the same as anyone else who ever 
lived, lives or will live (1958/2018, p. 8). That we are unique beings, with the 
capacity to begin new things, makes plurality the fundamental human condi-
tion and a condition for politics. Cavarero (2021) particularly highlights the 
spatial, physical and embodied dimensions of political interactions, as politics 
is a public space of appearance in which human beings distinguish and reveal 
themselves through interaction. This illuminates the importance of the mate-
riality of the interactive space of appearance. To Arendt, we do not become 
political actors because of what is being said, but because it is being said to 
others who share, in bodily terms, “this interactive space of reciprocal expo-
sure” through action (Cavarero, 2021, p. 21). Cavarero acknowledges the par-
adoxical nature of Arendt’s interest in the concrete relationality of embodied 
political actors, rather than in the issues raised for discussion. This “acting in 
concert” is not conceived as a means for actualising specific political agendas; 
rather, it is an experience that contains its own end – to actively express the 
human condition of plurality (Cavarero, 2021).  

Arendt defined these interacting pluralities as a reciprocal exhibition of 
who we are as unique beings, not what we are in terms of social or cultural 
identities (Cavarero, 2021). This perspective offers a specific idea of inclusion 
as a fundamental condition for interactive plurality. It is not inclusion in terms 
of being included in a people or a group, but in a horizontal space of interac-
tion between unique and equal human actors. It emphasizes openness towards 
others, regardless of one’s affiliation with a group, nation, gender or other 
identitarian frame. Therefore, for education to create spaces for democracy to 
well up, there must be an understanding of inclusion as an attitude and as a 
feeling. It is active engagement – a kind of openness that is experienced 
through interaction, where this interaction becomes an end in itself. These mo-
ments of interaction enable an emotion that Arendt calls “public happiness,” 
an emotion that Cavarero describes as a “thrilling experience of political free-
dom” and democracy-in-the-making (2021, p. x). Through this emotion, the 
political can be rediscovered. In the following, I will explore the conditions 
and characteristics for this emotion to arise, before discussing the possibilities 
Cavarero’s perspective can offer contemporary ECE. 

The promise of public happiness  
Public happiness is an emotion that can enable democracy to well up – to 
surge. Cavarero states that while happiness has gained attention in recent years 
from psychological, sociological and especially liberal and economic perspec-
tives, the Arendtian notion of public happiness is not part of this discussion. 
Her idea of public happiness is distinct from the enjoyment we feel in our 
private lives. It is a political emotion, characterised by joy and pleasure, in the 
thrilling experience of acting together in plural interaction, always involving 
a being-in-relation. This experience is exemplified by Arendt through the 
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American Revolution, while Cavarero points to contemporary movements 
such as the Women’s March in the US in 2017 and the pro-democratic move-
ment in the Middle East and North Africa in 2010. Cavarero suggests that 
these demonstrations can be viewed through a lens of political hope, where 
protestors gather together to exhibit their embodied plurality in public spaces 
of appearance in order to claim justice and equality, while also exhibiting the 
“human taste for freedom.” It is this collective emotion of participation and 
interaction, a form of equally shared and inclusive power, that, in an Arendtian 
sense, can be seen as politics, and thus represents for Cavarero a nascent stage 
of democracy (2021, p. xvi). It is here, in this experience of sharing a public 
space, where we can show who we are by displaying our incarnate plurality; 
there is a sense of happiness. The emotion of happiness is therefore both indi-
vidual and collective, something that wells up from the experience of partici-
pation and sharing a space with others.  

The public sphere is always shaped by our actions; it is always transformed 
when we enter it, showing who we are through our words and deeds. To dis-
cover one’s ability to change things can be a joyous discovery (Arendt,1972). 
And for this type of joy, we need each other.   Action is not something we can 
do in isolation – it requires a shared space of appearance, a space where we 
can feel the freedom to act and react to one another’s actions. The experience 
of freedom is connected to the ability to begin. Freedom is therefore both a 
collective and individual experience; it is experienced when we appear for one 
another and when we start something new and others response to it.  Public 
happiness can thus be seen as one aspect of the moments taking place in the 
political sphere, moments when we experience freedom.  I suggest that this 
experience is essential to enable and encourage within education. It is a part 
of the educational responsibility, a part of the introduction between the child 
and the world. 

While I am not claiming, nor is Cavarero, that this is the sole driving force 
or feeling relevant for action, it is an aspect that should not be overlooked, 
especially within education. Recognising the positive emotions in being able 
to change things, to make a difference together, can be a type of empowerment 
that can be applied within education as a pre-political arena. In the following 
section, I will discuss relevance of the perspective of surging democracy to 
democratic education. This discussion consists of two parts. In the first part, I 
reflect on the idea of democracy as surging – as coming into existence – and 
the possibilities this perspective offers for ECE.  In the second part, I discuss 
these possibilities further by briefly revisiting the Swedish curriculum for 
ECE. 
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Surging democracy in education 
Cavarero’s interpretation of the political as coming into being invites us to 
consider democratic ECE in terms other than the transmission of certain val-
ues or procedures of government. It offers a way of thinking about the origins, 
needs and conditions of democracy.  Surging democracy brings the immediate 
interaction and emotions involved in interaction to the forefront. I find it in-
triguing to consider the idea of democracy in its birthing state –as surging – in 
a sphere where the two Arendtian dimensions of newness can unfold. Arendt 
describes newness as both being new to the world at birth and entering the 
public world through action, which can be viewed as a second birth. As hu-
mans, we are always and forever beginnings. Within ECE, both dimensions 
of natality are present: children are newcomers to life, and when they enter the 
sphere of education, they are gradually introduced to the public world. Anyone 
who has ever worked within ECE knows that these two aspects – interaction 
and emotion – are explicitly present in everyday ECE practice. When children 
encounter something new, both on their own and together with others, they 
interact with each other and the material, expressing their emotions in differ-
ent and immediate ways. This inserting into the world through words and 
deeds takes place, at least at an initial stage, each and every day within ECE. 
Children explore the world outside of their family and home, encountering 
new spaces, materials and activities. In this physical space, they also encoun-
ter each other. When interacting, often in more embodied, physical ways than 
verbally, children show one another who they are. When viewing education 
as a pre-political sphere, this exploration does not qualify as action, in Ar-
endtian terms. However, I suggest that appearing for one another and experi-
encing encounters with one another can be seen as an initial, primal form of 
action. Through “hands-on” experiences, children witness and participate in 
one another’s explorations, while their own explorations are witnessed by oth-
ers, often inspiring and engaging one another to act in similar or different 
ways. It signifies an ongoing exploration of the world that can be seen as pav-
ing the way for surging democracy. These encounters can be seen as shaping 
children’s understandings of the world, as well as their place as part of the 
world. It is therefore essential to encourage and embrace these encounters, as 
they can enable children to experience the joy of togetherness and interaction. 
It is through action that we “weave our existence into a web of relationships” 
(Arendt, 1958/2018). This suggests that a sense of togetherness – the feeling 
of being connected to one another – is an important foundation for democratic 
education as an arena for moments of democracy.  

ECE as a pre-democratic sphere 
As previously established, my interpretation of education as pre-political does 
not exclude the political altogether. The pre-political view highlights the 
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educational responsibility of introduction and the ways the children depend 
on adults to meet their fundamental needs for shelter, food, rest, care and love. 
That there are aspects where children are not equal to the adults does not mean 
that equality is not something education needs to strive for, and educate about, 
nor does it mean that children’s perspectives on the world or education are 
irrelevant or that their voices should be silenced.  In contemporary ECE, the 
children have many rights, and the view of education as a pre-political sphere 
reminds us of is that these rights do not automatically translate to obligations 
and solely being responsible for one’s actions. In pre-political sphere the re-
sponsibility is shared, and the child’s ability to begin is enabled and supported. 
Education as a pre-political sphere is thus suggested to be a space where the 
political, and the democratic can surge. This in-between position suggests that 
ECE with a democratic mission may not be entirely democratic. Referring to 
the Arendtian remark about education and the world, can we approach ECE 
as a representation of a democracy, rather than pretending it to be a democ-
racy? I suggest that we embrace this in-between position and recognize ECE 
as a pre-democratic sphere. What the idea of surging democracy can help us 
understand is that ECE, as a pre-democratic sphere, is not an un-democratic 
sphere. It is pre-democratic solely because it is a sphere of unequal responsi-
bility. It is a sphere where the promise of democracy is constantly present, and 
within reach even for the youngest of children. For educators, this involves 
taking responsibility for enabling democratic moments and keeping this prom-
ise, by promoting experiences of freedom and happiness. 

Happiness 
While ECE is a space for many emotions, and the joy of being and doing 
things together is present in the everyday, we may ask whether these emotions 
can be seen as political. If public happiness is experienced when interacting 
in a public space, ECE as a pre-political sphere could be seen as negating this 
emotion. However, when approaching democracy in education as surging, in 
its nascent state, the emotions of joy and enjoyment can be seen as important 
foundations for public happiness, even though they may primarily be associ-
ated with the private sphere. Public happiness entails a being-in-relation 
(Cavarero, 2021). Being-in-relation is certainly involved in the joy that chil-
dren express when interacting with each other, as well as the wonder and 
amazement they express when they realise that they are affecting other people 
and the world around them. We may observe this when children notice a still 
shadow on the wall that suddenly moves when they move, a bird flying away 
when they approach it, or the sudden laughter of other children when they 
jump into a puddle in the rain. These situations seem to belong to the private 
sphere, but they can also be seen as a nascent state of political emotions, im-
portant for democracy. The happiness expressed when splashing in a puddle 
does not become political just because it involves interaction. Yet, it can be 
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seen as an important experience, as a hint of how public happiness can feel. 
An initial step towards this emotion can be the realisation that when we do 
something, it affects the actions and emotions of others, and vice versa. I sug-
gest that this experience of connectedness is foundational for democratic ed-
ucation. Becoming aware of how we affect each other – that what we do and 
feel and express makes a difference for others – is an ongoing process within 
ECE. It is constantly expressed, in multiple ways, in what it means to be new 
in the world – and there is so much joy in that experience! This joy and hap-
piness – sometimes individual, sometimes shared – are important for educa-
tors to acknowledge when introducing children to the public world. Not all 
situations of joy can, nor should, be seen as paving the way for the political. 
However, what surging democracy illustrates is that joy is not merely a private 
emotion,  it also has a significance for the public sphere. I suggest that the joy 
of togetherness – of being included, being able to participate, being listened 
to and showing who we are in terms of interests and emotions – can be seen 
as an initial experience of the political emotion of public happiness. 

Freedom and equality as modes of acting  
The perspective of surging democracy gives the democratic mission of educa-
tion a concrete, yet fluent, meaning beyond the dualistic approach of values 
and/or procedures, or associated living and/or forms of governance. It is a 
meaning almost materialised, but not fully. It illustrates how democratic edu-
cation is conditioned by a space, materials and bodies in interaction – but this 
alone is inadequate. It also requires unique voices and expressions, though 
these too are insufficient in isolation. It requires that we physically and emo-
tionally encounter one another, recognise one another and one another’s 
voices, experiences, opinions and emotions as valid and important. It requires 
that we respond to these voices and expressions – both through words and 
deeds – and that these responses are valued as much as the expressions them-
selves, as it is the expression and the response that together constitute the 
meaning of action. Young children often show who they are through deeds, 
rather than through words: they express themselves through sounds, gestures, 
movements, tears and laughter. What surging democracy suggests is that these 
expressions should be recognised as important gestures and interactions in re-
lation to democracy in ECE. They can be seen as an initial form of “interactive 
space of reciprocal exposure” (Cavarero 2021, p. 21). This can enable a de-
velopment of relationality, which is vital for political spaces. It is these mo-
ments of appearance – when children can feel a sense of freedom and equality 
– that democratic education must strive to create. This view of freedom and 
equality emphasises the importance of the experience of freedom – of becom-
ing an equal. When not viewed merely as principles and ideals, freedom and 
equality require action. Recognizing freedom as a collective experience ac-
centuates the role of relationships, even in terms of one’s own individual 
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freedom. Approaching freedom and equality as modes of acting, as something 
that is being experienced and enabled, involves an awareness that how these 
experiences are made possible differ, depending on the child and the situation 
at hand. Central conditions for this are spaces and interaction that enables dif-
ferent types of expressions, encouraging children to show who they are to each 
other and to reciprocate, recognising and responding to one another’s expres-
sions. For contemporary democratic ECE this offers a practical agenda that 
goes beyond the bounds of legislation and curricula, where these values are 
formally established. In this way, values even become something that must be 
discovered in each and every interaction.  

