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Christin Cieslak (CC): Hello everybody and welcome to this EPALE podcast today with the topic 
“Skills for a democratic life”.  Today I am joined by three fantastic guests, and I am very much 
looking forward to hearing their opinion on the topic. We have Angeliki Giannakopou, we have 
Licínio Lima with us and David Samuelson. Welcome, everybody. Welcome you three. Thank you 
very much for joining us today. I will give a short introduction on each of you, if you don't mind, 
so that the listeners know a little bit about you and know your background. So, I am starting with 
Licínio. is full professor of Social Sciences of Education at the University of Minho, Portugal. He 
has been guest professor in various universities in Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin America. Adult 
and permanent education from a Freirian perspective is one of his research and teaching topics, 
including the relations between adult education and democracy. So thank you very much for 
joining us today. I'm very much looking forward to hearing about your insights and thoughts. 
Angeliki holds a joint master’s degree in Computer Engineering and Informatics, following parallel 
courses on Adult Education, Systemic Analysis and Experiential Film-Making. She most recently 
joined EAEA as a Project Coordinator for the EAEA and was previously a European Project 
Manager and Adult Educator at DAFNI KEK and Cyclisis NGO in Greece. And then last but certainly 
not least, David, he's the Secretary General of Studieförbunden, and he can soon let me know if I 
said that right, which is the Swedish Adult Education Association since 2015. Studieförbunden 
runs the initiative #ViMåstePrata – Also there, please give me any feedback how I did here – 
focusing on promoting and safeguarding democracy. And David plays a key role in civil society 
organisations in Sweden, being chair of Civos and NOD Sverige. Welcome you three. Thank you 
very much in joining me today on this very important topic. And if that is OK for everybody, I 
would like to start with a very basic yet fundamental question, which is: What do we mean by 
skills for democratic life? Can we maybe try to agree on a rough definition for the sake of this 
podcast? David, do you want to give us a first idea and then you can let me know if 
Studieförbunden was pronounced correctly. 

David Samuelson (DS): Yeah, yeah. Excellent Pronunciation: Studieförbunden and iMåstePrata, 
that means actually: “we gotta talk / We need to talk”. But my definition of skills for democratic 
life, I would start at home in Sweden and in the Nordic countries we have this concept called 
Folkbildning and I can't really separate the idea of Folkbildning from democracy. They are 
intertwined from the start. We have a long tradition doing this and we started out before Sweden 
was a democratic state. So in the beginning we started with, like, promoting democracy and 
trying to educate people wanting to run for Democratic office. As soon as Sweden turned into the 
democracy, that was our start. So democracy has been at the core and for me, skills for 
democratic life. If it is, of course the basics, having understanding and voting, what are the 
debates about? How is the voting process? What are the parties and so on? But it's much more 
than that. I would say it is being able to understand your society. Are being able to follow events 
and discussions in society and participate, organise and being a part of an active democratic life. 
So somewhere there is my definition of skills for democratic life. 

CC: Thank you very much. Angeliki, would you like to add something? 
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Angeliki Giannakopou (AG): I will say that I completely agree with David, it's really 
multidimensional. Of course, we have like the basics and voting and the processes, but we also 
have the social and emotional processes that are intertwined with the concept of democracy. And 
us, let's say the designated Greek etymologist - other than making your life difficult with my last 
name - I'm just here also to remind that democracy, in its essence, etymologically as a word, 
means like, power of people/ the power of the people. Which means that in these skills for 
democratic life, we have to keep in mind to voice, to recognise, to visualise. Is all the processes 
make them accessible and also make them weary of the fact that we as people can have power. 
But we really need to know what that power is and how to use it. So I think that would be my 
only addition. 

CC: Brilliant. Thank you. Licinio. 

Licínio Lima (LL): Well, I agree with both colleagues. I would like to stress the basic idea which 

