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EPALE Podcast: Digitalization and Bildung 
 

Gina:      Welcome to our podcast on digitalization and “Bildung”.  

My name is Gina Ebner. I'm Secretary General of the EAEA a nd we're also working as adult education 

experts for a pilot. Now, “Bildung”? Yes, the German speakers might go, “why are you using the German 

word in English?” and some of you might go “what are you talking about?”  

So “Bildung” is the German word for education, training, lifelong learning, and so on. And in a moment, we 

will have someone who will explain a bit more about that. I'm very happy to be joined by two people who 

have done quite a bit of work in that area, especially our first speaker, our first person to do an input Lene 

Rachel Anderson, and we're very happy to have you.  

She's a researcher, philosopher and so on. Co-author of the book “The Nordic Secret”, which I can highly 

recommend. So please go, run, buy the book. It is about the Nordic concept of “folk-Bildung” and how it 

has influenced culture, especially in the Nordic countries. So, thank you, Lene, for joining us.  

And the second person is Uwe Gartenschlaeger, the president of the EAA, so my boss. 

 

Gina:     Thank you both. So yes, “Bildung”. Why do we use it in English? And how does it relate to what we're 

talking about. Lene, will you go ahead and tell us a bit about the background? 

 

Lene:      Yes. Absolutely. Thank you very much. English does not have a word for “Bildung” that has all the 

many meanings and the depth that the German word “Bildung” has. And you just mentioned that the German 

speakers who might be wondering why you're using a German word in English.  

I think that among many Germans today, the word “Bildung” is just used, as we use the word “education” in 

English, and many Germans think of “Bildung” as anything that the school system is already doing, and 

anything that you can measure in a piece of tests. So, it's, it's a very, sort of formal aspect of the educational 

system in German.  

So why do we introduce it in English? That’s because, I'm not the one to introduce it. It was there before I 

started writing about it. But why did I and my Swedish colleague when we worked on the Nordic secret, 

decide to stick with the German word, and keep it in the English language, and then actually introduce 

another word into the English vocabulary, which is “folk-Buildung”. And the reason is that the German 

philosophers who were writing about “Bildung”, in the late 1700s and early 1800s, and here I'm talking 

about Hilda and Schiller, and William von Humboldt, and Heigl, just to mention four of them.  

 

Lene:     That whole tradition that comes with that word. I mean, if we change the word and use the English 

word, “Formations”, for instance, “formation”, then you would lose the connection to this whole tradition. 

And so, what is the tradition? Well, it comes very close to modern developmental psychology. And it’s really 

more about the moral and emotional development of the individual, rather than just the transfer of 

knowledge 

And so, the way that I describe “Bildung” now, if I'm asked to do it as quickly as possible, is that “Bildung” is 

two different kinds of knowledge, the knowledge that is rather easy to transfer from one person to the next. 

And that can be math and other language, that can be hard enough, but I can check whether you got it or 
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not. If you can do the math correctly, then you understood what I just tried to teach you and vice versa. And 

then there's the other kind of knowledge, which you cannot really transfer from one person to the next. And 

that's learning from, you know, making a mistake, falling in love, having a child, losing a parent, losing a 

job, having a success, and so forth. And that regards to the emotional and moral development and how you 

deal with those push backs and great experiences. 

And we can use the aesthetics to make some of a kind of transfer from one person to the next, particularly 

literature. If it's well written, I can read about somebody’s completely different from myself, experiencing 

something that I will never experience. And I can identify with them and go through emotions that those 

characters go through, if it is well written. And so, I can, I can learn from this part of our arts and aesthetics. 

Some emotions, some, and I can think about it, I mean, I can, I can wonder how I would have been reacting 

or acting in a similar situation, and then it affects my moral development. 

So, the “Bildung” is the combination of all the transferable knowledge and all the knowledge that is really 

hard to transfer, but that you have to experience or get to through living life and making mistakes and, 

pardon my French screwing up from time to time. So, and then, of course, how do you relate to it? What do 

you do with it? I mean, is this just something that you say, hm okay, or do you actually let it have an impact 

in your life and base moral decisions on it? And so it's all about how do you how do you deal with it. 