Conditions or surging democracy in ECE 
When approaching politics in terms of isonomia, surging democracy directs 
our attention to the shared space of interaction, rather than to rules and gov-
ernance. This suggests that in democratic education, children can and should 
be able to experience equality and freedom in interaction. In education as an 
in-between sphere, this means equality in terms of participation, through the 
activity of making one’s own perspective visible and heard, while also learn-
ing to listen to others’ perspectives. Enabling shared spaces of interaction, 
where children can spatially and emotionally share embodied experiences of 
participation, is therefore essential in democratic education where democracy 
is in-the-making. This also calls on us to look beyond the dichotomy of edu-
cational purpose, balancing between the needs of the individual child and the 
needs of the society/group. It shows how these needs are entangled both within 
education and in democracy more broadly. Surging democracy situates the 
individual as a part of the group, while reinforcing their status as an individual. 
Enabling plural voices in concert does not ignore individual needs. On the 
contrary, the ability to express one’s needs and perspectives is crucial in this 
interaction. What is recognized is that these perspectives also need to be heard, 
received by others. It is about creating a space where our needs and perspec-
tives can co-exist, sometimes merge. This space will take different shapes for 
different children. In the context of ECE, this calls for an awareness of the 
spatial, embodied and emotional dimensions that are at play in different situ-
ations: what conditions are needed for the children to be able to express them-
selves and respond to others’ expressions? These dimensions can be ap-
proached as important democratic aspects, both enabling and hindering chil-
dren’s opportunities to show who they are as individuals and to express them-
selves in different ways 

The spatial conditions can consist of a floor, sand or a puddle of rainwater, 
as well as walls or trees, a roof or the sky, as long as it is a space that gathers 
us. This invites ECE to think about spaces and materials in terms of gather-
ings. What spaces and materials can encourage a sense of togetherness and 
reciprocal interaction? What kinds of situations hinder plurality or make it 
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difficult to listen? In addition to the physical and material conditions, demo-
cratic moments involve the embodied and emotional dimensions of participa-
tion. This requires attention to the emotions expressed and the reactions these 
expressions lead to: when is there reciprocity and when is it absent? The em-
bodied dimension can be seen as requiring this physical space, yet one can 
still feel lonely and isolated in a public space. This is why the emotional di-
mension cannot be overlooked. Here, Cavarero reminds us that inclusion is a 
fundamental condition for interactive plurality. Plurality, in this sense, refers 
to unique individuals engaged in interaction, rather than collective identities 
in terms of gender, functionality or race. Rather than denying the relevance of 
these aspects, plurality is here recognized as a multi-layered value – an aim in 
itself. Inclusion, as a feeling and a sense of openness, also enables us to con-
sider Arendt’s distinction between loneliness and solitude (1951/2017). Soli-
tude is when we choose to be alone, while sensing the possibility of participa-
tion, whereas loneliness is an unbearable feeling of isolation within all 
spheres, a sense of not belonging to the world at all (Arendt, 1951/2017). Ed-
ucation therefore needs to enable and encourage a sense of belonging and the 
opportunity for participation so that children feel they are welcome to partici-
pate and interact with others in different ways, while also being able to choose 
not to participate at all. Inclusion, as a horizontal space, allows interaction to 
become a means to experience freedom. The conditions that can enable this 
experience can differ depending on the situation, the individual child and the 
relationships.  

To illuminate the ways surging democracy can be understood in relation to 
contemporary educational thought and policy, I will conclude this chapter by 
visiting the Swedish Curriculum for Preschool (Lpfö18/25, Swedish National 
Agency of Education 2018/25).  

Swedish ECE and surging democracy 
I will now revisit the quote from the beginning of this chapter, the curricular 
goal of understanding what democracy is. The quote is the opening line of a 
chapter in the ECE curriculum titled “Participation and influence.” When 
reading further, the following goals are stated: 

The preschool should provide each child with the conditions to develop 
• an interest in and an ability to express thoughts and opinions so that 

they can influence their situation, 
• an ability to assume responsibility for her or his own actions and 

for the environment in the preschool, and 
• an understanding of democratic principles and the ability to coop-

erate and make decisions in accordance with them. 
(SNAE, 2018/25, p.17) 
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I will shortly address these goals in order to illuminate meaning of surging 
democracy within education. The title is promising: participation and influ-
ence can be seen as core aspects of politics in Arendtian sense. However, there 
are no mentions of reciprocity, relations, joy or unpredictability in the goals 
that follow, therefore moving the curricular ideas further away from democ-
racy as surging and politics as a space of reciprocal interaction.  Some traces 
of surging democracy can be found in all of these three goals. To develop an 
interest in and ability to express thoughts and opinions can be seen as a pre-
requisite for surging democracy, as a core aspect of action and “appearing” 
for others. What is lacking is mentions of reciprocity, for example in terms of 
interest in others’ opinions, others’ perspectives and the situation of others. 
Here, one can get the impression that expressing oneself is solely for one’s 
own benefit, not for others or for a common good. Then again, one could per-
ceive this as an initial step towards democracy, where the ability to influence 
your own situation leads to a desire to influence the situation of others.  Taking 
responsibility for one’s own actions and the environment, broadens the scope 
but still focuses on the children as individuals. It is their own actions they need 
to take responsibility for, there are no mentions of responsibility towards oth-
ers or their actions. However, if taking responsibility for the environment is 
read as encompassing both the material and the social environment, it could 
be interpreted as aligned with the ideas for surging democracy; an implicit 
presence of reciprocity. However, this interpretation is objected by the overall 
absence of references to relations and interaction.   When it comes to under-
standing democratic principles, it is not clear what principles are being re-
ferred to. Even though decision-making and co-operation can be seen as as-
pects of surging democracy, they are not sufficient by themselves. What these 
goals lack are the importance of togetherness, and the importance of experi-
ences of freedom and equality, experiences only possible through interaction. 
Finally, the central meaning of action as a beginning – as initiating something 
new in the world – is absent in all three goals. The goals show no trace of 
unpredictability; something always involved in action.  

Another aspect, central for the arguments of this paper, and lacking from 
these goals is joy: joy of interaction, participation and influence.  While par-
ticipation is the title of this section, it appears in these goals primarily as an 
individual right and, first and foremost, as the ability to influence one’s own 
situation. This view does not conflict with the perspective of surging democ-
racy; one could argue that it is sufficient for a two-year old to realize that the 
way we move or express ourselves, or just enter a room, has consequences 
beyond ourselves that can cause reactions in others. Yet, what I have argued 
is that the joy of realizing this, and the joy that is shared when communicating 
with each other, is an experience democratic education, especially within 
ECE, can recognize as an initial phase for public happiness, rather than only 
as a private emotion. Although the dimensions of participation in terms of 
spatial, emotional and embodied emotions are central for enabling democratic 
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moments, and as I argue, for everyday practices in ECE, they are absent in the 
curricular task of participation and influence, and thus the understanding of 
what democracy is. To conclude, the curricular task of understanding “what 
democracy is” could be seen as alluding to certain aspects of surging democ-
racy, but the aspects of togetherness and joy are not acknowledged in the cur-
riculum.  Furthermore, when it comes to responsibility, the emphasis is on the 
individual child, which is opposed to the Arendtian notion of education as love 
and the adult’s responsibility for the world and the children.  

In the spirit of beginnings, I end this section with a rewritten, imagined 
curriculum guided by surging democracy. Rather than proposing a replace-
ment for the current policy, this imaginary curriculum intends to illustrate the 
possibility for alternatives. The need for new stories and alternative languages 
for ECE has been raised by several scholars (Urban, 2012; Roberts-Holmes & 
Moss, 2021; Vandenbroeck et al. 2023). Peter Moss (2025) argues that there 
is an urgent need for alternatives to the dominant stories of quality and market, 
reminding us that other stories and languages are always available through 
which we can understand ECE. When handled critically and carefully, even 
more utopian visions can be constructive (Moss, 2016). This imaginary cur-
riculum raises the political aspects of emotions, spaces and embodied expres-
sions as fundamental for ECE, where the promise of democracy is constantly 
present. It suggests that the agonistic spirit is not solely about conflict and that 
freedom can be approached through togetherness as both a collective and an 
individual experience. It invites reflection on how the perspective of surging 
democracy, as imagined policy, affects our understanding of the democratic 
task of ECE. Would it make a difference for ECE practice, for children, for 
society, and in what ways? What aspects could be added when imagining fur-
ther? It is an invitation to explore new stories and beginnings. 
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Curriculum for preschool 2018/25 Curriculum for surging democracy  
Education in the preschool should lay the 
foundations for children to understand what 
democracy is. (…) 
 
 
The preschool should provide each child 
with the conditions to develop 
 

• an interest in, and an ability to, 
express thoughts and opinions so 
that they can influence their situ-
ation, 

 
• an ability to assume responsibil-

ity for her or his own actions and 
for the environment in the pre-
school, and 

 
• an understanding of democratic 

principles and the ability to coop-
erate and make decisions in ac-
cordance with them. 

Education in the preschool should lay the 
foundations for agonistic spirit and under-
standing what democracy is and can become  
 
The preschool should support, encourage 
and enable every child to 

• express thoughts, needs, experi-
ences, emotions and opinions in 
different ways and respond and 
engage with the expressions of 
others, so that they can influence 
their own situation, as well as the 
situation of others 

 
• Experience joy in plural interac-

tion and participation 
 

• Experience togetherness 
 

• Experience freedom both collec-
tively and as an individual 

 

Surging democracy and tiny happy people  
The title of this paper, Tiny happy people holding hands, illustrates a funda-
mental aspect of surging democracy, namely togetherness.  It is togetherness 
and interaction that enables experience of freedom and equality. What I have 
aimed to do is to highlight the joyfulness of this experience, as well as then 
educational responsibility of introducing the child and the public world to each 
other.  I have argued for the view of ECE as a pre-democratic sphere, where 
the promise of democracy is always present. This requires an educational re-
sponsibility for the children’s possibilities of experiencing freedom and equal-
ity in interaction. Surging democracy thus directs our attention towards the 
experience in the present, rather than educational content. I have also raised 
the importance of joy and happiness as aspects of these experiences, and as 
aspects of democracy. While recognizing that this perspective is not in itself 
adequate as a sole approach for democratic education, I suggest that it brings 
about important aspects of what it means to enter the political sphere, and the 
multidimensional conditions involved. It highlights the educational responsi-
bility of introducing the child to the public, political sphere and recognizing 
the limits of freedom and equality in education as an in-between sphere. While 
the experience of freedom and equality are essential to encourage, for children 
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at all ages, the perspective reminds us of the responsibilities that the existence 
of children entails on every human society.   

I suggest that viewing democracy within education as surging, brings forth 
an awareness of the dimensions of space, body and emotion within interaction. 
I have argued that these aspects are particularly present in the everyday of 
ECE, where children encounter the world, each other and themselves in rela-
tion to the world and others for the first time. However, these dimensions are 
just as present later in life, though less explicitly in our everyday expression 
in the public world. The perspective of surging democracy inspires education 
at all ages to recognise the possibilities these dimensions hold for democracy. 
In particular, the connection between democracy and the emotions of joy and 
happiness are aspects that should be recognized and encouraged. Democratic 
education should acknowledge these emotions as political, as well as regard-
ing them as ends in themselves. Furthermore, I suggest that the view of free-
dom as a collective experience illuminates the importance of relations and 
reciprocity for democratic education. Surging democracy within education is, 
of course, not literally about tiny happy people constantly holding hands. 
What I wish to highlight is rather the promise offered by the presence of oth-
ers: the possibility to appear through interaction, the possibility of together-
ness and, therefore, the possibility of the political. It is this possibility that 
enables the thrilling emotions of happiness and the experience of freedom and 
equality, allowing democracy to well up and spring forth within all education.  

Understanding the democratic mission of 
 contemporary ECE 
The contributions of this chapter enable a shift from viewing democratic edu-
cation in dualistic terms of procedures or values, or as democracy as life versus 
a form of governing, by illuminating the ways these are connected and inter-
related. Furthermore, surging democracy highlights the generative, democ-
racy-for-something, by emphasizing that every human being is unique, both a 
beginner and a beginning. Even though democracy as surging cannot be seen 
to cover all aspects of democracy in society, it illuminates aspects crucial 
within democratic ECE – political or not – namely, interaction and emotions. 

Regarding interaction, the study suggests that children’s explorations and 
experiences within ECE can be seen as an initial, primal form of action. When 
children’s encounters with the world and each other are understood as a way 
of finding a home in the world, togetherness becomes an important foundation 
of democratic education. The spatial, embodied and emotional dimensions are 
central for enabling togetherness through both physical and emotional encoun-
ters and recognition. Through this view, democracy is given the meaning of 
an “in-between”: it is something that occurs when we act together with others. 
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Democracy as an in-between demonstrates the significance of togetherness, 
showing that we need each other for democracy to surge and well up.  The 
complementary dimension of plurality, then becomes a foundational aspect of 
democratic education and an aim in itself. Plurality requires openness and rec-
iprocity, recognising each other as distinctive, unique beings. Inclusion as an 
attitude – welcoming each other’s uniqueness – can enable a sense of belong-
ing and the possibility of participation. It can also enable a sense of solitude. 
The Arendtian distinction between solitude and loneliness offers a way of un-
derstanding being alone as a need, a choice, or as the only alternative. Another 
contribution concerns the idea of freedom and equality as modes of acting and 
experience, not merely principles or ideals. When freedom and equality are 
recognized as experiences, it becomes clear that education cannot fully pro-
mote individual freedom without fostering interaction and relationships.  

Regarding emotions, joy is highlighted as an emotion relevant to both the 
political and the private spheres. The joy of being together with others, of be-
ing included, and of being able to participate and appear for others can be seen 
as an initial experience of public happiness. While the emotions of joy and 
happiness need to be recognised as ends in themselves, acknowledging them 
can also help us understand how the joy of interaction contributes to the polit-
ical and can be regarded as an important experience for future political action. 
When the mission of contemporary ECE is viewed through the perspective of 
surging democracy, it becomes clear that togetherness and plurality are crucial 
aspects for education that aims to be democratic or pre-democratic. 
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9. On democratic ECE and why a table for one 
will not suffice 

In this final chapter, I present and discuss the contributions of the four studies 
in relation to the dissertation’s overarching aim of understanding the demo-
cratic mission of ECE. The chapter is structured in four sections. In the first 
section, I summarise the contributions of the dissertation in relation to the 
three sub-aims. The second section elaborates on these contributions by dis-
cussing their meaning and possible implications further. I first consider the 
theoretical perspectives in relation to existing understandings of democratic 
ECE and the beginnings they initiate. These contributions are then discussed 
in relation to language; how the insights gained in this dissertation can con-
tribute to alternative vocabularies, in line with the different languages identi-
fied by contemporary educational scholars. The second section concludes with 
reflections on the contribution in relation to preceding strategies and discipli-
nary boundaries within ECE research. In the third section, I discuss the pos-
sibilities and risks that the conclusions of this dissertation may involve, re-
flecting on these from an ethical perspective. While adhering to the principle 
of openness and recognising that we cannot control how our actions are re-
ceived and responded to by others, I make explicit some intentions and hopes 
for my actions. In the fourth and final section, I conclude with reflections on 
the contemporary educational vision of a table for one. 