is very clear: I mean skills for democratic life must be based, of course, on democratic values and 
for me, linking democracy and education means that skills must include capacity for dialogue. 
Without dialogue, we cannot achieve democracy, active citizenship, which means mobilisation and 
democratic activism. So I think that learning democracy through the practise of democratic 
citizenship and the democratic forms of decision making is absolutely crucial. I mean, we cannot 
learn democracy just reading books or attending classes. That is something that we must 
practise, through civic courage, civic engagement, et cetera. And this is really a classical, let´s 
say, pedagogical problem with democracy. Because if we go back to Jean Jacques Rousseau, for 
instance, or even the liberal political philosophers as John Stuart Mill or Alexis de Tocqueville, we 
immediately understand by reading them, that there was a pedagogical problem for the creation, 
let us say, the democratic citizen, and that is: “How do we learn democracy?” And the answer is 
very clear: “Only through the practise, through the exercise of democracy.” So we cannot separate 
means and ends. We need to run democracy through democratic practises to achieve democratic 
hands. That is radical democracy in this specific aspect, because we cannot accept to achieve 
democratic ends if the process is the means are not also democratic and that is very demanding. 
For us, and I think the second important idea is the process. That's why most of us talk about 
democratising democracy. It's not a pleonastic thing. Democratising democracy is actually 
exercising it, practising it. I sometimes use the analogy of bicycling. Democracy is like [riding] a 
bike. I mean a bike only is of interest to us if we are bicycling it. Democracy is the same thing, 
how do we manage to bicycle democracy? Democratising democracy, practising it. So I think it's 
much related to education in broad terms, but specifically with adult learning and education. 

CC: Absolutely. Thank you, Licinio. I have a follow up question, actually it fits pretty well. You 
mentioned skills include capacity and I'm thinking of capacity building and I'm looking forward 
especially to think of ALE in the future: which skills do you consider essential for the future in 
that context, and why? 
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AG: Taking like ideas from what Licinio said, of course we have to talk about the skills in, let's say, 
- engineering - but it's the processes that are also the key elements of executing this power that 
we need to have in, like, say, in the road, in actual real life. And I think that - from my perspective 
living in Greece for the past years and seeing the effect that media has had in how people 
actually are willing to exercise their democratic rights - I would say that media literacy would be 
on the top of list, especially nowadays because we have a lot of media activism. We also have a 
lot of media following. So we have to be wary of both, the dangers, but also the prospects and 
the opportunities that we have in needing and in using media. I would also stress that we should 
work on recognising struggles and bias because we're really too afraid to talk about the bad 
things that we need to know. About privilege, to know about the fact that some people have it 
and some people do not have it and that's not OK. It is the reality. But we have to fight against it 
and I will also stand in the Lucinio´s word - that I actually really loved - he said that it has to be 
radical. I think that we have to be really careful on how we use a radicalization because 
radicalization can be a really, really good thing, can be a really valuable thing and it can lead in 
this process of democratising democracy. But we've seen that it has been used as only a 
negative aspect of political engagement. So I really loved how Lucinio used it and I think that we 
have a chance to reclaim the world and use it for democratic future. 

CC: Licinio, do you agree with Angeliki´s interpretation? 

LL: Start with a hard question, which is: “Who does know the future?” I mean, I am very suspicious 
about the big Institutions, national and especially transnational/supranational institution that tell 
us what the future is and then they show us the way and they don't want to mobilise us to follow 
that way. And I'm referring - I must be very clear - to the European Union, OCD, even UNESCO, 
whatever, the big institutions. I think we have to be very careful, because actually the future is 
something open for us to build socially through societies, through the human agency. So the 
future is not clear. It's not already established. We are doing our own future. And at the same 
time, I am not in love with word “skills”. You know, I'm very critical about skills not because of the 
concept but about the use of the concept. I mean, we listen too much about skills, upskilling, 
reskilling, skills deficits, skills rematching and things like that. I think they are important, but they 
tend to put a lot of pressure in adaptation of human beings to the so-called needs of society and 
the digital revolution, employability, entrepreneurship, whatever. And we tend to forget other kind 
of skills - I mean skills for social change and transformation skills for two activity skills, for 
critical thinking, for dialogue, for the democratisation of power relations in all spheres, public and 
private sphere. And so this in a way, it's the lest hand of ALE because the right hand is the 
dexterous. I mean, for most of us who write with the right hand we are very competent using the 
right hand, but not so competent with the lest hand. But the lest hand can invent itself and know 
much more and also do something which is important. And we tend not to speak about [it]. Which 
is to develop the capacity 
of unlearn what we have learned before so that we can learn a new. And we have to, in a way, to 
open the room for new things to be learned. Sometimes we need to unlearn how to do some 
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things. So I'm a little bit more dialectical in this kind of relations between different kinds of skills, 
learning and learning. 