And, and this is what “Bildung” is about. And that's why, I hope that the Germans would, would go back to 

the original meaning of “Bildung” when, when they talk about their “Bildung” institutions and system and 

school systems, because it shouldn't just be something that you do outside of school, university, high school, 

and so forth. This should really be something that is integral to learning, studying, and also later, when we 

get a job, or, you know, don't get a job, but live as adult citizens in our, in our country, on our continent, the 

world, that we expand our horizon, and that we did get deeper emotional connections to ourselves to our 

surroundings, and to our cultural heritage. And then, of course, that we make some moral decisions about 

what to do with it. 

 

Gina:      Thank you, Lene. I mean, besides the fact that there is a very strong philosophical background in 

what you're said, “Bildung”, as you have described, is really an enormously broad concept. I think that's 

become clear from what you've said, it's not just the transfer, the learning, it's even… 

 

Lene:      It's a lifelong process, and you're never done with it. And it's both, it's both the process and the 

result. And you would also say, I mean, what is “Bildung”. It's different when you're 11 years old, and when 

you're 25, and 55. So you can have a an 11 year old with good “Bildung”, which means that they can, you 

know, do their homework without too many mistakes, and they know how to, you know, behave at a dinner 

table, and you can trust them to not set the house on fire, if you hand them a box of matches, for instance. 

You have higher expectations for a 25-year-old, hopefully, and for a 45-year-old. So “Bildung” is quite 

different throughout life 

And we all know that if we have a really big question, existential question in our life. If you still have your 

grandmother around, she's the one you ask. So “Bildung” it’s a process. 

 

Gina:      It's a process. It's lifelong, but it's also about morals, ethics, aesthetics, and so on. So just a really, 

the broadest possible understanding and even beyond. I mean, I think in English, we're trying, for example, 

with informal learning, right. I still think it goes beyond the… 
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Lene:     Absolutely. And I mean, informal learning can be how do you learn to fix a bicycle? I mean, that's 

useful knowledge. And it's easily relatively easy to transfer from one person to the next. And you also know 

how to have to know how to learn to book a train ticket online, or take a driver's licence or take, you know, 

wine tasting because you want to take it up as a hobby. That's informal learning and is great, but it doesn't 

necessarily make you reflect upon how to behave and why. 

 

Gina:      Okay. Great. Thank you. And of course, as you can guess, the audience, this is a concept that we 

in EAEA are very open to, because it gives us that broad approach, even if we are a bit more focused in 

adult education. But of course, that “Bildung’s” concept is an interesting one. Coming from where we are, 

and I want to address Uwe now, as in how do you see really “Bildung”, as Lene has presented it, in its 

relationship to adult education and especially at the EU level, you know, are we using it? Should we be 

using it? Do you see it anywhere? Should we see it anywhere? Please, please do share your approach to 

that. 

 

Uwe:     Yeah, when I, when I first heard Lene speaking about “Bildung” in 2019,  

in our General Assembly in Copenhagen, I was very attracted in my first thing, was to order the book on the 

internet and to read it in my vacations, because this is this combined some of the things, I think many of us 

feel or see in our environment, and we are living or entering a period of transformation.  

We are challenged by many existential, not always crisis, changes around us. Be digitalization be climate 

change, be that the centre of the world which for 200 years automatically was perceived to be in the 

Western world, is shifting now to Asia.  

 

Uwe:      So that there are a lot of challenges, where we're all of us have to deal with, and all of us have to 

be equipped dealing with it. And I think it is not by accident that at this moment, concepts like build don't 

get more interesting, because we come from a time when we had the impression, at least we in in Western 

Europe, and Central Europe, not the eastern part of Europe, that that everything is very stable. And we have 

just to adopt maybe a little bit to new technologies. But all in all, we can foresee is that our whole lifespan 

will be not facing existential changes.  

So, in this situation, this instrumental understanding of education, where we come from in the last, let's say 

30 years, might be adequate, or seems adequate in a way. In the last 10-15 years, we, and I see this also, 

at least in the resource of the EU policies, this existential crisis come very near to us, the greening resource, 

the digitalization, is one of the two main issues around the new relationship to China. This is something 

where we have to orient, and education or “Bildung” is the tool on how we dialogue with our citizens and 

how we equip them to deal positively, optimistically and creative, with this kind of changes ahead.  