Summary of the contributions 
The overarching aim of this dissertation has been to explore and understand 
the democratic mission of contemporary early childhood education through 
the lens of Arendtian political theory and educational philosophy. This pur-
pose is threefold: to contribute theoretical perspectives on the democratic mis-
sion of contemporary early childhood education, thereby offering vocabulary 
for practice and policy in democratic ECE.  Through this approach, the dis-
sertation illuminates how educational and political philosophy can contribute 
to the field of early childhood education research by suggesting alternatives 
to preceding strategies and disciplinary boundaries. 

The two overarching theoretical contributions of this dissertation are the 
notions of love and care, and the view of democracy as surging. These 
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perspectives contribute to understandings of how vulnerability, boundaries, 
and joy relate to the democratic mission of ECE. The perspectives developed 
and discussed in this dissertation align with the critical approach to democracy 
emerging within ECE, where democracy is connected to shared life, reciproc-
ity, and pluralism, rather than a set of predefined methods (Emilson & Johans-
son, 2018; Löfdahl Hultman & Margrain, 2019). The contributions to this crit-
ical approach include the recognition of vulnerability and of the ways in which 
care can be understood as a core mission within democratic education. Fur-
thermore, the perspectives offer understandings of how emotional, spatial, and 
embodied dimensions play a role in democratic action in its nascent state. By 
exploring the concepts of private and political in relation to ECE, the disser-
tation provides new meanings for the notion of the political within education. 
I suggest that the democratic mission of education may flourish when educa-
tion is recognised as a pre-political, and thus pre-democratic, sphere. Explor-
ing the political in relation to early childhood highlights the democratic sig-
nificance of joy and care, aspects that could be fruitful to explore further 
within education and educational research beyond the early years. Finally, ap-
proaching ECE as a pre-democratic sphere may reduce the risk of turning all 
political issues into educational issues, and the view of education as merely a 
tool for political desires (and then blamed for failing to deliver on these de-
mands) (e.g., Säfström, 2023). The perspectives on boundaries, of educational 
love and democracy as surging offer insights on the issue of boundaries be-
tween education and politics, and arguments for recognising these boundaries, 
even though – and perhaps precisely because – they are not fixed or static. 
Perhaps highlighting the in-betweenness of education can bring us closer to 
the view of education as belonging to humanity as such, and help us explore 
and appreciate the many possibilities education creates for children every day, 
in terms of making meaning of being in the world with others? 

The theoretical perspectives I explore and develop offer a range of concepts 
through which a vocabulary for democratic ECE emerges. The concepts of 
love for the world and the child invite us to think further on educational re-
sponsibility and the vulnerabilities involved in the educational mission. The 
connections between the democratic mission and care invite consideration of 
the private and political meanings of care, as well as the different phases in-
volved in the educational mission of care. Furthermore, they illuminate the 
significance of care within all democratic education, extending beyond the 
early years. The concept of surging democracy encourages viewing democ-
racy as being for something, rather than against something. It prompts educa-
tion to reflect on the meaning of democracy and why it constitutes a central 
mission for contemporary education, and in a broader sense, why it remains a 
foundational political ideal. Speaking of surging democracy highlights the ex-
perience of freedom and joy, inviting education to recognise the significance 
of enabling democratic moments and maintaining the promise of democracy 
as constantly present. The overarching contribution of these vocabularies is 
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that they sustain the ongoing negotiation of the meanings of democracy, and 
by making explicit meaning, reduce the risk of democracy becoming a hollow 
concept (e.g., Biesta, 2006; Nancy, 2011; Brown, 2011). Furthermore, these 
vocabularies contribute to plural ways of understanding the mission of ECE 
(e.g., Dahlberg et al., 2018), keeping the conversation on the purposes of ECE 
both ongoing and responsive, as well as responsible (e.g., Biesta, 2019).  

Regarding the third aim, the perspectives guiding my exploration of the 
democratic mission of ECE are drawn by thinkers whose primary interest or 
influence has not been within the field of education. Bringing these theories 
and ideas into conversation with the contemporary ECE mission has enabled 
new imaginaries and vocabularies for understanding how ECE can contribute 
to democracy, and for how the democratic mission of education can be under-
stood, spoken of and further imagined. Within the field of ECE research, the 
dissertation illuminates how a transdisciplinary approach – where plurality is 
sought in terms of theory, method and structure – can generate a “thoughtful 
friction” for ECE theory, policy, and practice, enabling the emergence of 
something new. What this friction consists of, or what new possibilities may 
emerge remains a question for the future. The dissertation introduces perspec-
tives that have rarely appeared within ECE research, such as educational love, 
political care, and Homo digitalis. The theoretical and methodological choices 
have enabled ways to handle the tension between critique and hope, a demand 
Tesar (2025) ascribes to philosophy of education. He argues that while dis-
mantling assumptions and critiquing systems remain essential, the labour of 
composing alternative imaginaries and naming what is possible, even if not 
yet fully visible, is equally important. The contributions of love, care, and 
surging democracy are the result of maintaining this tension. Methodologi-
cally, the dissertation also contributes to the ongoing discussion within the 
humanities regarding the structure of the compilation thesis (Jägerskog & 
Niemi, 2023) and to the emerging explorations in educational research con-
cerning the boundaries between monograph and compilation thesis (e. g. 
Nästesjö, 2024; Rahm, 2019; Serder, 2015).   

In the following, I will elaborate on the contributions in relation to each of 
the three sub-aims by discussing the meaning and possible implications of the 
contributions further. 

Theoretical beginnings for democratic ECE13  
The contributions this dissertation makes to the understanding of the demo-
cratic mission of ECE concern, in different ways, the importance of relation-
ships, interaction and togetherness, as well as the fundamental human condi-
tion of vulnerability. The studies illustrate how thinking about childhood and 

 
13 The contributions in relation to sub-aim 1. 
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education through the lens of political theory can deepen our understanding of 
the connections between education, society, and the individual, and how these 
are ultimately related to the question of what it means to be human: what it 
means to be a free, unique individual living together with others. The theoret-
ical perspectives discussed and developed in this dissertation make visible the 
importance of acknowledging both the societal and the individual purposes of 
education as prerequisites for one another. In the first study, I identify a shift 
in curricular ideas concerning the mission of ECE and the image of the child, 
where aspects of community, reciprocity and belonging are reduced in the 
contemporary curriculum, alongside a diminished recognition of the child as 
vulnerable. In Study II, I explore contemporary views of the child, arguing for 
the need to recognize not only the vulnerability of the child but also that of 
our shared world.  Viewing the democratic mission through the notion of care 
contributes to an understanding of how our equal neediness can guide educa-
tion in its democratic task. Study III illuminates how digital technologies in-
troduce new challenges related to the vulnerability of both children and the 
shared world, affecting not only the conditions for action but also the condi-
tions for thinking. The boundaries between the public and private spheres are 
shown to be shifting, influencing the educational task in multiple ways. I sug-
gest that how these boundaries are addressed and continuously reflected upon 
plays a crucial role in the democratic mission of education. While Studies I 
and IV highlight the meaning of interaction and togetherness, Study III pro-
vides arguments for solitude and dwelling without purpose. With Study IV, 
the discussion returns to the conclusions of Study I and the questions raised 
about what may be lost when the democratic mission is primarily approached 
from the perspective of the individual.  

ECE, love and democracy 
By exploring ECE through the lens of love for the child and the world, the 
vulnerability of both becomes explicit, highlighting the educational responsi-
bility involved in introducing the child to the world. Recognising the une-
qually allocated responsibility between child and adult does not imply dimin-
ishing the rights of the child, nor viewing the child as less competent or help-
less. Rather, the dissertation suggests that vulnerability should be understood 
as a fundamental human condition. The concept of educational love for the 
world and the child illustrates how society and the individual are connected 
through their shared vulnerability, indicating the importance of educational 
responsibility towards both. It reminds us that we can be capable, competent, 
and independent in many ways, while also remaining vulnerable and in need 
of security, a sense of belonging, and togetherness.   

What is argued throughout the four studies is that taking responsibility for 
both the child and the world is only possible by acknowledging the fundamen-
tal condition of human life: that we need each other in order to act, and that 
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the world needs us to act in order for it to survive. I suggest that this makes 
vulnerability an aspect overarching the boundaries of the public and private 
spheres. Education as an in-between sphere involves aspects of both the pri-
vate and the public. The arena of ECE, where children live their childhoods, 
is thus an arena between the security of darkness and the possibilities of public 
light. This position requires attentiveness and a recognition of vulnerability as 
a human condition. When the mission of ECE is understood through the notion 
of love, the vulnerability of the individual is shown to be intertwined with the 
vulnerability of our common world. Within education, this vulnerability high-
lights the ways in which the individual and the collective needs and purposes 
of education are intertwined. What this means is that democratic education 
needs to recognise and approach these needs and purposes as intertwined, in 
order for education to protect and sustain them both. When the vulnerability 
of the child and/or the world is ignored, or they are seen as disconnected, the 
child is not protected from loneliness and isolation, nor is the world protected 
from destruction. Understanding the contemporary mission of ECE through 
the lens of love illustrates that an uneven emphasis on choosing to protect one 
over the other (the child or the world) risks leading to education protecting 
neither. To love only the child or the world will always be insufficient; they 
are each other’s prerequisites. In the following, I will elaborate on the idea of 
vulnerability by discussing what can be gained from acknowledging the vul-
nerability of the world as well as the vulnerability of being human, and from 
viewing ourselves as equally needy.   

The vulnerable child 
While the empowerment of children as rights-bearers strengthens aspects of 
freedom, autonomy, and influence, this dissertation exposes certain blind 
spots. This empowerment, when combined with an increased emphasis on 
learning and subject-specific skills, risks reducing the collective task of edu-
cation, making community and belonging the responsibility of the individual. 
This conclusion becomes particularly important in light of contemporary so-
cietal and individual challenges such as segregation and alienation. To create 
conditions for belonging and community, education needs to acknowledge 
vulnerability and need as inherent aspects of being human, rather than as 
weaknesses to be outgrown. The vulnerability of the individual child requires 
that adults bear the consequences of children’s explorations and choices. The 
unequal distribution of responsibility between adults and children is not in-
tended to concern the value of experiences or ideas; rather, it suggests that the 
view of the competent child must coexist with an understanding of vulnera-
bility and need. The concepts of responsibility and vulnerability are under-
stood to entail two dimensions. Within democratic ECE, the focus is on the 
vulnerability of the child and the world, and the responsibility of educators is 
emphasised. Within a democratic society, the meaning of responsibility and 
vulnerability concerns us all. We are “equally needy” (Tronto, 2017) meaning 



 

 138 

that despite our freedom and competencies, we are all vulnerable in different 
ways. The perspectives developed and discussed in this dissertation align in 
many ways with the critical approach to democracy emerging within ECE, 
where democracy is connected to shared life, reciprocity, and pluralism, rather 
than to a set of predefined methods (Emilson & Johansson, 2018; Löfdahl 
Hultman & Margrain, 2019). What the studies particularly highlight is vulner-
ability as a fundamental human condition; it persists regardless of whether we 
are regarded as political subjects. Another contribution concerns the ways in 
which care can be understood as having a political role within ECE. While 
remaining a fundamental human need, care is suggested to be an essential con-
dition for all democratic education. While I agree with Broström (2012) that 
reducing children’s right to influence their lives constitutes a reduction of de-
mocracy, I suggest that reducing the recognition of human vulnerability can 
likewise be understood in these terms.   

Studies I and II illuminate the importance of emotional recognition in dif-
ferent ways, showing that the child needs to feel loved and cared for. Study I 
suggests that democratic education involves different forms of recognition, 
and that increased legal recognition (in terms of legal rights) is inadequate 
without social and emotional recognition, characterised by belonging, partic-
ipation, and care. The importance of these different forms of recognition is 
further explored in Study II, through the perspectives of love and care. While 
Arendt’s notion of love highlights the importance of educational responsibil-
ity, the perspective on care offers ECE ways of understanding its different 
phases and its connection to democracy. From this perspective, care becomes 
both an educational aim and an approach. The notion of democratic care also 
highlights that care is not only a private matter but a political one as well. As 
homines curans, caring beings, our responsibility to care for one another exists 
within both the private and the political spheres. While an educational ap-
proach to care must consider the needs and abilities of the individual child, 
democratic care also represents a vision of society in which we can trust that 
care is provided in both spheres. This approach therefore requires education 
to recognise both the collective and individual responsibility for care. It can 
be seen as a way of expanding the idea of emotional recognition and the dif-
ferent forms of vulnerability that democratic education must address. The dis-
sertation thus offers arguments for the essential role of care within education 
by suggesting that it is a phenomenon that spans all spheres of human life, 
both political and private. The different phases of care enable reflection on the 
position and space care is given within education, both as an approach and as 
an aim in itself. Viewing vulnerability as a fundamental human condition 
means that it cannot be treated solely as either a political or a private phenom-
enon, which is important to acknowledge within education as a sphere between 
the two. Vulnerability must be approached as overarching in order to avoid 
the risk of reducing care to merely a tool, which is why it is important to em-
phasise care as an educational aim in itself. The different phases of care 
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require attentiveness and responsiveness to the present situation and the rela-
tion at hand. The attention given to the political significance of care in this 
dissertation aims to recognise and bring forth the connections between democ-
racy and care, not to overlook or diminish its other meanings. 