DS: I'll go in there, David here. I think - one thing going aster Licinio´s thing about skills - I think 
democracy needs to be populated by democrats. I mean, not a political party, Democrats, but by 
persons sharing democratic values. I think that is one of the important things that people 
understand and embrace - the democratic values and practise them. And I think, when looking to 
the future, I think - and that's not really the future, I go with Angeliki there - of the trends on 
Internet and the social media we have, I think a decade or something, where we've seen these 
explode. And on the one hand you should see the advantages that you can find interest groups. 
You have people just like me, I can find friends even if I live in a remote village. I can find people 
with similar background interests, ideas that I can share. It has been shown that these social 
media, or should you call them perhaps anti-social media? They are feeding polarisation and they 
are being extremism of various kinds. We've seen xenophobia and people. There are very dark 
corners on the Internet where people can radicalise in a bad sense and get like dangerous ideas. 
We we've seen that from time again. And we've seen also in the debates about vaccination, for 
example in the COVID pandemic. There is all this very informed material and everything that you 
could want to. But some people want instead of take part in conspiracy theories. And whatnot 
and get weird ideas. So I think that is for today and then if you look into the future, I think you 
can see some developments. Just now, the last year in artificial intelligence with this ChatGPT 
and now we have this Bing chat bot which people are experimenting with, and I think that we've 
just seen the start of that. It's really early days, so it's hard to have like specific analysis of what 
that could lead to. But I I'm sure that this could also affect democracy. So, I'd say skills for the 
future. You need people and I think young people are in many ways ahead of this. They know to 
check sources, they understand who to trust, who not to trust, where you need to do your 
research and that, I think, are our skills that we all need to develop because there is no way to 
think out of these social media. 

CC: Thank you, David, for this. This is great. If you allow me, I would like to follow up with 
something because you were talking about sharing ideas even remotely and you were 
mentioning the dark corners of the Internet. But is there also maybe a good practise example of 
supporting skills for democracy, a democratic life? From your country that you would like to share 
and maybe tell us a little bit about why it has been successful? 

LL: Well, more than just one.  A very concrete example from Portugal I would like to call your 
attention to. I think that the best we have developed in democratic terms in adult learning and 
education is actually very strongly connected with the popular education movements, community 
education, participatory action research, education for and through local development, which 
means education at a small scale, with small groups stressing the idea of conviviality. By the 
way, it was a very important concept by Ivan Illich in the 1970s. I think in in the big institutions 
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and policy documents and discourse, sometimes we lose this kind of popular education tradition, 
liberal education. Not in Sweden, I'm sure, because they have that tradition, it's very strong, but I 
mean in other countries. And I think that COVID reality, the socialisation process in small groups, 
communities, is absolutely indispensable. So small scale, saying socially contextualised 
experiences are extremely important and also sort of the pedagogy for democracy and 
participation. I think that qualification frameworks may have some role, I I'm not extremely happy 
with it. I mean the European Qualification framework, the national qualification. They have very 
formalised. They are very distant from people. Maybe we need that kind of things at the 
European and national level, but that I also don't like the language which is based on needs and 
deficits. It is wrong to start a popular education initiative from the idea of deficits. On the 
contrary, we have to select it as a starting point. What the participants already know and master, 
and that they have the capacity. And from that specific capacities, knowledge, tradition, et cetera 
to start and to develop and to engage in dialogue. But we need to keep with the word education, 
because education means the values. And learning sometimes puts the pressure on the 
individualization process, not on the social process, and not on values. So I think we have to be 
very, very careful with these kinds of concepts, not because they are theoretical concepts, but 
because they have a lot of practical implications. 
  
AG: I think that Licinio really took my answer, because I was thinking that the effect of the 
country for me would be like the paradigm of Greece and not like Belgium yet. But I was starting 
to think of something successful, and because I also agree with Licinio that in order for 
something to be deemed successful in a way, it cannot be like a just in time thing or like a project 
or like a process or like a course, but it can be something more overarching and more all 
compensating. So in my opinion, what is strong? In Greece, is acting in communities, is the power 
of the movement, where one of the few European countries that still has a really strong 
community sense in the political activation and in the democratic request. We see people going 
down in the streets, vocalising, learning from one another. We have public speeches, we have the 
power of the square, where people come together and through dialogue, they learn. And it might 
seem like cheesy, but I strongly believe in the power of the neighbourhoods and the fact, that we 
still have those and the fact that there are a lot of tries, governmental approaches to eliminate 
public space, to eliminate neighbourhood space, because it is indeed what gives birth to this 
power of the people, to this meaning of actually acting in democracy, and for that, if we wanted 
to mention, like any skills that would affect these good practises in many, many years, I would 
say that self-organisation, in a sense community learning, liberal education, are in the core of 
those skills, because they are all forseeing  the space that we take, and we take a lot of space, 
because we are the people and we're part of the change and of the process. Even if we do not 
act towards it, even if the processes do not agree with what we want, we have had the power to 
make them not work for us in a sense. By not participating, by not being part of it. So yeah, that 
that would be my good practise. I know, not helpful at all or really helpful, I have no idea. 
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CC: I actually really enjoy that you seem to agree quite a bit with each of you. I would like to 
hand over to David. You were mentioning Folkbildning before. Would you consider this as a good 
practise example? 

