Source: Partnership Pilot Training Course “European Citizenship in Youth Work”, Budapest 2001


Citizenship & Civil Society  by Cesar Birzea

This transcript has been translated from French to English by the editor of this report and therefore provides you with an edited and abridged version of the full input.

Today we talk about issues related to citizenship. This offers us a good opportunity to discuss, because now might be the time to clarify and to define what do we mean by citizenship. The definitions, that you brought, are very valid. I have studied them and you will find some of them back in my lecture.

Also, the article of group A from the exercise “Our Contribution” reflects some of the issues. There are three main items I would like to talk about. First, about citizenship in general, second, about European citizenship more specifically and thirdly, about youth work as non-formal education for citizenship.

Defining and understanding citizenship in general

About citizenship in general first: how to define it? What is it? For me it is one of those buzzwords that covers lots of social activities, varying from the left, the right and the centre, to industrial, post-modern, environmental activities. Because the word citizenship is such a buzzword we need to be on our guard and we should try using the term sensibly. Citizenship is a product of European culture. On the occasion of the World Education Conference in September, I had the opportunity to realise that the concept, as it is being used in Europe and North America, is very different from how it is used in other cultures in other parts of the world. For example in the United States there is a great emphasis on community life and families. In fact, in some languages the word does not even exist. When I was in Budapest, at the Central European University, where 32 countries were represented at the time, I could notice a big difference between all the political and cultural languages. In most of the Latin languages there exists a strong reference to the original meaning: a reference to the concept of being a citizen of a city.

In other languages, there is the same interpretation of belonging to something, but they don't refer to city but for example to the state, such as Staatsbürgerschaft in German. Here it gives an idea of belonging to a state. In Central Asian languages, the word is often used to refer to a perception of patriotism. It has a connotation with being obedient and complying with the rules. It contains a value judgement that obeying the law means good citizenship. But by and large the concept of citizenship remains a product of European culture.

Originally, the first time it was mentioned was in ancient Greece, in Athens. At that time the use of the word characterised firstly, a sense of belonging to an entity. Secondly, it referred to participation, association, and moments of assembly in order to take decisions. It indicated the political element of Greek society. And finally, the word citizenship was used to address and define the identity of people. The Romans caused the further development and continuation of the use of the word citizenship. 

The Roman Empire as a supranational identity, was carried and supported by Roman law. They developed a legal perspective to the use of the word citizenship. Then there is some sort of black hole until the 18th century, when the word was again being introduced for the first time after the breakdown of the Roman Empire. It appeared in the French Declaration of Men and Citizen from 1789. And for the first time the concept of citizenship was linked to the issue of rights. In the aftermath of this declaration the different approaches to the rights of individuals became very evident. 

One could discover a very Republican tradition, but also recognise the different Greek, Roman and French influences. But all of them contained a liberal perspective on the role played by citizens as agents of change in time.

Secretary of State Marshall for the United States gave the word a new meaning in 1950. He put the word citizenship in a certain context, in the light of all the changes taking place in Eastern Europe.

Second to that, the creation of the Council of Europe in 1949 had a major impact on its meaning. The last major contribution to the debate about the term citizenship was made in 1994 during the deliberations on the Maastricht Œ treaty of the EU Member States. The state leaders discussed about the Europe, as being the European Union, developing towards a supranational identity, they envisaged a European identity.

In your handout [ed. see annex] you can read the definitions of citizenship phrased by Marshall, Habermas and Dahrendorf and others. You can see that there is no consensus between them. But all definitions refer to some common elements, for example: Rights and responsibilities, Status and identity and the civic aspect versus moral aspect. But in general one could say that all the different definitions have contributed to a maze of different understandings of the word citizenship. In your handout you will also find a table that shows that citizenship is multisided concept. In this table there are two more additional aspects to what I have already mentioned. First of all there is the legal and juridical status that is being carried out by state. This is for example expressed in the issuance of passports and travel documents. With regards to the topic of loyalty, one could speak of a contract between a state and its citizens. In this 'contract' the state recognises that citizens can benefit from their

status as citizen of a specific country, but that the citizens also need to deliver something. For example, they can vote in elections but also have to comply with certain military obligations and fulfilling their duty. So, with the state on the one hand and the individual on the other there exists a specific political and legal status that entails certain rights and responsibilities that are granted to citizens.