The vulnerability of the child is further expanded in Study III, as the world 
children are introduced to today is not only physical but also digital. While the 
perspectives of love and care can be seen as essential regardless of whether 
ECE is viewed as part of the political sphere, digital technologies introduce 
new conditions to the question of boundaries between different spheres. The 
rise of the digital ‘blob’ may be more or less threatening, depending on how 
digitalisation is approached within education. The perspective of Homo digi-
talis challenges the possibilities of connectedness offered by digital technolo-
gies and illuminates how the digital swarm can turn our lives into vita per-
formativa if we fail to recognise the need for solitude, distance, and the private 
sphere. The educational mission of protecting the child from continuous pub-
lic light gains another dimension when the private sphere, in digital times, 
risks becoming as illuminated as the public, thereby jeopardising the ability to 
think and to be inactive. Han (2024) describes inactivity as a form of radiance 
within human existence, suggesting that it constitutes us as human beings by 
distinguishing us from machines that must constantly function. In digital 
times, the ability to be inactive may therefore require protection and encour-
agement. I suggest that this protection forms part of the educational responsi-
bility; that the democratic education of Homo Digitalis needs to provide 
spaces and time not dictated by achievement or productivity. By recognising 
care as a fundamental aspect of the educational mission, educators can attend 
to the various ways children are allowed to be purposeless and creative, taking 
responsibility to ensure that ECE becomes a space that enables a more unhur-
ried childhood (e.g., Clark, 2023).   

These contributions suggest that the ways education relates to time warrant 
further exploration. Clark (2023) argues that early childhood education needs 
to reconsider its relationship with time, pace and rhythm. This dissertation 
highlights that such reconsideration and slowing down can be essential even 
for the democratic mission. An unhurried, slow democracy may seem para-
doxical when the world is out of joint, but perhaps a way to turn it right is to 
allow time for contemplation and care. Clark (2023) emphasises the complex-
ity and openness of the educational process and practice, advocating for pa-
tience that enables exploration, listening, and a plurality of perspectives and 
expressions. The perspectives developed in this dissertation imply that demo-
cratic education also requires this kind of patience. Moss (2020) describes 
“fast pedagogy” as one in which you know where you must go, what the des-
tination is, when you must arrive, and there is no time to stray from the path 
(in Clark, 2023, p. 43). This relates directly to our understanding of democratic 
education. We may have a clear idea of where we need to be and wish we were 
already there, and certainly, the developments described in the introductory 
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chapters of this dissertation suggest there is little time to waste. Yet perhaps 
the challenge of contemporary education lies precisely here: to stop and think, 
to explore, and to remain open to new beginnings is not time wasted. I suggest 
that democratic education needs to create spaces and time both for thinking in 
solitude and for acting through togetherness. Thinking enables us to connect 
with ourselves, while “acting in concert” fosters a sense of “we.” Beyond en-
abling thinking and action, an unhurried approach highlights the ongoing 
struggle over the meaning of democracy, showing that the “where” we need 
to be is always shifting. The fragility of democracy thus requires that the strug-
gle for its multiple meanings remains ongoing within education.  

Our vulnerable world – always out of joint  
The opening lines of this dissertation described the world as always being out 
of joint, and education as able to support the never-ending process of setting 
it right. What I have argued through the studies of this dissertation is that this 
task is inherently linked to our understanding of vulnerability. The perspective 
of the educational task as love for both the child and the world relies on the 
word and. Educational love and responsibility cannot be aimed solely at the 
child or solely at the world, the individual or the collective; it must take re-
sponsibility for both. The fundamental assumption here is the interdependency 
between the world and human beings. We need the world to remain our home, 
and the world needs us to save it from destruction. In order to do that, we need 
to preserve our ability to think anew and to act. Education needs to protect this 
ability by introducing children to the world gradually and with care, rather 
than assuming that children can renew it instantly. An introduction is needed 
in which the world is approached as it is, rather than as a utopian vision of a 
new world, to be made real by children through their competencies and rights. 
There are tendencies toward this within the contemporary ECE curriculum, 
where an increased emphasis on children’s rights and competencies risks lead-
ing children to take responsibility for their education too early. There are also 
tendencies toward a more conservative view of the educational task, in terms 
of transmission of knowledge and skills. The latter could be seen as a way of 
introducing the world as it is. What these different tendencies bring to the 
forefront is the question of the purpose of education, and the role that amor 
mundi, our love for the world, plays in this. To love the world as an educator 
means loving it despite its flaws, despite everything that is wrong with it. Lov-
ing the world is about reconciling ourselves with it, and this requires distance 
in order to be able to think. As explained by Hill (2017), when we witness 
injustices there may arise an impulse to act, but “Arendt cautions us to slow 
down and think what we are doing – to be thinkers not just joiners” (Hill, 
2017). This is significant for education both in terms of means and ends. As 
educators, to love the world requires a critical distance from the world around 
us, where we reflect on how different events affect education; how do we 
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educate about the world as it is, in times of war, climate change, and genocide? 
If no critical distance is taken, there is a risk that we either encourage imme-
diate action or get caught up in a nostalgic view of the past. This type of con-
servatism is not grounded in amor mundi. An education grounded in amor 
mundi acknowledges the adult responsibility to act against injustice without 
placing the same responsibility on children. What is acknowledged is the ine-
quality of responsibility, and that only by introducing children to the world 
can education enable the renewal of the world. The increased emphasis on 
school preparation and certain subject skills within ECE (e.g., Sjöstrand Öh-
rfelt, 2019) can thus be grounded in amor mundi, but it requires recognition 
of the need for care, as well as enabling children to develop their capacity to 
care.  

The authoritative and conservative within contemporary ECE is not 
grounded in maintaining the status quo, but in making room for children to 
renew the world in ways we cannot and should not predetermine. Another 
important aspect of conservatism and authority in an education grounded in 
love for the world is that it resists attempts to return to the ways things were. 
Educational conservatism does not entail reducing children’s rights or reviv-
ing ideas of discipline, power, and punishment. What is acknowledged is the 
need to embrace our capacity to think anew. The conservatism of education 
must therefore be grounded in amor mundi.  The ideas and knowledge we wish 
to preserve and teach are those deemed worthy of saving for future genera-
tions, despite everything that is out of joint. Study III demonstrates how con-
servatism in an education grounded in amor mundi can support education’s 
responses to the changes of the shared world. Regarding digital technology, I 
suggest that democratic education must approach it as an ethical issue, requir-
ing awareness of how technology affects our capacities to think and act. It is 
an issue that involves both togetherness and solitude. Amor mundi, as a foun-
dation and aim for democratic education, offers an alternative way of under-
standing the purposes of education, bridging the dichotomy between individ-
ual and collective good (Englund, 2012). It also expands the view of democ-
racy that Brown (2011) criticises as too narrow, where freedom is seen as the 
ultimate goal for humanity. Amor mundi as an educational foundation recog-
nises freedom as crucial while acknowledging the ways freedom is intertwined 
with togetherness and belonging. It is an open-ended aim that enables educa-
tional practice characterised by plurality and openness, attentive to notions of 
care, time, and joy.  

Boundaries 
The notion of boundaries is proposed in this dissertation as central for demo-
cratic ECE in multiple ways, with a key distinction being the boundaries be-
tween public and private spheres. The meaning of this distinction is discussed 
in relation to responsibility (Study II) and digital technology (Study III). Love, 
as a way of understanding the democratic mission of ECE, is suggested as a 
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means to meet the educational challenges of a time when the boundaries be-
tween public and private are either lost (Study II) or weakened (Study III). I 
argue that changes in the image of the child and the mission of ECE bring 
about a need to explicitly recognise the inequality in responsibility between 
adults and children within contemporary ECE. This relates to the ways con-
temporary democratic ECE is conceptualised as a political sphere. In Study 
IV, the notion of joy is raised as an expression of democratic moments in an 
education that exists as a sphere between the public and political. In Study II, 
I argue that children risk being exposed to the public sphere too rapidly and 
too early when ECE is approached as a political sphere. The conclusions of 
studies I and II suggest that this risk is intensified by viewing the child solely 
as a competent rights-bearer if they are not also recognised as vulnerable and 
in need. To mitigate this risk, I argue that adults need to take responsibility for 
introducing the child and the world to one another gradually and with care. 
The fact that the child is in many ways already part of the public world makes 
this introduction both crucial and, if possible, even more complex. In Study 
IV, I explore the idea of democratic education when ECE is considered a pre-
political sphere and conclude that this perspective may paradoxically enable 
the democratic to thrive within education. The boundaries highlighted as cen-
tral to continuously consider include the boundaries between adults and chil-
dren regarding educational responsibility, the boundaries between the private 
and the public, and the boundaries concerning the use of technology.  

The boundaries between public and private are neither static nor always 
visible, but they can guide educators in reflecting on how education recognises 
vulnerability as a fundamental human condition and how responsibility is al-
located between children and educators. Care, as a democratic ideal, is crucial 
in contexts where responsibility is unevenly distributed, as it enables a close-
ness essential for introducing the world to the child while protecting both. This 
closeness requires educators to be attentive not only to the child’s needs but 
also to how they respond to the ways these needs are met. It is important to 
emphasise that adult responsibility does not entail a reduction of the child’s 
rights.Their rights to be heard in matters that concern them, to influence their 
lives, and to integrity must be respected and actively encouraged. Attentive-
ness to both children’s needs and rights contributes to an awareness that the 
boundaries between children and educators – and thus the allocation of re-
sponsibility – are not fixed; they need to be continuously re-drawn and ad-
justed. The dissertation demonstrates how the concepts of action, thinking, 
public, and private take on new meanings in the age of Homo Digitalis (Han, 
2014) and accelerated childhood (Clark, 2023), necessitating continual con-
sideration within democratic ECE. In Study IV, I suggest viewing ECE as a 
pre-political sphere, in which responsibility is not equally shared between 
children and adults. Understanding ECE as pre-political, and thus pre-demo-
cratic, does not render it un-democratic. This inequality of responsibility 
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requires that adults actively enable and encourage democratic moments to oc-
cur continuously. To keep the promise of democracy present at all times, the 
democratic mission of ECE must be approached as a quest for experiences of 
freedom and joy through plural interaction.  

Boundaries as an educational concept concern not only the distinction be-
tween public and private spheres but also the awareness needed regarding the 
relationship between technology and human life. Within democratic educa-
tion, this awareness involves reflecting on how technology is used with chil-
dren and for what purposes, as well as considering how it affects our ability 
to think in solitude and appear for one another as beginners and beginnings. 
Study III highlights how digital technology challenges the boundaries between 
private and public, emphasising the need to recognise how technology can 
both enable and hinder togetherness, and how it can foster isolation while un-
dermining the capacity for solitude. Contemporary ECE therefore needs to 
continuously create spaces for both thinking and acting, for inactivity and in-
itiating something new. While digital technologies can enhance connected-
ness, this connectedness risks becoming fleeting, undermining the sense of 
togetherness; rather than fostering belonging to a collective “we,” there may 
only be swarms one can occasionally “fly with.”  

Digital technologies may also support our ability to act. We have constant 
access to arenas where we can appear for one another, initiate new things, and 
express our perspectives. Yet, this action risks becoming hollow without the 
ability to think. Without silence, our communication in the swarm risks be-
coming a repetition of the same, performative re-acting. This makes distance 
and solitude important for democratic education to acknowledge and promote. 
The risk of vita performativa anticipates the need to counteract the trajectory 
of performance and transparency. To think about what we are doing was the 
seemingly simple plea of Arendt (1958/2018), and for this we need solitude. 
Our ability to think in terms of an inner dialogue can be seen as particularly 
endangered in digital times, as it requires solitude and silence. In contempo-
rary ECE, spaces of purposelessness risk being reduced due to the increased 
emphasis on goal achievement and assessment. Intertwined with the idea of 
education as a “race” is the ideal of eternal improvement, performance, and 
competition. These ideas contradict the notion of childhood as a time for ex-
ploration, play, and wonder. As a counteraction to acceleration and the hurried 
child, democratic ECE can offer spaces for dwelling and inactivity. While the 
sense of belonging and togetherness is argued as crucial for democracy 
throughout the dissertation, the constant possibility of connectedness leads to 
another concern. What digital technologies may risk depriving us of is the 
connection we have with ourselves. Vita performativa entails the idea that if 
we are not constantly seen by someone, we hardly exist. While the idea that 
education needs to promote stillness and distance may seem contradictory, it 
can be seen as an important compensatory effort in times of accelerated child-
hood and Homo digitalis.   
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ECE as a pre-political sphere where democracy can surge 
The second overarching theoretical perspective this dissertation contributes is 
the understanding of democracy within ECE as surging. By viewing democ-
racy as surging, the emphasis shifts from governing and individual rights to-
wards our capacity for action, which can only occur in the company of others. 
What the perspective of surging democracy also offers is an understanding of 
values as something to be experienced spatially, emotionally, and physically. 
Approaching democracy as something that can only surge in the company of 
others suggests that the values and principles often stated in curricula have a 
relational dimension, even when described as individual rights. While the 
child in contemporary ECE curriculum is mainly described in terms of rights 
and abilities rather than acknowledging needs and vulnerability, surging de-
mocracy illuminates how individual rights and relationships are intertwined, 
and that the need for autonomy and the need for other people do not contradict 
each other. Study IV thus deepens the argument emerging in Study II, expand-
ing the idea of individual rights and freedom to be viewed as experiences. 
Democratic principles are illuminated to involve emotional, spatial, and em-
bodied dimensions, making togetherness and interaction important for indi-
vidual rights. The analysis of citizenship ideals with different types of recog-
nition in Study I illustrated the multiple dimensions and forms possible within 
the task of fostering democratic citizens. Legal recognition was argued to be 
fundamental but inadequate without emotional and social recognition. De-
mocracy as surging illuminates how the right to make one’s own voice heard 
is inadequate without a space where it can be expressed in interaction. 