DS: I would like to take a smaller example, just a specific example, and that is Folkbildning or 
studying with refugees. Because since 2015, lots of refugees coming from Syria and I mean that 
was the driving force, but they came also from other countries and many of them ended up in 
Sweden and we did a lot of work in adult education with the refugees and we got a new 
programme starting where we work with them while they were going through asylum process 
before they got their permits to stay and so on. And what's interesting with the refugees is that, 
almost by definition, if you're a refugee, you come from a non-democratic background, because I 
mean, you're not a refugee from Greece or from Portugal or from Norway, you’re refugee from a 
dictatorship or a war, basically a country where you don't have democratic rights. So, when we 
did this Folkbildning with the refugees, we started with Swedish, the language, because you need 
to know the language in order to be able to exercise your rights and so on. But you also need to 
talk about democratic values. And we did that in a big way, like the majority of all the refugees 
took part during their asylum process, they took part in in this Folkbildning in Swedish society. So, 
we reached a large number of refugees and now we're working with the refugees from the war 
in Ukraine. Of course, we have a different situation with regards to democracy but aiding them to 
become a part of the Swedish society is also part of the democratisation, so that that would be 
my good practise example. 

CC: I really love that you've already looked at this question very critically and the examples 
themselves, and I would like to follow up that immediately with, since we've already been there a 
little bit, what are the main obstacles in your opinion to better support the development of skills 
for a democratic life? 

LL: OK. Very well-known and powerful agendas, which are based on instrumental concepts of 
education, technocratic perspectives, an idea of skills which puts a lot of pressure on 
competitiveness, for instance. ALE at the service of an endless process of economic growth and 
development. Do we believe it? Is it always possible to go in that direction? And I mean that's 
clear, look at the planet. I mean the climate change, the climate crisis, is telling us something. Do 
you have learning just for the sake of earning? I mean, I'm not against the relation between 
learning and earning. I mean, this is not a direct automatic thing. The practise sometimes of 
something that reminds me of a sort of pedagogy against the other, against solidarity, much 
more based on rivalry, competitiveness, being a hand in front of the others. I mean, beating the 
others. So, I think that solidarity, democracy, that must be stressed, and this instrumental and 
technocratic aspects demand an adult learning and education which is capable of being critical 
towards them. For big, big problems, structural problems, it seems that we are looking for just 
individual solution. That is crazy. I mean, we won't find individual solutions for so many structural 
and difficult problems. 
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CC: Absolutely. Thank you for that. David, do you want to add something from your practical 
experience of migration/integration? 

DS: Yeah, yeah. I think we have a quite worrying development, I would say, in Sweden. Some of it 

is part of a broader thing. I see it in the astermath of the migration that we've seen in the last 10 
to 20 years. We are seeing rising xenophobia, especially anti-Muslim sentiments. You know, we 
have quite large immigration in Sweden and other European countries, many of them are 
Muslims and we see there is fear of extremism and there is a debate about how should we 
interact with people from extremist backgrounds or their risk going into extremism? Do we? Can 
we in civil society, can we work with people that are in grey areas where perhaps they don't have 
perfectly sound democratic values. Can we work with them to help them travel in the direction of 
democracy or will we be punished for working with them? Because people see that we embrace 
extremism, we have that debate a lot and the society is becoming more segregated at large and 
so the bigger differences between the “haves” and the “have nots” and especially the “have nots”, 
many of them are former immigrants. And we have a rising violence with shootings and drug 
related gangs and so on. And that is one problem. And the repression from the states is another 
problem, where you can see that what has been really strong rights and values when it comes to 
the individual and to groups. They are being disguised or dismantled, because the states need 
this repression in order to stop the violence. So, I'm a little bit worried that we are not going in a 
great direction. I would say that the democratic developments are going in the wrong direction, 
and I am a little bit pessimistic at the moment. Thank you. 