Another side of the concept of citizenship is the social role of citizens. These two sides, legal and social, can co-exist, they are not mutually exclusive. The social side of citizenship means for example:

identity, but then in a more flexible way than the legal identity with much more cultural variations. There are many differences on the individual level, that are not related to territory or belonging to a political entity. Citizens can also play social roles on other state territories. The social role is not linked to territory or origin.

Thus, citizenship is a concept with many faces. But all these faces are part of one and the same process. My first conclusion therefore is that the two aspects support one and other. 

Secondly, I would like to state a clear difference between granted citizenship and citizenship that is being built. What does that mean? People become citizens more than that they are citizens. It is not enough / sufficient to be born in a democracy. It is not something that you inherit or buy. It is something that you have to build. Sometimes, there are some people who are not citizens of a country in a legal perspective and yet, they participate more in public life than some persons that are born in that country, simply because they are not interested in participation. Another additional comment I would like to make is to highlight the difference between civility and civics. Civics refers to participation in public life. Civility means being civil, being polite. Civility has much more to do with behaviour, with how people live together. In my opinion, civics has more to do with political issues than with being part of society. Being civic does not necessarily mean that you are engaged in social life.

In 1999, we experienced two major celebrations. As well the United Nations' Declaration of Human Rights as the Council of Europe celebrated their 50th anniversary. One of the main questions as a result of this celebration was who is going to guarantee compliance with responsibilities of people? Would the same mechanism as for the Declaration of Human Rights apply? On the table in your handout you can find more about the relationship between rights and responsibilities. 

In fact, they refer to two different things. Rights have mainly got to do with legal norms, where responsibilities are more of a moral issue. Therefore it is very hard to put them both in a normative system, such as in a United Nations' Declaration. I consider it impossible to codify both of them in the same way. Several arguments for this are listed in the table.

There is one more other thing I would like to say about the relation between citizenship and Human Rights. Since the last decade, two different systems have been used in order to identify one's citizenship. On the one hand people use documents, papers, passports, such as during this morning's game, in order to cross borders, and to identify themselves. And also, there is the issue of territory. But in fact, you can be citizen of country where you don't live, or travel or even live abroad. Some people have two nationalities, two different passports. Also let's remind ourselves how tragic consequences of claims for territory can be, such as in the Balkan wars. Governments try to conquer territory as much as possible, therefore many frontiers have been or still are unclear, although that is not the case with the former Soviet Union countries, where nobody questions the frontiers of these countries. It is very tricky to justify citizenship as an issue of territory and formal documents. In most constitutions there are references made to human rights, as if human rights would guarantee

citizenship. A set of rights granted by a state to their nationals. This situation can be questioned though, because sometimes Human Rights do not always guarantee citizenship. For example, think of all those people whose rights are violated, or even worse, people who do not have access to their rights. They are being considered second-hand citizens. They are being marginalised and sometimes even without a home. These people do not have access to their status of citizen because their situation does not meet a certain set of criteria. 

Different states approach this issue of recognition as citizen also differently. For example, in Slovenia you are born as a citizen. Where in Estonia it is the exact opposite, you are born as a non-citizen and have to sort of 'earn' it. In some countries language tests are conducted if you belong to a minority immigrant group and want to have access to citizenship. So in short, you become citizen when you are granted certain rights. But in some situations you are not granted these rights, therefore you are not recognised as citizen, this is a vicious circle. Therefore Human Rights do not guarantee citizenship, as it is often understood. Recently the concept of Human Rights has changed a lot, we now also speak of social rights, human rights and cultural rights. Cultural rights are the focus of the Cultural Convention of the Council of Europe. All of this has caused quite a heated debate. There are quite some people who oppose the trend of continuously expanding Human Rights, and to add more and more elements to it.

I rather refer to the concept developed by Marshall in the 50's. This concept has been a very topical response to an evolution, a trend. Marshall distinguishes between social, civil and political rights. The problem is with how to understand social democracy. Some people are marginalised so that because they do not have a job they do not have certain rights, which would enable them to become full citizens. Here also lies the analysis by Marshall.