Approaching the democratic mission of ECE through surging democracy 
enables an awareness of how emotional, spatial, and embodied dimensions 
play a role in democratic education. These dimensions are particularly rele-
vant within ECE, where children enter the sphere as both beginnings and be-
ginners. Their exploration of the world, themselves, and each other through 
interaction can be seen as an essential aspect of democratic action in its nas-
cent state. This perspective also enables an understanding of ECE as a sphere 
in between the political and the private, rather than fully political. An under-
standing developed through these four studies is that the democratic mission 
of contemporary ECE may thrive when viewed as a pre-democratic sphere. 
The arguments for this regard both the inequality of responsibility between 
children and adults and the children’s dependency on adults within ECE. Surg-
ing democracy, in political terms, involves fundamental experiences of free-
dom and equality – experiences which are not fully available to children 
within ECE. My suggestion of viewing ECE as a pre-democratic sphere ac-
centuates that pre-democratic is not the same as non-democratic. The demo-
cratic mission therefore involves educators taking responsibility for enabling 
democratic moments in which children can experience freedom and joy. It is 
about keeping the promise of democracy constantly present.  
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The dissertation offers a way forward from the discussion regarding how 
ECE can be considered democratic when power and freedom of choice are not 
equally allocated between children and adults (e.g., Jansen et al., 2011). Ex-
plicitly recognising education as a pre-democratic sphere can enable actual 
democratic moments of interaction, plurality, and joy, rather than reducing 
democratic education to instrumentalist methods and individual choices (Jan-
sen et al., 2011). Integrating joy into the democratic agenda aligns with 
Qvarsell’s (2011) description of democratic ECE as a matter of creativity and 
self-expression, as well as a question of experience. When viewed as surging, 
expressions and experiences of democratic significance are understood as spa-
tial, embodied, and emotional. These expressions and experiences are individ-
ual, yet enabled through interaction: democracy becomes an in-between. The 
understanding of democracy as an in-between illuminates that our experience 
of democracy is always conditioned. It is conditioned by time, space, emo-
tions, and other people, meaning that education needs to recognise it as an 
endless possibility, yet always entangled in compromise.  

Approaching ECE as a pre-democratic sphere can also reduce the risk high-
lighted by Säfström (2023), where all political issues are treated as educational 
issues. The suggested concepts and vocabularies make explicit the question of 
the meaning of the political within education, while also recognising the limits 
of what education can achieve in relation to politics. Understanding education 
as pre-political does not necessarily reduce the educational purpose of con-
tributing to societal change, but it gives this purpose a different meaning – in 
a sense, it is postponed and left open. An education that protects children and 
their ability to begin anew must come to terms with the uncertainty of the 
educational task. This uncertainty can be seen as an expression of the balanc-
ing act between freedom and control that democratic societies must navigate 
(e.g., Schutz, 2018), but it also brings us back to the risk of viewing education 
merely as a tool for solving societal and political problems. How the world is 
renewed by the next generation remains an open question, grounded in amor 
mundi. The perspectives put forward in this dissertation embrace the possibil-
ities education holds for political change; however, these possibilities require 
attentiveness to the present moment and cannot be postponed. The notion of 
educational love, expanded through the concept of democratic care, requires 
recognising and responding to the vulnerabilities of both the child and the 
world.  

Lastly, what surging democracy contributes is its emphasis on the genera-
tive: democracy for something. It encourages education to consider the rea-
sons for continuing to strive for democracy; what do we need it for, and why 
is it a foundational political and educational ideal? In times like ours, it is easy 
to view democracy primarily as a counteraction, as resistance against the rise 
of anti-democratic forces. Surging democracy highlights that this resistance 
has two dimensions: to preserve the rights already gained, and to think anew, 
to revolutionise, and to continue building our common world. It emphasises 
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democratic action as joyous, fun, and passionate, encouraging contemporary 
ECE to recognise the power of tiny happy people holding hands, without los-
ing sight of the educational responsibility to introduce the child and the world 
to each other.  

Reinventing a language of democratic ECE14 
In this section, I discuss the overarching perspectives of love, care, and surg-
ing democracy in relation to the prevailing languages of neoliberalism, evalu-
ation, competition, and quality. My intention in contributing new vocabularies 
and concepts through which to speak of ECE is grounded in the idea of lan-
guage as action. Changes in the language of education are not merely seen as 
a consequence of the changed mission of education, but as active contributors 
to this change (Otterstad & Braathe, 2016). The risks described by contempo-
rary educational scholars concern how the dominant languages of education 
reduce the meaning of subjectivity and care, as well as diminish the complex-
ity and plurality of meanings involved in the ECE mission (Dahlberg et al., 
2013; Lehrer et al., 2023). However, what this constant change regarding lan-
guage also illuminates is the possibility for other concepts and vocabularies to 
emerge. The task of reinventing the language of democratic ECE (cf. Lehrer 
et al., 2023; Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2022; Biesta, 2005) has in this disser-
tation led to alternative vocabularies and concepts that can help reimagine the 
democratic mission of ECE towards new paths and practices.  

When it comes to the language of quality and evaluation (Dahlberg et al., 
2018), the concepts of love and care suggest a need for alternative criteria 
regarding what is viewed as educational quality. They raise the fundamental 
questions of the purpose of early childhood education to the forefront, ques-
tions that are less often posed when education is reduced to standards, learn-
ing, and performance (Biesta, 2014; Dahlberg et al., 2018; Lehrer et al., 2023). 
While the concept of love does not diminish the importance of learning, it 
frames learning within the ideas of educational responsibility, a responsibility 
that involves both the child and the common world. Through the lens of love, 
educational responsibility gains a meaning beyond the currently prevalent idea 
of accountability driven by performance, standards, and numbers, rather than 
by a conception of what makes education good (Biesta, 2015; Ball, 2021; Leh-
rer et al., 2023). When understood in terms of love, the purpose of education 
and learning becomes a broader question than merely preparing for the next 
phase in life, be it school or the labour market. The ways we choose to educate, 
and what we choose to educate about, are then grounded in the idea of our 
love for the world, amor mundi. When grounded in amor mundi, the ideas of 
educational authority and conservatism are understood as ways of protecting 

 
14 The contributions in relation to sub-aim 2. 
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the newness and the revolutionary within every child. The position of power 
held by the educator is characterised by their responsibility towards both the 
child and the common world. Authority and conservatism, when viewed 
through the lens of amor mundi, require a recognition of the need for renewal, 
rather than an aspiration to restore or preserve a system of the past.  

While education as love, similar to the language of quality, recognises in-
dividual needs and diversity (Dahlberg et al., 2018), it does so with an aware-
ness that individual needs, whether regarding care or learning, cannot be 
standardised. Human plurality as a point of departure challenges the idea of 
education as a technology through which absolute certainty and stability can 
be achieved; the concept of love instead invites recognition and acceptance of 
uncertainty as an inherent part of education. Without uncertainty, the newness 
of the children cannot be protected, leaving the world unprotected as well. The 
suggested concepts make explicit the inequality of responsibility between 
children and educators. This can be seen as a way to confront the challenge of 
acknowledging children as partners in democratic processes without dimin-
ishing the responsibility of adults (Emilson & Johansson, 2018). These vocab-
ularies also support Clark’s vision of an unhurried child (2023). Introduction 
to the world needs to occur gradually and with care, making it essential to take 
time to dwell, to marvel, and to explore. In the age of Homo Digitalis, these 
aspects are jeopardised in multiple ways. The concepts of love and surging 
democracy invite cherishing the present moment as precious in itself, rather 
than merely a stepping stone towards the next phase.  

A concern raised regarding the languages of neoliberalism and evaluation 
has been that they risk making fundamental values invisible, and thus insig-
nificant (Lehrer et al., 2023; Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2022; Yuen, 2023). 
While the concepts of love and care may be seen as open and “fluffy”, one 
thing they are not is implicit about values. Lehrer et al. (2023) suggest that 
paying attention to the phases of care (caring about, caring for, caregiving, 
care-receiving and caring with) could act to interrupt the ongoing commodifi-
cation of childcare (Lehrer et al., 2023; Tronto, 2013). The concept of educa-
tion as love makes the vulnerability of the child and the world central to 
acknowledge; it reminds us that we are homines curans, caring people 
(Tronto, 2017). Placing the concept of care at the centre of educational con-
versation adds an important premise to the discourse of rights and compe-
tence: the premise of interdependency, that everything exists in relation to 
other things (Tronto, 2017). The main contribution the notion of care makes 
is that it offers an alternative to the idea of humans as resources and reminds 
us of how our vulnerability is intertwined with the vulnerability of the world 
we share with each other, and with generations before and after us. To speak 
of democratic education with the notions of love and care thus challenges the 
discourse of human capital, where children’s subjective experiences and care 
risk losing ground as central priorities within ECE policy and practice (Lehrer 
et al., 2023). By describing care as a political democratic ideal, its role within 
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the educational sphere is highlighted and invites reflection on our understand-
ings of the purpose of education. In light of the broad and changing mission 
of ECE, this reflection continues to be of importance within both policy and 
practice.  

The perspective of surging democracy highlights the experiences of free-
dom and joy, through which democracy can be understood in terms of mo-
ments and as something that needs to be experienced. It therefore expands the 
understanding of democratic education beyond values or procedures, by em-
phasising the joy of interaction and the ways democracy can, in its nascent 
state, be experienced within ECE. Understanding the democratic mission as 
something that can emerge through joyful interaction highlights the signifi-
cance of togetherness. While speaking of democratic moments can contribute 
to awareness of the fragility and fleetingness of democracy, it can also remind 
us of the purpose of the democratic mission: what is it for, and what do we 
want to preserve and build upon? The emphasis on our ability to begin points 
toward a driving force beyond conflict and power struggle, enabling education 
to reflect upon the possibilities of new beginnings.  

Surging democracy enables reflection on the ways education relates to 
time. It requires attentiveness and being present, to recognise the moments 
where joyous interaction occurs and the conditions that make these moments 
possible (or not). Viewing education as a sphere where joy and togetherness 
are cultivated is difficult to express in terms of competition or catching up 
(e.g., Clark, 2023). It is a view that recognises the importance of whiling time 
and timelessness (Clark, 2023). It also offers an idea of the purpose of educa-
tion that moves beyond the dichotomy of individual and collective good; joy 
as a political and private emotion can be seen as an in-between, and thus dif-
ficult to articulate in these terms. By illuminating the spatial, embodied and 
emotional dimensions of the democratic mission, surging democracy repre-
sents yet another aspect of education that is difficult to measure and ill-suited 
to result-oriented language (e.g., Folke-Fichtelius & Löfdahl Hultman, 2016) 
and the language of quality (Dahlberg et al., 2018). The emphasis on joy, ex-
ploration and plurality offers an alternative to the languages of learnification, 
a language Biesta (2006, 2015) argues is insufficient for understanding the 
many purposes of education. While the perspective of surging democracy may 
be insufficient as a sole interpretation of the democratic mission, it is an im-
portant addition to the languages of education, offering a way forward to re-
invent a language for education that is responsive to contemporary challenges 
(e.g., Biesta, 2004). 
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New imaginaries for ECE research15 
The theoretical and methodological choices I have made have contributed to 
the field of contemporary ECE research, offering alternatives to preceding 
strategies and disciplinary boundaries. The contributions described above 
demonstrate how perspectives outside the educational field can enable ways 
to remain within the tension between critique and hope (e.g., Tesar, 2025). 
Introducing ideas and concepts from political theory to ECE research, in con-
versation with the contemporary ECE mission, has enabled new imaginaries 
and vocabularies for the ways ECE can play a role for democracy and the ways 
the democratic mission of education can be understood, articulated and imag-
ined further. They have enabled a critical exploration of possible blind spots 
regarding the mission of ECE. The different perspectives on citizenship allow 
a broad understanding of the democratic mission and illustrate the importance 
of togetherness and vulnerability for democratic ECE. In Study II, the combi-
nation of Arendt and Tronto contributes to understandings on the political 
meanings of care. In Study III, the combination of perspectives on technology 
from different times enables an expansion of the meaning of digital technol-
ogy in democratic education, shifting the focus from the technical to the ethi-
cal and political. In Study IV, Cavarero’s interpretation of Arendt’s political 
enables understandings of the meaning of the political within ECE and the 
different dimensions of democratic moments. Engaging with these perspec-
tives in relation to the contemporary mission has enabled me to re-tune, re-
voice, and re-sound these conceptual inheritances in light of the present. I have 
approached them with the courage to think otherwise, and with humility and 
appreciation for the fact that thinking otherwise cannot be done in isolation. It 
must be done together, with and through others (Tesar, 2025). Ways of doing 
this are demonstrated in this dissertation. 

This dissertation illuminates how a transdisciplinary approach, where plu-
rality has been sought in terms of theory, method, and structure offers a 
“thoughtful friction” for ECE theory, policy and practice, enabling something 
new to emerge. What new can emerge from this friction is a question for the 
future. However, all the contributions engage with questions regarding the 
purpose of education, demonstrating the openness and plurality of the demo-
cratic mission of education (e.g., Moss, 2019; Sant, 2019; Culp et al 2023).  
The contributions thus invite to think and philosophise further about our un-
derstandings of the purpose of early childhood education, in terms of “what it 
means to educate” (Tesar, 2025) and to “care for democratic education in a 
profound way” (Culp et al., 2023).  The contributions also demonstrate how 
understandings of the democratic mission are always entangled with our un-
derstandings of the purpose of education as well as with our understanding of 
the meaning of democracy. The dissertation has thus made a case for how 

 
15 The contributions in relation to sub-aim 3. 
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philosophy of ECE can contribute to handling the tensions between critique 
and creativity, despair and hope (Tesar, 2025).  