And what Lene just mentioned, they do not only need this transferable knowledge, how to fix a bicycle or 

how to solve mathematic lessons, but they need more, they need this moral dimension, they need the ethical 

dimension, they also need to understand that it is not enough to develop a sense of belonging to my nation, 

but we should develop a sense of belonging as by the way many youngsters in the Friday's for futures 

movement, for example, doing for the whole planet for life on planet for the whole humanity.  

And I think and maybe we go into the stick into this deeper later, in our conversation, and I think is built on 

concept is one of the most interesting one to deal with its problems and to find good solutions for the, I call 
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it education system. So maybe this is a starting point. could say I could say much more about it. But I think 

we will continue our dialogue. 

 

Gina:      Okay, thank you, I think you have very well outlined how, you know, our challenges and build on 

come together. And I agree, you know, the moral the ethical are some of the key issues and probably, you 

know, looking at that, that aspect of “Bildung”. how we are, gebildet or become gebildet that is actually one 

of the most important and in a way that the education system does have problems dealing or, you know, 

dealing with that, but but as you said, it's much more it's our, you know, work with other people. But Lene 

wants to have a… 

 

Lene:   What, what would you said is really crucial. I mean, it is as citizens that we need this kind of build 

on. We needed us individuals in order to understand what is going on around us. But as citizens we need, I 

mean, as individuals, we need to know our history and where we're coming from because as we're facing a 

lot of changes, the weaker our existential, and cultural foundation is, the more threatening the changes 

appear.  

So, if I have solid roots down into my cultural heritage, I can draw on, you know, songs and literature and 

historical knowledge about how to how to things become what they are today. And then if I have moral 

development and understand the bigger picture, I can also see so what are the things that are changing due 

to the new technologies and climate change and all this stuff?  

 

Lene:   And what will not be changing, I will have a way of understanding much better what is going on 

around me. And then comes the moral dimension, which is, can I take responsibility as a citizen? Do I get 

involved in? I don't know, the local environment and local politics? Do I vote for the elections? Can I 

understand what they say on the news, I mean, all these things that go into being a conscientious citizen. 

And so we, I guess we would all like to be surrounded by conscientious citizens, because it allows us to live 

in a safe world, but I also put a responsibility on ourselves to be one of those conscientious citizens.  

So, this is this is I mean, it's the interesting thing is that Schiller said this in 1794, I mean, he was the first, 

as far as I know, to say, without “Bildung”, people cannot handle political freedom. And so, this is really 

about what kind of society what kind of political freedom Do we want. And if we want all the freedom we 

can have, we also need to take all the responsibility that we can possibly take. And, and that requires 

“Bildung”.  

 

Gina:  And to make the jump from Schiller to Piark, you might actually wonder about that, but I remember 

there is one outcome that clearly demonstrates that people with low basic skills, do not think they have an 

effect on their worlds, you know, efficacy, and so on. They think the world happens to them, rather than 

they having an, you know, the possibility to have an influence. And I think that demonstrates a bit what you 

were talking about, you know, you need to have some sense of self, some level of knowledge and, and, and 

possibility to act, that you really believe you can do something, 
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Lene:   Right. And you I mean; you need to understand the system from an intellectual point of view. But 

you also need to have an educational system that asks you question during lessons, yes. So that you, you 

know, when you're 18, and can start voting, you're actually used to thinking for yourself, and trying to figure 

out what would be the right answer, and what do I actually think is important, and then also that somebody 

actually cares to hear your answer. So, there's a there are many aspects to good education.  

 

Gina:   Perfect. Uwe? 

 

Uwe:   I think, when you when you mentioned many people who feel overwhelmed today, especially maybe 

low educated people, I think it's not only about the knowledge, it is also about self-esteem, and it's about 

fear. I think fear is a word which appears a lot today that people are afraid of changes, people are afraid 

of foreigners, people are afraid of migrants, people are afraid of climate change, afraid of digitalization.  