Marshall defines citizenship as active membership and the participation of individual citizens.

Citizenship is a status, a set of rights granted to nationals of a country. This definition also says that responsibilities are included in everybody's rights. You always have to enjoy your rights and freedoms, but you must respect the rights and freedoms of others. You cannot be a citizen if you don't have a certain number of skills that citizens should have. Unfortunately lots of education systems do not focus enough on citizens' behaviour and civil systems. You have to act as a citizen on an everyday basis and on not from time to time. It is a continuous process.

European Citizenship 

The other item I want to speak about is European Citizenship. We can analyse this concept along the same lines as before. What is the role of the European citizen? I think that we tend to mix up the two concepts of citizenship and European citizenship. When you refer to the political status of a European citizen, you refer to his or her status as described in the Maastricht Treaty, where there is a reference to five new rights. The right to have a home, the right to move freely in the EU Zone, the right to have legal counsel and diplomatic representation, the right to be elected to the EU parliament and the right to bring complaints to parliament and the right to be supported by an ombudsman. 

These five rights respond to a synthesis of concepts, they are the rights and competencies of the Union and not the states alone anymore. European citizenship as an identity is therefore much more complicated. What Europe are we referring to: a geographical entity? A European culture? What do we mean with European identity? There is still a lot to be done. We need a focus on social action, on common projects. Yet, little attention is dedicated to legal concepts. A German NGO in the aftermath of a speech by Havel referred to four elements that constitute European citizenship. 

First, they say that European countries do share some common values because a large part of Europe was united in some sort of way through the former existence of different empires. For example, the original influences and values of the Greek Empire can still be found in many different European countries. But also, the influences of other empires can still be found. 

Second, the geographical perception of Europe has been expanding. It expanded little by little towards the centre, to the Balkans, then to the North, for example towards the Baltic States and recently towards the East, including the Caucasus. This common space with common values has been continuously enlarged on the basis of common historical concerns regarding inclusion they also refer to Europe as a civilisation, as a way of life with an embedded system of values, certain institutions and with a European mentality.

Third, there are some common values that build a European identity. But this is a bit complicated. The common values that this German NGO referred to are the ones promoted by the Council of Europe: Rule of Law, Human Rights and Pluralism. I am not saying that these are the only values. But a discussion on common values can be very controversial. Therefore, for now I only refer to Council of Europe values, because these are the only ones that almost all the countries in Europe support.

Fourth, one could speak of some shared and common responsibilities that apply to large European issues. For example, when wars break out or tend to break out, or when disadvantaged have to be helped or environmental care.

You have been asked to submit your definitions of citizenship. Only three of these definitions referred to legal aspects. All the others focussed on culture. According to me this is because you are more interested in European citizenship as a result of a process; a kind of citizenship that you can build up and construct.

Youth Work as non-formal education for citizenship

Now I am getting to the third and final part of my presentation. Your work is part of formal and non-formal education systems. Education for democracy and citizenship is not something that you teach, it is something you live and experience. What we often call European citizenship education, is first of all learning and as a result of that learning process certain specific behaviour. Second it is training on specific skills and third, it is about empowerment. The French understanding of empowerment, as enabling someone to carry his or her responsibilities is not satisfactory. Empowerment is synonym of the development of one's personality. Crucial in this regard is direct social action, direct communication and the work that you do at the grass-root local level. Activities in this field are not taught at university or elsewhere. The fact that you use non-verbal methods and informal communication makes it unique. All these elements are the cornerstones of European citizenship and youth work in that respect is very important. In some of the workgroups that I have been, participants have identified three possible solutions, three proposals. First, people can be trained on the issue of European citizenship, some NGO's already do this work. Second are the emergence and development of civics partnerships, the possibility of working together and co-operating with youth NGO's in the field of European citizenship. I am, for example referring to the work of Badri Ahmed's organisation, where they meet representatives of certain ministries in Central and Eastern Europe and where they assist in adopting new curricula for civics class. This is really needed because some activities that before used to be extracurricular are now no longer included. A lot of teachers take time to explore what citizenship is about. And third, in some countries, there are educational teams being set up where civics teachers, youth workers and youth leaders co-operate. This what I consider to be really needed. 
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