The methodological choices have enabled a contribution to the ongoing 
discussion within the humanities on the structure of the compilation thesis (Jä-
gerskog & Niemi, 2023) by exploring the boundaries between the two estab-
lished formats of monograph and compilation thesis (cf., Nästesjö, 2024; 
Rahm, 2019; Serder, 2015). The essay format has offered a way to overcome 
challenges with the compilation thesis format regarding coherence (Jägerskog 
& Niemi, 2023) and the risk of repetition and fragmentation (Jezierski, 2016). 
It has also enabled the research process to be made more explicit. The gradual 
contextualization of my contributions and the space the format has given for 
theoretical reasoning have served both ethical and educational purposes. The 
structure has been an ethical standpoint in terms of transparency and respon-
sibility in relation to the aims of the dissertation. Considering the phenomena 
explored combined with openness as a guiding principle, the structure has en-
abled me to present my invitation to action as carefully and nuanced as possi-
ble. The dissertation illuminates educational research as a process of innova-
tion, reflection and listening (Vandenbroeck, 2023), offering an alternative 
path to the culture of speed, performativity and competition within scholarship 
(Honoré, 2026; Berg & Seeber, 2026).The dissertation thus demonstrates one 
of the many purposes of educational research, a purpose I argue to be essential: 
to be a space for contemplation, a space that invites both the reader and the 
researcher to a process of whiling time (Clark, 2023). 

 Lastly, while the dissertation shows how educational philosophy and edu-
cational theory can contribute to the field of ECE research with theories and 
methodologies, it also demonstrates how these theories can be given new 
meanings when put into conversation with the mission of contemporary ECE. 
The unique task of ECE, integrating multiple intertwined purposes, opens up 
possibilities for understanding the purpose of education beyond the early 
years. The contributions of this dissertation anticipate further explorations 
within all democratic education on the meaning of vulnerability, care, time, 
and digitalisation as ethics. 

Reflections on ethics and implications 
My approach in this dissertation is anchored in openness, and during my work 
on it, this has become even more pronounced as I have reflected upon the 
relationship between research and practice. Openness has concerned not only 
my approach to theory and focus but also the way I present my conclusions 
and their possible implications. I have actively sought to resist defining what 
the notion of love can become when applied within educational practice, or 
prescribing how spaces for purposelessness and solitude should be organised. 
One simple explanation for this is that I believe the vocabulary I have 
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suggested and the ideas I have put forward can lead to many different inter-
pretations and responses. This is the core characteristic of action; we cannot 
and should not control it. However, in light of the societal function of research, 
and my personal responsibility as a researcher to comply with, safeguard, and 
promote good research practice, ethical reflections and statements are neces-
sary. I will in the following reflect upon the aspects of credibility, honesty, 
respect, and accountability in this dissertation.  

When it comes to credibility and honesty, I have strived for what Tracy 
(2020) describes as sincerity. The aspects through which sincerity can be 
achieved are self-reflexivity, vulnerability, honesty, transparency, and data 
auditing (Tracy, 2020). That these aspects have been present in my research 
process is illustrated through the use of language and structure in this disser-
tation. I have aimed for a self-reflexive and honest voice when describing my 
process of approaching the different ideas, policies, and theoretical points of 
departure I have worked with. Being explicit about my process, my question-
ing, and shifts in my own thinking illuminates self-awareness while also ex-
posing vulnerability. The use of the first-person voice is intended to remind 
the reader of my presence and that the conclusions reached are a result of the 
ways I have engaged with the theories and ideas at play (see Tracy, 2010; 
Koobak, 2014; Richardsson, 1997). I have chosen to include the studies as 
longer chapters rather than short summaries to make my arguments and con-
clusions as explicit as possible, thus allowing the theoretical perspectives and 
the issues I have addressed with these theories to be fully available to the 
reader. By communicating my research not only through summaries of con-
clusions but also by inviting the reader to access my process regarding the 
issues, theories, and reasoning, I aim to enable a nuanced understanding of the 
conclusions and reduce the risk of oversimplifying the arguments. These thick 
descriptions, in terms of abundant detail and complex specificity (Tracy, 
2010), thus aim to increase the credibility of my research. While Tracy raises 
thick descriptions in relation to presenting data acquired through human inter-
action, I find this equally important when it comes to the theoretical perspec-
tives presented, as the concepts developed are suggested to be used in human 
interaction. In the following, I will elaborate on the aspects of respect and 
accountability by addressing the possible implications of this dissertation and 
the risks involved. 

The groups primarily affected by these conclusions are children and edu-
cators. While children as a group are particularly at-risk or vulnerable in re-
search (Swedish Research Council, 2024), the vulnerabilities within this group 
differ. In this thesis, I have explored the image of the contemporary child 
within ECE as a competent rights bearer, without discussing how different 
aspects such as gender, religion, socioeconomic status, or ethnicity affect this 
image or whether this affects the conclusions of this dissertation. While rec-
ognising children as a heterogeneous group whose agency and rights are lim-
ited in different ways, I wish to underline that the conclusions and suggestions 



 

 152 

are made from the perspective of pluralism as a fundamental human condition. 
This requires continuous reflection by educators on how they assume their 
responsibility for the child without compromising the child’s rights. My criti-
cal stance towards the notion of the child as a competent rights bearer concerns 
the risks this notion may entail in an education where individual responsibility 
and goal achievement are emphasised. It is thus not a statement against chil-
dren’s rights as such. This is important to underline, and the ideas of respon-
sibility suggested are grounded in the vocabulary of love and care. This means 
they fundamentally differ from contemporary political voices campaigning for 
increased teacher authority by reducing children’s rights (Heller-Sahlgren, 
2023; Kristersson & Malmqvist, 2025) and reinforcing disciplinary measures 
(Malm, 2025).   

 The concepts of care and love are both words strongly linked to private 
life, but the ways they are suggested as relevant for democracy and education 
require that they are understood specifically within an educational context. I 
recognise that these notions can be perceived as violating the integrity of the 
child or the educator if the distinctions between private and public spheres are 
not recognised and reflected upon. The educational love I am arguing for re-
quires freedom of professional judgement and autonomy for educators. It 
could therefore be harmful to approach it in an instrumental way, defined as a 
method or a technique, rather than a reflective practice. The implications of 
educational love for the child and the world involve recognition of the educa-
tor’s responsibility, and this responsibility needs to be characterised by care. 
The notions of love and care are thus crucial for my argument regarding the 
inequality in allocation of responsibility between children and adults. Care as 
a democratic ideal within education involves all of the phases of care being 
present, creating a society where we can rely on our needs for care being met. 
This requires educators to be attentive, responsible, and responsive, which 
cannot be done without recognising the plurality of needs and, thus, the plu-
rality regarding vulnerability. Another conclusion that I acknowledge as risky 
in terms of harm is the suggestion of perceiving ECE as a pre-political and 
therefore a pre-democratic sphere. My arguments, as already elaborated 
above, concern the inequality regarding educational responsibility as well as 
political freedom. My suggestion is that democratic education needs to recog-
nise the limitations regarding the idea of freedom and equality and approach 
them as experiences to be encouraged. This conclusion does not involve a re-
duction of children’s rights but rather recognises the ways in which freedom 
and equality can be experienced, while expanding understandings of demo-
cratic education as an arena where democracy can surge, requiring that it be 
spatially, emotionally, and bodily experienced. 

The notion of openness guiding my work thus involves a risk. I cannot pre-
dict or control the ways these conclusions will be received or what implica-
tions they may bring, a risk always present within research. However, I hope 
that the ways I have presented the studies, my process, and my conclusions 
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with sincerity, openness, and respect reduce the risk of them being misused in 
a way that would make education a less caring, joyful, and thus a less demo-
cratic arena for every child. 

Democratic ECE and the table 
In this dissertation I have explored the democratic mission of contemporary 
ECE. I have approached democracy as a form of living together in this com-
mon world, as a way of gathering us while also enabling us to be our own 
unique individuals, separate and free. This approach was in the introductory 
chapter compared to Arendt’s metaphor of the table; a space that gathers us 
and separates us. While a table for one is theoretically a contradiction, I have 
argued that it can be seen as a contemporary curricular vision for ECE. What 
this vision implies is that while the table exists, the child may today be edu-
cated to sit there by themselves. The table, in terms of the common world, is 
an arena where the child of contemporary ECE has the right to participate in 
and influence from day one. What is less acknowledged in the curricular mis-
sion of contemporary ECE is the existence of others: that the ways we are 
entangled in each other’s lives matter for the choices, needs, and ways through 
which we participate and influence society, as well as our possibilities to do 
so.  The emotions and experiences that can only take place through interaction 
makes the in-between an important aspect for democratic education. What the 
educational vision of a table for one fails to recognize is that democracy de-
mands togetherness and spaces where it can surge.  It demands that we view 
our own vulnerability as intertwined with the vulnerability of the world. 
Lastly, what is also lost in the vision of a table for one is that we are homines 
curans – caring beings. We are caring because we are vulnerable. A place by 
the table is meaningless if no one else is sitting there. 

And the world will continue to be out of joint. 
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Sammanfattning 

Bord för en? Anteckningar om demokrati och förskola 
I uppfostran avgörs det om vi älskar världen tillräckligt mycket för att ta på oss 
ansvaret för den, och samtidigt rädda den från den undergång som utan förny-
else vore omöjlig att hejda, utan de nyas och ungas ankomst. 

Och i uppfostran avgörs det också, om vi älskar våra barn tillräckligt mycket, 
för att varken stöta ut dem från världen och lämna dem åt sig själva, eller rycka 
ifrån dem möjligheterna att göra något nytt och för oss oväntat, tillräckligt 
mycket för att förbereda dem inför uppgiften att förnya en gemensam värld. 

(Hannah Arendt, 1961/2016, s. 208, 209) 

Det här är en avhandling om en värld ur led. På sätt och vis, i alla fall. Det är 
en avhandling om den samtida förskolan och demokrati och en strävan att för-
stå relationen dem emellan. I avhandlingens fyra studier närmar jag mig den 
samtida förskolans demokratiska uppdrag genom olika politiska och filoso-
fiska perspektiv med syftet att förstå mer om den roll som förskolan kan spela 
för den demokratiska utvecklingen. Ett centralt perspektiv för avhandlingen 
framkommer i citatet ovan: synen på utbildning som kärlek till världen och till 
barnet. Arendts perspektiv erbjuder en teoretisk inspiration till avhandlingen, 
där jag utöver Arendt tänker tillsammans med Joan Tronto, Byung-Chul Han, 
Peter Kemp och Adriana Cavarero. Avhandlingen bidrar till en vidare tanke 
om relationen mellan förskolans utbildning och demokrati likväl som med te-
oretiska perspektiv och alternativa vokabulär om och för en demokratisk för-
skola. Bakgrunden till detta syfte kan beskrivas med två pågående rörelser: 
den ena handlar om demokratins tillbakagång, och den andra om förskjut-
ningar gällande förskolans uppdrag.  

Den första rörelsen, gällande demokratins tillbakagång, syftar till det sköra 
läget som demokratin idag befinner sig i på en global skala, där vi ser hur 
demokratiska system och de värderingar och rättigheter de grundats på urhol-
kas och försvagas i olika delar av världen (V-dem, 2026). Även starka demo-
kratier såsom den svenska utmanas idag av ökad politisk ojämlikhet och seg-
regering av den demokratiska arenan (SOU 2016:5), samt en försvagad tilltro 
till politiken och demokrati hos den yngre befolkningen (Ungdomsbarome-
tern, 2024). Demokratins inneboende skörhet kan anses bestå av kärnvärdena 
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frihet och pluralitet. Den demokratiska friheten att kritisera och utmana den 
politiska makten gör att demokratin kan avskaffa sig själv (Arnstad, 2018). 
Den här skörheten förutsätter en förståelse för demokratins idéer; dess princi-
per och värderingar och de institutioner som behöver värnas för att demokratin 
ska kunna bestå. Komplexiteten i den pluralitet av idéer som samverkar inom 
begreppet demokrati blir synligt genom hur demokratiska rättigheter och fri-
heter idag är ifrågasatta eller utmanade inte enbart av anti-demokratiska kraf-
ter, utan även inom den demokratiska arenan, för att försvara demokratin. Att 
demokratin backar på bred front kan också ses som ett exempel på den under-
gång som världen, enligt Arendt, alltid är på väg mot: ”I grunden bedriver vi 
alltid uppfostran och undervisning för en värld som är eller håller på att gå ur 
led” (Arendt, 1961/2016, s. 205). Det är dock en undergång som kan undvikas 
genom att varje ny generation vrider världen rätt igen. Här kommer vi till en 
central fråga för denna avhandling: möjliggör dagens förskola och skola att värl-
den ”vrids rätt”, och om så, hur? Och om inte, hur skulle den kunna göra det? 

Den andra rörelsen som motiverar avhandlingens studier är pågående för-
skjutningar i förskolans uppdrag. En växande kännedom om förskolans bety-
delse för individen och för samhället har i många länder, inklusive Sverige, 
lett till en ökad betoning på – och fokus mot lärande, ämneskunskaper och 
bedömning. Intentionen att stärka förskolan som det första steget på barnets 
utbildningsresa har också visat sig riskera att vissa delar av utbildningsupp-
draget hamnar i skymundan.  Det gäller aspekter som är svårare att ”mäta” 
och synliggöra, såsom omsorg, relationer och demokratiska värderingar. Det 
innebär således ett skifte inom konceptet educare, där förskolans uppdrag inte 
bara betonar edu mer än care, utan också att det görs från ett smalt perspektiv 
på utbildningens syfte, med fokus på lärande av vissa kunskaper och färdig-
heter. Detta riskerar att instrumentalisera omsorgen, och omvandla den till en-
bart ett verktyg för lärande. Demokrati på tillbakagång och förskolans uppdrag 
i förändring är därmed de två rörelser som formar bakgrunden för studierna i 
denna avhandling och utgångspunkt för min strävan att förstå de möjligheter 
som finns i relationen mellan förskolans utbildning och demokrati.  