And I think, the education process, and this is very much what Lene quoted Schiller a lot of time, what Sheila 

mentions is it build is to build the personality to build the individual, not individual, in a sense individual 

who's fighting with other individuals, but as a part of the society, but “Bildung” comes from building and 

this kind of building idea, I think, is a very valid one. And I think we have to discuss on how we can infuse 

these elements into all our education activities. 

 

Uwe:      I mean, I think it would be quite naive to, to think about a “Bildung” training where let's say in five 

weekends, you can learn “Bildung”, but this should be something like, like, like, like a backbone or guiding 

principle for I don't know, a carpenter training, language training, whatever training. I mean, if we, you asked 

in the beginning, what, what can you see on the European arena I think after, after the dominance of the 

TVET and simple basic skills, at least I can see in the last 3-4 years that there is at least a paradigm shift 

in the perception of what is necessary and how, whereas the education system should move on, towards 

lifelong learning towards life skills. Towards, I don't know, a broader understanding of, of the content. 

It is it is just the beginning, unfortunately, and I think this is nothing new, especially to adult educators. It 

does not transfer into funding into programmes schemes yet, unfortunately. But maybe if, if we continue 

this debate and can continue advocating it, I think this should be this, this should be possible, because 

everybody, not only fields, but sees the need, where we are going, if we don't do it. 

 

Lene:     And I Just want to add, I mean, the fear isn't just for people with short education. My country has 

thrown education after me for I don't know how many years, and I also fear the development. But I also 

know where to go to look for more knowledge and how to engage in the public debate and, and be an active 

citizen and try to get my voice heard without, I mean,  

 

I'm angry. But I'm not taking to the streets and showing my anger there. I try to write books and participate 

in conversations like this instead. And, and so it's about, you know, having the Yeah, knowledge and 

competences to enter into that public sphere as one of the voices. And a lot of people simply haven't had 

the education that allow them to do that. And that is a shame, and its shame on us. 
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Gina:    I just wanted to mention, as an aside in a bit, would we in EAEA have always very much appreciated 

where the, or are the four pillars in the UNESCO approach and coming from the learning report, which is 

learning to be learning to know, learning to live together and learning to do, because it's a broader approach, 

not quite as project paid on, but broader than a lot of other things. And we have heard that UNESCO is now 

planning to add a fifth pillar, which is learning to transform learning to change, which is very, very important.  

So, we are very happy that sort of the four pillars are coming back and actually becoming a, you know, 

getting a fifth pillar. But I think we might do a podcast on that at a later point. Because this, of course, is 

also very interesting. And the more general debate about “Bildung”, we will very probably also come back 

and give more input, I think I can say we are involved altogether in a project where we are trying to work 

more in detail about what “Bildung” means for adult education and who we can work with, to, you know, to 

push forward.  

But let's move to the topic that we also wanted to talk about, digitalization. Now, some people might think, 

well digitalization isn't that one of those things, that you know, are more transferable and technical, you 

learn how to use a computer. But I we do think there is quite a connection between “Bildung” and 

digitalization. And Lene has started smiling already. So, l shall give the floor to her to give us her thoughts 

on digitalization and how it relates to “Bildung”? 

 

Lene:     Yeah, I mean, thank you. Because I mean, this is so crucial. And I would say that there's at least 

three aspects of the digitalization or digitization that we need to take into account. The first one is what you 

were mentioning the transferable skills with regards to the technologies that are already there. Do people 

know how to protect themselves on Facebook and other social media, what pictures to share, which not to 

share and stuff like that? How to safely log on to things and buy things on the internet without giving away 

your PIN code for your credit card, all that stuff.  

And then of course, the skills that you, digital skills that you need at the workplace. But that's just one aspect 

of this. Then there's another one, which is as all of these technologies are replacing existing jobs. Do we as 

a society and does the individual know how to get an upgraded education for the next kind of jobs that 

people will have to have in order to support themselves?  

And do we as a society have a conversation about what does what does a fully digitised system society and 

economy look like? And can we actually all be? I mean, hypothetically, we could all have service jobs that 

are meaningful and fun, and then let the computers and the robots take care of the boring and hard work. 

But are we preparing for that? So that's. and are we educating for that? So that's the second question.  