AG: Yeah. So, I don't know. I'm going to start with the feeling of David. I share it in a sense, 
because you mentioned segregation, and this was like also one of the things that really stroke 
me with the recent developments. We see segregated communities created, especially in the 
educational community, based on the privilege of acquiring the knowledge. We separate people 
as people that have these righteous beliefs and people that do not, and we try to make it clear 
that there is like an authority. And who is and who isn't, and who can and who cannot? And I think 
that's a key element that adult education, upon its very, very start and upon its very, very 
beginning, had as a key and essential central point to break these walls upon we have built this 
notion of difference and of class. And I'm going to just add the point again on the media literacy, 
because as I found it really key and essential for the future. I also have to be really critical about 
it. And I think that we really need to mention the fact that we have a case of deliberate 
gatekeeping in terms of who has access to understand how our data is being used. We have 
people that are only following media that they agree with, which makes it really, really difficult to 
break predispositions and bias. We also have a great rise of data imperialism and data 
capitalism. So, this capitalism, that is ruining the planet and society and everything, is also 
ruining our chances in getting control of all our data. And that is happening due to the use of 
centralised platforms, in which we also take part in hosting our educational activities. And it is 
really essential and really important that we find the way to create our own means in all of it 
while maintaining its openness and accessibility, which is really, really difficult to do and we're 
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only starting getting there. And I really don't know how and when we're going to be able to see 
like a light in the end of the of the tunnel. 

CC: Thank you for this great insight. I'm trying to wrap my thoughts around what you have said. 
But one thing that became rather clear from what you have shared so far is that skills for a 
democratic life is such a complex topic, intertwined on many different levels and throughout 
different institutions and countries, influencing and affecting each other. In your opinion, what 
should or what can the EU do in order to further the development of skills for a democratic life? 

LL: Well, the basic thing, it would be that the EU itself would become more and more democratic. 
I'm not saying it is not democratic, but I would expect the EU to engage further in its 
democratisation process. And that would mean building up a supporting aisle for the people by 
the people. Which is, by the way, also a basic idea of democracy. So, I mean, the European Union 
sometimes engages more on technical, instrumental, bureaucratic aspects, taking democracy as 
something which is already achieved, done, finished, complete, beautifully done, and we know 
that this is not the case. Particularly in the European Union. Not only in the big institutions of EU, 
but also in the member states. We have a lot of problems in various member states. So, I think 
that we have to take that dimension. So, I keep on pointing out to the lack of references in policy 
documents by the EU concerning popular adult education, social movements, liberal adult 
education, Folkbildning, autonomous and self-governed initiatives of ALE, which are actually run 
by the citizens, by the European citizens. So I think that we have to stress the importance of ALE 
as a process of democratic empowerment, based on grassroots movements and institutions, not 
only on formal and bureaucratic apparatus, which are very, very strong in the European Union. 

CC: David, do you want to add something to that? 

DS: Yeah, previously in my working life, I've been doing adult higher education work, and also 
some on research. And I can see this huge difference where you can see that higher education, 
through the Bologna Process, whatever you think about it, it’s not really the European Union 
because it's a greater part of Europe than the European Union. But where you have made unified 
structures and ideas and things where you have an international system, where you can travel to 
Portugal, to Greece, to Brussels, to Sweden and create your education, or you publish 
internationally. And then you come to the sector of ALE, and not the least, I look to my own 
country Sweden. I see that we are not looking outside of Sweden. It's very national and we have 
a quite small role of the European Union. So, I think the European Union, there is a big thing, 
there's a big opportunity here to help internationalise and may make the European Union, support 
the democratic values much more. So I think there is a huge opportunity here. Thank you. 

AG: I just have a final comment on that. I think that, first of all, we have to look, as Licinio and 
David already mentioned, at the very European Union itself and how democratically it operates 
and works. We have to foster solidarity not only between people and democracy, between the 
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people in their states, but also between states themselves and countries themselves. We live in a 
Europe that has more than two or three level of difference in terms of privileges, in terms of 
access and in terms of actual validity in their sayings and their claims inside the European Union. 
And if we do not break that, we cannot break the discrepancies that lead into an undemocratic 
operation of the whole system.  

CC: Thank you very much. Thank you all three so much for joining me today, because I think these 
were three brilliant closing remarks. So, I would close our podcast for today. Again, I really 
appreciate that you took the time today and talked to me and everybody who's listening about 
democratic skills. Send my best from Brussels to you out to Europe and wish you a wonderful 
rest of the day and thank you very much. 

LL: Bye bye. 

AG: Thank you. Goodbye. 