Avhandlingens bidrag gällande teoretiska förståelser syftar till att erbjuda 
alternativa vokabulär om och för en demokratisk förskola. Språket spelar där-
med en central roll i avhandlingen. De sätt som vi talar om förskolan och dess 
uppdrag, om barn och barndom, formar vår förståelse för vad förskolan är för 
en arena och även vilken sorts arena den kan bli. Dagens vokabulärer om ut-
bildning har definierats som lärandets språk, (Biesta, 2010a), kvalitetens och 
utvärderingens språk (Dahlberg et al., 2018) tävlandets språk, (Clark, 2023) 
och neoliberalismens språk (Roberts-Holmes & Moss 2021). Alla dessa sätt 
att tala belyser utbildningen främst utifrån ett individualistiskt perspektiv, med 
betoning på vissa aspekter av utbildningen, medan andra aspekter osynliggörs. 
Dessa aspekter handlar om omsorg, relationer, osäkerhet och pluralitet. Ef-
tersom språkbruk i avhandlingen ses som ett sätt att både begränsa och forma, 



 

 157

är min intention att de begrepp och vokabulärer som utvecklas kan möjliggöra 
för nya sätt att handla. 

Bordet i avhandlingens titel refererar till Hannah Arendts metafor för den 
gemensamma världen; något som både samlar oss och separerar oss. Titeln 
symboliserar min förståelse av demokratin; ett sätt att leva tillsammans som 
fria unika individer. Avhandlingens samlade bidrag pekar på att uppdraget att 
leva tillsammans har reducerats i den samtida förskolans läroplan. ”A table 
for one” blir då en otillräcklig vision för en demokratisk utbildning, då synen 
på människor som homines curans, omsorgsfulla och omtänksamma, riskerar 
att förloras. Vi är omsorgsfulla för att vi är sårbara. 

Avhandlingens fyra delstudier  
Avhandlingens bidrag bygger på fyra delstudier om förskolan och demokrati. 
I dessa delstudier undersöker jag frågan om förskolans demokratiuppdrag ge-
nom fyra olika fokus och olika teoretiska ingångar.  

I studie I (kapitel 5 i avhandlingen) undersöker jag medborgarideal i den 
svenska förskolans läroplaner från 1987 och 2018. Slutsatserna pekar på att 
gemenskap, tillhörighet och sårbarhet är aspekter som har reducerats i den 
samtida förskolans uppdrag. Detta påverkar förskolans demokratiska uppdrag. 
Studie I synliggör hur individuella och kollektiva syften är sammanlänkande 
och att en stark betoning på individen riskerar att skymma vikten av gemen-
skap och sammanhang och därmed osynliggöra utbildningens uppdrag som 
samhällsbygge. Studien frågar om barnet riskerar att uppfostras till ensamhet 
och om gemenskap enbart blir ett individuellt ansvar.  

 I studie II (kapitel 6 i avhandlingen) undersöker jag frågan om utbildning-
ens syfte och ansvar vidare, genom perspektiv på utbildning där kärlek och 
omsorg ses som demokratiska ideal. Genom att väva ihop dessa perspektiv 
synliggörs hur barnet och den gemensamma världen är sammanlänkade ge-
nom sårbarhet. Detta innebär att ansvaret behöver fördelas ojämnt mellan 
vuxna och barn. Omsorgen ses som bärande för demokratin och därmed av-
görande i en demokratisk utbildning. Studien bidrar med förståelser av omsorg 
och sårbarhet som överskrider gränserna mellan de privata och politiska sfä-
rerna, och blir därmed viktiga att erkänna och uppmärksamma både för indi-
viden och för samhället. Studien argumenterar för vikten av att utbildningen 
tar ansvar för att introducera barnet till världen omsorgsfullt och gradvis, och 
att detta kan utmanas av samtida idéer om barnet och förskolans uppdrag.  

I studie III (kapitel 7 i avhandlingen) undersöker jag denna introduktion 
vidare, och frågar vad det innebär för demokratisk utbildning att världen bar-
net ska introduceras till idag även omfattar en digital värld. Genom olika teo-
retiska perspektiv diskuterar jag hur teknologin kan påverka vårt sätt att inte-
ragera och känna gemenskap och tillhörighet, men även vår förmåga att vara 
för oss själva och tänka. I studien argumenterar jag för ett förhållningssätt till 
digitalisering som en etisk fråga snarare som endast en fråga om verktyg. Då 
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gränser mellan det privata och det offentliga i en tid av Homo digitalis riskerar 
att suddas ut, blir en del av den demokratiska utbildningens uppdrag att återi-
gen uppmärksamma och värna dessa gränser. Det innebär dels att skapa med-
vetenhet om gränserna, men även att utveckla förståelse för vår förmåga att 
kontinuerligt dra dessa gränser. Eftersom vår förmåga att tänka och handla 
hänger ihop med hur dessa gränser dras, behöver utbildningen möjliggöra för 
arenor av handlande och gemenskap och av tystnad och distans.  

I studie IV (kapitel 8 i avhandlingen), undersöker jag det demokratiska upp-
draget vidare genom perspektiv på demokrati som ”böljande”, något som kan 
ske i stunder när vi interagerar och träder in till världen och när vi handlar. 
Genom att se demokrati som böljande menar jag att det blir möjligt att upp-
märksamma demokratins emotionella, kroppsliga och rumsliga dimensioner. 
I stunder där barn upplever glädje och frihet, när de inser att de påverkar sin 
omgivning på olika sätt kan ses som en initial fas av demokrati, som ett frö. 
Studien föreslår att förskolans demokratiska utbildning kan frodas genom att 
betrakta utbildning som en pre-demokratisk arena. Det är en arena där demo-
kratins löfte hela tiden behöver existera, men där den inte ses som fullt ut de-
mokratisk då det finns en ojämlikhet gällande ansvar mellan barn och vuxna. 
Tillsammans bidrar dessa studier till avhandlingens övergripande syftet om 
förståelse för den samtida förskolans demokratiska uppdrag. I det följande av-
snittet sammanfattas bidragen utifrån avhandlingens tre delsyften. 

Avhandlingens bidrag 
Avhandlingens övergripande syfte, att bidra med förståelser om förskolans 
demokratiska uppdrag genom politisk teori och pedagogisk filosofi, omfattar 
tre del-syften. Det första syftet är att bidra med teoretiska perspektiv om 
förskolans demokratiska syfte och uppdrag. Det andra syftet är att genom te-
oretiska perspektiv erbjuda alternativa begrepp och vokabulär för att tala 
om den samtida förskolans uppdrag. Som tredje syfte ämnar avhandlingen att 
visa de möjligheter som pedagogisk filosofi och politisk teori kan erbjuda 
forskning inom förskola gällande metodologiska och disciplinära gränsö-
verskridanden  

Det övergripande bidraget som läggs fram är perspektiv om kärlek och de-
mokratin som böljande. Dessa perspektiv bidrar med förståelse om hur sår-
barhet, gränser och glädje kan ses som viktiga aspekter inom demokratisk ut-
bildning i förskolan. De perspektiv som avhandlingen bidrar med är på flera 
sätt i linje med annan pågående kritisk forskning om demokrati i förskola, där 
demokrati kopplas samman med liv tillsammans med andra, ömsesidighet och 
pluralism, istället för med fördefinierade metoder (Emilson & Johansson, 
2018; Löfdahl Hultman & Margrain, 2019). Avhandlingen erbjuder perspek-
tiv om hur sårbarhet och omsorg kan ses som centrala inom det demokratiska 
uppdraget i förskolan. Jag argumenterar för att barnets sårbarhet hänger 
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samman med den gemensamma världens sårbarhet, vilket innebär att utbild-
ningen inte bara kan skydda individen eller den gemensamma världen: den 
behöver, i Arendtska termer, älska och skydda dem båda. Omsorg presenteras 
som ett överskridande fenomen som inte bara hör till den privata sfären; den 
har också politisk betydelse. Detta bidrar med ytterligare en dimension av för-
skolans omsorgsuppdrag vilket kan stärka omsorgens roll i en demokratisk 
utbildning.   

Avhandlingen erbjuder även förståelser för hur emotionella, kroppsliga och 
rumsliga dimensioner kan ses spela roll för begynnande demokratiska hand-
lingar, för en böljande demokrati. Genom att undersöka den samtida försko-
lans uppdrag i relation till Arendts koncept av det privata och det offentliga, 
erbjuds nya sätt att förstå vad det politiska kan innebära inom utbildning. Jag 
föreslår att det demokratiska uppdraget inom utbildning, något paradoxalt, kan 
blomstra när utbildning erkänns som en för-politisk och därmed för-demokra-
tisk sfär. Det ses då som en arena där demokratin kan bölja genom interaktion 
och glädje: en arena där vi uppmärksammar den glädje som finns i att upp-
täcka att vår existens och det vi gör påverkar andra, att vi är betydelsefulla för 
varandra och för den gemensamma världen. Genom att tänka om det politiska 
i relation till förskolan belyses betydelsen av glädje och omsorg för demokra-
tisk utbildning, även bortom förskolan. Att förhålla sig till förskolan som en 
för-demokratisk sfär kan minska risken för att alla pedagogiska frågor betrak-
tas som politiska frågor (e.g., Säfström 2023).   

Perspektiven om kärlek och demokrati som böljande erbjuder även insikter 
om gränser. De gränser som jag föreslår som centrala att förhålla sig till hand-
lar om gränsen mellan det privata och det politiska, samt mellan den politiska 
sfären och utbildningens sfär. Ytterligare en gräns som föreslås spela en cen-
tral roll handlar om gränsen mellan vuxna och barn när det gäller ansvaret för 
utbildning och för den gemensamma världen. Dessa gränser är inte statiska 
vilket gör att de behöver ges utrymme på olika sätt inom den demokratiska 
förskolan.  

De teoretiska perspektiv som beskrivs ovan erbjuder en mängd begrepp 
varigenom det utvecklas en vokabulär för den samtida förskolans demokra-
tiska uppdrag. Kärlek till barnet och till världen bjuder till att tänka vidare om 
ansvaret för utbildningen och de sårbarheter som utbildningens uppdrag berör. 
Kopplingar mellan demokratiuppdraget och omsorg bjuder till att tänka vidare 
om omsorgens politiska och privata betydelser, samt vilken roll omsorgen kan 
spela för och i ett demokratiskt samhälle. Perspektiv om olika dimensioner av 
omsorg möjliggör en förståelse av dessa, och på vilka sätt omsorg kan ses både 
som ett förhållningssätt och ett innehåll för utbildning.  

Idén på demokratin som böljande erbjuder oss att tänka på demokratin som 
för något, snarare än som mot något. Det kan inspirera till vidare tänkande om 
syftet med demokratisk utbildning och varför det är ett viktigt politisk och 
pedagogiskt ideal. Varför ska den svenska förskolan egentligen “vila på de-
mokratins grund” som det idag står i läroplanens första mening (Lpfö18/25, 



 

 160 

p. 5)? Vilken betydelse har denna grund och vad skulle gå förlorat om den 
raseras? Genom att tala om demokratin som böljande belyses frihet och jäm-
likhet som erfarenheter, något som kan och ska upplevas. Genom att möjlig-
göra upplevelsen av frihet och glädje skapas demokratiska ögonblick. Böl-
jande demokrati bjuder därmed till att värna om och bejaka dessa ögonblick, 
varigenom demokratins löfte hålls närvarande i förskolans vardag.   

Bidraget som avhandlingen gör till förskoleforskningen handlar om de te-
oretiska och metodologiska val jag har gjort. De tänkare jag har byggt mina 
argument på är inte främst influerade av eller fokuserade på utbildning.  Att 
tänka och resonera om den samtida förskolans uppdrag med deras perspektiv 
har möjliggjort nya förståelser och vokabulärer om de sätt förskolan kan spela 
roll för demokratin, samt hur vi kan förstå, tala om och fantisera vidare om 
förskolans uppdrag. Dessa vokabulärer håller igång kampen om demokratins 
innebörder och betydelse, och genom att sätta ord på demokratins pluralitet 
och olika betydelser minskar risken att demokratin blir ett ihåligt begrepp 
inom utbildning (e.g., Biesta 2006: Nancy, 2011; Brown, 2011). Vokabulä-
rerna bidrar även till att explicit synliggöra den mångfald av syften som för-
skolan (och utbildning) har. Utöver bidraget till samtalet om förskolans syften, 
bidrar vokabulärerna även till att samtalet förhåller sig till förskolans ansvar 
för den gemensamma världen och barnet. Detta kan möjliggöra ett värnande 
om förskolans egna pedagogiska uppdrag vilket kan stå i kontrast till att ut-
bildningen främst betraktas som en lösning på olika samhälleliga utmaningar 
och behov (e.g., Biesta 2019). 

Avhandlingen visar hur en transdisciplinär ansats och pluralitet gällande 
teori, metod och struktur kan erbjuda en tankefriktion och därmed nya per-
spektiv för förskolans teori, policy och praktik. Avhandlingen introducerar 
perspektiv som sällan fått plats inom förskoleforskningen, såsom utbildning 
som kärlek, politisk omsorg och Homo digitalis. De teoretiska och metodolo-
giska valen har möjliggjort sätt att hantera spänningen mellan kritik och hopp, 
ett uppdrag som Tesar (2025) tillskriver utbildningsfilosofi. Tesar framhåller 
vikten av att utöver en kritisk blick, kan filosofin möjliggöra och konstruera 
alternativa sätt att se nya möjligheter för utbildning och dess uppdrag, möjlig-
heter som kanske inte än är helt synliga men som kan bli (2025). Mina bidrag 
gällande kärlek, omsorg och böljande demokrati har tillkommit genom en strä-
van att stanna upp i denna spänning mellan kritik och hopp. De metodologiska 
valen har också möjliggjort ett bidrag till det pågående samtalet om struktur i 
en sammanläggningsavhandling inom humaniora (Jägerskog & Niemi, 2023) 
och ett pågående utforskande inom pedagogisk forskning om gränserna mel-
lan monografi och sammanläggningsavhandling (e. g. Nästesjö, 2024; Rahm, 
2019; Serder, 2015).  I följande ska jag kort föra ett vidare resonemang om 
dessa bidrag. 
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Teoretiska perspektiv och vokabulär16 
Kärlek 
Att tala om förskolans uppdrag som kärlek möjliggör erkännande av sårbarhet 
som ett grundläggande mänskligt villkor. Det kan synliggöra hur människor 
och världen sammanlänkas av sårbarhet i ett ömsesidigt beroende; vi behöver 
varandra för att kunna handla, och världen behöver våra handlingar, våra be-
gynnelser, för att den ska bestå och förnyas. Detta innebär att utbildningens 
ansvar omfattar både barnet och världen; att endast älska och skydda den ena 
leder till att varken barnet eller världen är skyddad. Att tala om demokratisk 
förskola som kärlek gör det också möjligt att tala om behov, utöver kompe-
tenser och rättigheter. Att älska barnet och ta ansvar för dess introduktion till 
världen innebär att erkänna att vi är både kompetenta och sårbara samtidigt, 
och att det gäller oss alla, oavsett ålder. När sårbarhet ses som en aspekt om-
fattande både den privata och den offentliga världen, vidgas även synen på 
omsorg. Då avgränsas omsorg inte endast till en aspekt eller en aktivitet inom 
den privata sfären, utan ses även som en central del för demokratin. Omsorgen 
blir därmed något som vi har ansvar för både som individ och som samhälle.  