And the third one is a much bigger debate about privacy, data security, surveillance, who owns the 

algorithms, we can take a thing like a Corona app? If the EU or individual countries are asking all of us to 

be able to show a Corona app? Who owns that data? Where is it stored? Are we in fact, because somebody 

wants to save money somewhere, donating all EU citizens private data to say Google or somebody else, 

Amazon, who owns the servers? And what is our guarantee that they don't say, yummy, yummy. Now we 

have all the personal data on all EU citizens. 

 

So, these are, I mean, these are three different aspects of the digitalization and the and the “Bildung”. And 

so, the ordinary citizen has a number of challenges here. And the CEOs, and the programmers have a lot of 

challenges, but I’m not sure that they’re all aware of them. I mean, how many of the programmers and the 

CEOs and the tech companies understand ethics? And how many are you interested? I don’t know. And, and 
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this is a public debate that we barely have. So, so these are different aspects of all of this. And they’re 

equally, they’re equally important. But they’re also very different. Yeah. 

 

Uwe:    Yeah, if I, if I may continue with another three points, aspects. The first one I would call complexity, 

I mean, the digital world is of growing complexity. And the challenge to understand what’s going on is quite 

severe, not only for low educated people for but for myself, as well. And if you will grow older, you have the 

feeling that a lot is happening, where you even don’t understand the word what they are talking about when 

I talk with my son. 

 So, so this challenge of complexity of understanding complexity of understanding the patents behind this 

complexity, as Linden engine tool mentioned, who owns the algorithm? Yeah, where is it? What power 

relations are in the net? It seems like it's democratic, but it's it's very far away from being democratic. So, 

so this is the first challenge to the education system. 

 

Uwe:     The second one I would call and this links to something I said earlier, the digital world by its nature 

is a global word. You, you I mean, there are attempts more or less successful, yes, in China, or Russia to just 

to, to close your, your national internet room. But more or less successful? I would say, Yeah, and… 

 

Lene:     I mean, it doesn't really make sense to have 200 internets. 

 

Uwe:      No. Yeah,  

 

Lene:     So, you're absolutely right. 

 

Uwe:    So, if it's a global thing, the challenge is even more in front of the education system, to nurture the 

sense of belonging to a global community. Because I think, too, too much even within the European Union, 

we discuss about national solutions for global problems, even not European problems, but global problems.  

And the third one, which concerns me as an adult educator, of course, is how to learn digitally, in in a 

participatory, transformative “Bildung” way. So how do we, do we transfer not, not the content, but the way 

of learning we are promoting into the digital learning space? Let me say that I don't think it's impossible. 

But it's a hard work in front of us.  

 

And it even gives you maybe some positive side effects, where you didn't think about our Turkish colleague. 

For example, she told us her organisation’s citizenship education workshops, which were very much limited 

to the Istanbul greater area before and now when she went online, she recognised that she has participants 

from eastern Anatolia from Berlin from I don't know Copenhagen and so on. So, so there is also some, some 

gains in it. 
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But how to do it in a participatory way, way on how to do it in a “Bildung” way. By the way, this is one aspect 

we are exploring in our project. “Bildung” and digitalization, but it's, it’s a huge task. 

 

Gina:      Very important aspects. Unfortunately, we are slowly running out of time. I would, therefore, ask 

both of you to maybe give a recommendation or to make a proposal, how we could work further. I mean 

for Lene, I actually have a concrete, you know, more concrete question, because you said we should actually, 

you know, we should have that conversation.  

And which for me also means, we should all be involved in seeing the, you know, power of digitalization and 

who has the power of digitalization, to make decisions in a way. What would your proposal be to, that should 

happen, let's say in or with adult education in the next few years, when it comes to digitalization? 

 

Lene:      I think we should have an EU global learning platform, news channels slash public service, TV, 

adult education thing, for the lack of a better word. And, one of the challenges that we're facing in the EU, 

is that not all of us can have this conversation in the same language. So, we desperately need to upgrade 

and I'm sorry to, I don't know if I'm offending the French here, but we all need to learn to speak English well. 

Because otherwise, we cannot have a political union.  

 

Lene:    One of the basic prerequisites for having a political community and democracy is that the citizens 

can communicate. And we can't do that yet. So, I would say, upgrade the English lessons upgrade some kind 

of shared platform where the different adult education institutions and public television stations can share 

their content. And with that, we also need a good deal for the content producers and him talking about 

musicians, artists, authors, and so forth. But this has to be prioritised. And it has to be done now. 