Sårbarhet vidgas i en digitaliserad värld, där nya frågor behöver ställas om 
gränser mellan det privata och det offentliga, och om hur utbildningen kan 
möjliggöra rum för både gemenskap och distans. Frågan om gemenskap hand-
lar då inte bara om huruvida vi har sätt och kanaler för att mötas och kommu-
nicera, utan också om vilken typ av kommunikation och gemenskap som möj-
liggörs, likväl som på vilka sätt de möjliggör ett handlande – att tillbringa nå-
got nytt i världen. Utbildningens uppdrag att introducera barnet till den offent-
liga världen utmanas gradvis av den digitala världens strålkastarljus, där vi 
konstant kan dela aspekter av vår privata sfär och därmed göra det privata 
offentligt. Detta gör att vår förmåga att tänka och vara i ensamhet utan att 
känna oss ensamma försvåras. Utan tänkande och distans riskerar vår kommu-
nikation att bli upprepning av detsamma, och våra handlingar bara reaktioner 
snarare än något nytt. Utbildningens ansvar blir att skydda förmågan att vara 
för oss själva och möjliggöra tid och rum för tänkande och stillsamhet. Genom 
att omsorg erkänns som en central del av uppdraget kan utbildningen blir en 
plats där barnen utvecklar en förståelse för innebörden av vita performativa 
och där det finns stunder av utforskande, lyssnande, syfteslöshet och stillhet. 
Perspektiv på kärlek kan därmed synliggöra relationen mellan demokratisk 
utbildning och tid.   

Mina slutsatser väcker frågor om hur utbildningens förhållande till tid 
hänger ihop med dess demokratiska uppdrag. Jag föreslår att tålamod och 
medvetenhet om olika tempo kan ses som viktiga för demokratisk utbildning.  
En ”långsam demokrati” kan låta motsägelsefullt i en värld ur led men det kan 
synliggöra några aspekter om förskolans demokratiska uppdrag som idag 

 
16 I denna del presenteras bidraget i relation till delsyften 1 och 2. 
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riskeras att försummas. En långsam demokrati innebär att det finns tid för tän-
kande och för omsorgsfullhet. Det förutsätter en o-skyndsamhet; att vi kan 
stanna upp och tänka, vara i dialog med oss själva, inom oss själva. Den kan 
möjliggöra för reflektion om det privata och det offentliga, och om vilken 
kommunikation och vilket handlande som möjliggör att en känsla av gemen-
skap kan utvecklas. Utöver att långsam demokrati kan möjliggöra för tän-
kande och handlande, öppnar det också upp för olika förståelser av demokra-
tins många innebörder. Det kan i sin tur hålla kampen om demokratins mening 
pågående inom utbildning. 

Demokratin som böljande 
Genom att förstå demokratin som böljande kan betoningen skifta från politisk 
styrning och individuella rättigheter till förmågan att handla, något som förut-
sätter andra människors närvaro; att någon finns där och ”tar emot” vårt hand-
lande. Perspektivet påminner om den generativa aspekten av demokratin; de-
mokrati för något, inte endast som ett motstånd. Det bjuder till reflektion om 
meningen med demokrati som politiskt och pedagogiskt ideal: vad är det vi 
vill bevara, och vad vill vi skapa för nytt? 

Böljande demokrati erbjuder en förståelse av värden som något som ska 
upplevas; både rumsligt, kroppsligt och emotionellt. Värden ges på så sätt en 
relationell dimension, vilket vidgar förståelsen av de rättigheter och förmågor 
som betonas som individuella i den samtida läroplanen. Genom synen på de-
mokrati som ett ögonblick, en händelse och en upplevelse som väller fram 
synliggörs betydelsen av både relationer och interaktion för de demokratiska 
principer som tillskrivs individen. Demokratin blir något som sker mellan oss, 
en ”mitt-emellan” händelse.  

Att se demokrati som böljande möjliggör en medvetenhet om betydelsen 
av de emotionella, rumsliga och kroppsliga dimensionerna av handlandet. 
Dessa dimensioner blir särskilt relevanta inom förskolan och för de sätt barnen 
träder fram i världen som nybörjare och som begynnelser. Jag föreslår att bar-
nens utforskande och upptäckande av världen, varandra och sig själva i relat-
ion till dimensionerna kan ses som ett frö till (politiskt) handlande. Deras upp-
täckter om hur de kan påverka sin omvärld kan ses som ett första steg i förstå-
elsen av inflytande. Och det finns ofta så mycket glädje i detta upptäckande! 
Genom böljande demokrati belyses vikten av glädje i interaktionen som kan 
ha liknelser med känslor som upplevs under den politiska kampen. Den lyfter 
fram passionen och glädjen i den känsla som uppstår när vi gör våra röster 
hörda tillsammans, den kraft som kan kännas både kroppsligt, emotionellt och 
rumsligt när vi står upp för saker vi vill värna om eller kämpa för. Förståelsen 
av demokratisk utbildning utifrån kroppsliga, emotionella och rumsliga di-
mensioner bidrar till att uppmärksamma känslornas betydelse, men även andra 
villkor för demokratiskt handlande, som inte kan reduceras till fasta metoder 
och tidpunkter.  
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Att förstå demokratin som något som väller fram snarare än något fast och 
beständigt hänger samman med en förståelse av utbildning som en arena mel-
lan det privata och det politiska. Att betrakta förskolan som en för-politisk 
arena gör den också till en för-demokratisk arena. Argumenten för detta hand-
lar om förståelsen av den politiska arenan som en plats där det finns full frihet 
och jämlikhet. Jag menar att detta inte stämmer inom utbildningen, där barn 
och vuxna inte är jämlikar när det gäller frihet och ansvar. Att betrakta utbild-
ningen som en för-demokratisk arena innebär inte att den är o-demokratisk. 
Jag menar att det är en arena där de vuxna ansvarar för att demokratiska ögon-
blick kan ske kontinuerligt, där barnen kan uppleva glädje och frihet. Förstå-
elsen av demokratin som mitt-emellan händelse i en utbildning som en mitt-
emellan arena, synliggör hur den demokratiska erfarenheten alltid är villko-
rad. Demokratin villkoras av tid, rum, känslor och andra människor. Det inne-
bär att utbildningen behöver förhålla sig till dessa villkor och kontinuerligt 
vara medveten om deras flyktighet, och därmed om demokratins sårbarhet.  
Att världens sårbarhet är sammanlänkad med vår egen är något som kan kän-
nas självklart och samtidigt, som jag har visat, något som dagens utbildning 
riskerar att osynliggöra.  Jag har därför argumenterat för att den insikten kan 
ge riktning för utbildningens demokratiska uppdrag. Den kan möjliggöra för 
en utbildning där det öppna, oändliga och osäkra ges tid och utrymme, och där 
demokratins villkor och kompromisser erkänns och förstås som rörliga. 

Förskoleforskningen och filosofi17  
Mina teoretiska och metodologiska val har visat på alternativa strategier och 
sätt att överskrida disciplinära gränser för den samtida förskoleforskningen. 
De bidrag som beskrivits ovan synliggör hur perspektiv utanför pedagogisk 
teori och forskning kan möjliggöra sätt att stanna upp inom spänningen mellan 
kritik och hopp (e.g Tesar, 2025). Genom ett möte mellan politisk teori, filo-
sofi och förskoleforskning har det utvecklats nya sätt att tala om och förstå 
förskolans demokratiska uppdrag, sätt som bjuder till att tänka vidare om vad 
detta uppdrag kan bli. Detta möte har möjliggjort en kritisk blick och synlig-
gjort aspekter av det demokratiska uppdraget som kan anses centrala.  

De olika perspektiv på medborgarskap som presenteras i studie I bidrar till 
en vidare förståelse om demokratisk utbildning och visar på vikten av att sår-
barhet och tillhörighet erkänns som viktiga aspekter inom demokratisk för-
skola. Kombinationen av perspektiv från Tronto och Arendt i studie II bidrar 
med förståelser om omsorgens politiska, demokratiska betydelse. Att disku-
tera förskolans demokratiska uppdrag genom tre perspektiv på teknologi från 
olika tider i studie III vidgar förståelsen av digitalisering och den roll som 
digitala teknologier kan spela för demokratin och demokratisk utbildning. 

 
17 I denna del presenteras bidraget i relation till delsyfte 3. 
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Genom detta skiftas betoningen från det tekniska till det etiska och det poli-
tiska. Cavareros tolkning av Arendts definition av det politiska bidrar i studie 
IV med vidare förståelser om vad det politiska kan innebära för förskolan, 
samt för de olika dimensionerna av demokratiska ögonblick.  

Att utforska förskolans uppdrag med dessa perspektiv har samtidigt varit 
ett utforskande av de teoretiska perspektiven, genom förskolans uppdrag. Den 
samtida förskolans kontext har på ett nytt sätt kunnat belysa dessa koncept och 
perspektiv, och därmed synliggjort nya förståelser även inom perspektiven. 
Jag har närmat mig teorierna och idéerna med mod att tänka på nya sätt och 
med ödmjukhet inför det faktum att tänka nytt kan inte göras isolerat. Det är 
en process som behöver göras tillsammans, med och genom andra (Tesar, 
2025). Med denna avhandling har jag demonstrerat ett sätt att göra detta.  

Avhandlingen synliggör hur en transdisciplinär ansats med en pluralitet av 
metod, teori och struktur kan bidra med ”tankefriktion” för förskoleforsk-
ningen, policy och praktik (jmfr Tesar, 2025). Något alla bidrag berör och ger 
exempel på är hur vi kan närma oss utbildningens syften och dess demokra-
tiska uppdrag genom öppenhet och pluralitet (e.g Moss, 2019; Sant, 2019; 
Culp et al 2023), även om vi inte kan veta vilka nya handlingar och tankesätt 
denna tankefriktion bidrar med. Jag betraktar detta som en inbjudan till att 
tänka vidare om våra förståelser om utbildning: om ”vad det innebär att ut-
bilda” (Tesar, 2025) och vad det innebär att visa omsorg för demokratisk ut-
bildning på ett djupgående sätt (Culp et al., 2023). Dessa bidrag visar också 
på hur förståelser av det demokratiska uppdraget är alltid sammankopplade 
och intrasslade i våra förståelser om utbildningens syfte och om demokratins 
innebörder. Avhandlingen synliggör därmed hur filosofin kan bidra med sätt 
för förskoleforskningen att stanna upp och hantera spänningen mellan kritik 
och kreativitet, förtvivlan och hopp (Tesar 2025).  

De metodologiska valen har möjliggjort ett bidrag till det pågående samta-
let inom humaniora om sammanläggningsavhandlingens struktur (Jägerskog 
& Niemi, 2023) genom att utforska gränserna mellan två etablerade format för 
avhandling: monografi och sammanläggning (se även Nästesjö, 2024; Rahm, 
2019; Serder, 2015). Essä-formatet har erbjudit sätt att hantera sammanlägg-
ningsavhandlingens utmaningar gällande koherens (Jägerskog & Niemi, 
2023) och risk för upprepning och fragmentering (Jezierski, 2016). Den valda 
strukturen med essäistik tillvägagångssätt har även möjliggjort explicitgö-
rande av forskningsprocessen. Det utrymme som strukturen skapat för teore-
tiskt resonemang och en gradvis kontextualisering av bidragen har både etiska 
och pedagogiska syften. Strukturen är ett etiskt ställningstagande gällande 
transparens och ansvar, i relation till avhandlingens syften och det fenomen 
som utforskats. I kombination med öppenhet som en vägledande princip har 
den valda strukturen möjliggjort att jag kunnat presentera mina förslag om nya 
vokabulärer nyanserat och med omsorg.  

Avhandlingen illustrerar pedagogisk forskning som en process av lyss-
nande, reflektion och innovation (Vandenbroeck, 2023), vilket visar på 
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alternativ för den kultur inom akademin som främjar snabbhet, och som 
präglas av performativitet och tävling (Honoré, 2026, Berg & Seeber, 2026). 
Avhandlingen synliggör därmed ett av många syften för pedagogisk forsk-
ning: att erbjuda en arena för kontemplation, ett rum som bjuder både läsaren 
och forskaren till en process som präglas av stillsamhet och tidlöshet (Clark, 
2023; Honoré, 2026). 

 Slutligen, utöver att avhandlingen visar hur filosofin och politisk teori kan 
bidra med perspektiv och metodologier för förskoleforskning, synliggör den 
också hur förskolan med sitt unika uppdrag kan bidra med nya betydelser för 
dessa teorier. Avhandlingens bidrag bjuder därmed till vidare studier om be-
tydelsen av ansvar, sårbarhet och omsorg inom all utbildning, samt om de nya 
förutsättningar som teknologin skapar för utbildningens demokratiska syften 
och praktik.  
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