 

Gina:      That sounds great, but also quite a challenge. 

 

Lene:      But it will be fun and meaningful. And people would get away, whenever they go travelling within 

Europe or even abroad, to talk to the locals and get much more out of it. And we would understand ourselves 

better. And we would be an awesome continent, we are but we would be even better. So um, so I think 

there's a lot of, you know, a lot of things going for this.  

 

Gina:      Okay, we will take that. 

 

Lene:     Pass on the message, please. 

 

Gina:      Okay. We might actually try and tweet that all out and actually ask people to join us in that, of 

course, using social media and with all the problems behind okay. Uwe, what is your… 
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Uwe:      First of all, I fully agree with Lene concerning the language issue. I mean, if you dig deeper into 

European history, you had parts of the Austrian Hungarian Empire, where people easily could communicate 

in five, six languages, and five, six very different leg kind of languages. So, I wonder, why it is so difficult 

for us as a Europeans to speak at least two languages and sorry to say, English is one of them. Because 

that that that's decided, you cannot, and you should not challenge that this is the lingua franca of at least 

Europe in the 21st century.  

The second one is, I think, as for the digitalization. We need the classical enlightenment to make the people 

understand what is the digital world. What are the rules of the digital world? How, how can you navigate in 

the in the, sorry, isn't a knowledge base everybody should know. And I include myself, that I don't know 

100% what I should know about it.  

Then what I mentioned the development of learning and methods, digital, I mean, zoom meetings where 

somebody reached out something that could be not the end of the story. I know it's not the end of the story. 

And all in all, I think we should nurture a culture, where thinking outside the box is popular, and is something 

which is appreciated and welcome. And where, where we get away from, from bureaucratic pathways, from 

pathways well known, where we feel secure, but which, which at the end of the road are deadend.  

And so I think if we nurture a culture of creativity, that will bring us forward, because we need new solutions, 

as we mentioned in our whole conversations today.  

 

Gina:      Yeah, that would be brilliant. Thank you. I'm not trying to summarise, because that would be 

possible. But in a way, what I see is a, you know, a way of thinking and learning that goes far beyond various 

bits and pieces and sectors in our lives, but really, is lifelong life wide.  

But also, across history and the future, you know, belong is an old concept. And now, we're trying to redefine 

it for the future. So, I find that quite fascinating. But Lene, still wants to… 

 

Lene:  Yeah, I mean, imagine if we could all go on the same platform and see what people learn in other 

countries, or what kind of courses classes are available. I mean, I would love I, I barely know anything about 

Portuguese history. But I mean, if I went on the same platforms and looked up history, and there was a 

Portuguese class in history, and one of the interesting things is also when others that's one of the interesting 

things about Europe, we're rich, others old enemies, not where it shows us friends and learning your own 

country's history through the eyes of the others, is really eye opening in in so many ways, and we could 

actually be become much better at that. 

 

Gina:      Great, thank you. I have to finish the podcast. thank you to both Uwe and Lene, I hope you have 

found it as inspiring as we have. I think we will come back to the overall concept of “Bildung” a few more 

times. Hopefully, you will join us.  

We will also update you on any developments. So do have a look. Please feel free to comment. The podcast 

will be published on the EPALE website.  There will be an opportunity to comment, ask questions and so on. 

So we'll come back to that as well.  
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We will of course also follow digitalization. EAEA is working on that, particularly this year, but more in 

general as well. So hopefully, we can continue our discussion. Also with you, the audience. So, thank you for 

listening. And I hope to hear from you. And to join any discussion with you. Thank you very much. 

 

Lene/Uwe: Bye, thank you, all the best!  

 

__________________ 

 

This podcast has been realised for EPALE by the EAEA with the participation of: 

Lene Rachel Anderson 

Uwe Gartenschlaeger 

Regina Ebner. 

 

Thank you for listening and don’t forget to share your views on the topic in the comment section!  
 
To listen to the podcast please visit: https://soundcloud.com/epale_eu/epale-podcast-digitalization-and-

bildung 
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