Citizenship –  Why Now?

We are being encouraged to think of ourselves as citizens.  The citizenship curriculum is now part of the national curriculum – a compulsory subject in every state school.  Government is exploring ways of promoting adult ‘civic education’.  New Britons are expected to attend citizenship classes, and to take part in citizenship ceremonies where they will take an oath of citizenship. Leading politicians from all parts of the political spectrum unite in arguing for the need to promote ‘active citizenship’, and foster local public engagement in shaping and running public services.   

But what is citizenship?  And what explains enthusiasm for it now?  

Citizens have come in a wide variety of forms, from tunic-wearing ancient Athenians and toga-wearing ancient Romans to the sans-culottes of the French Revolution. Today they appear in the guise of sneaker-sporting ‘radical democrats’ and besuited ‘civic conservatives’.   Yet certain things mark them out.   Unlike the subjects of authoritarian systems, citizens have a written or (less often) unwritten constitution that protects their basic civil and political rights.   But the possession of rights is only half of it.  Venerable traditions of democratic and ‘civic republican’ thought – traceable all the way to Ancient Athens – emphasise that citizenship brings duties as well as rights.  Democracies need citizens capable of distinguishing between their private interests and the public interest, skilled in listening and arguing with each other and willing to participate in politics and government, whether this means, as in the Ancient world, taking part in citizen-assemblies and joining citizen militias, or whether, as in modern representative democracies, voting in elections, joining political parties, sitting on juries, and organizing campaigns or otherwise contributing to collective public life. 

Civic ideals have had a rather uncertain place in Britain.  On the one hand, Britain’s unwritten constitution, which still invests substantial powers in the monarchy and unelected House of Lords, departs in obvious ways from civic democratic ideals.  Despite the devolution of power to Scotland and Wales and other recent reforms, the UK still remains one of the most centralized of Western democracies.  On the other hand, Britain was an early home to ‘limited government’ and led the way in extending civic, political and more recently welfare rights to ordinary citizens.  Britain’s government might be centralized by 20th century standards, but foreigners have long admired our active civic life, with ordinary people joining clubs and associations, reading about and discussing the news, and campaingning on civic and political issues. 
Whatever our history, however, the consensus seems to be that we need to do more to promote and advance a culture of citizenship in the United Kingdom. A number of arguments are advanced in support of this.  
· First  many argue that the old top-down, paternalistic welfare state has had its day.   Experience has shown that government and public services work best were people are consulted and involved, but that means encouraging a citizenry willing to get involved and public servants and professionals willing to involve them – to relate to them as citizens and not merely as passive receivers of a service.   
· Second, many suggest that as Britain becomes a less homogenous society, and old unifying ties of ethnicity, religion and kinship weaken, so they need to be replaced by a more liberal, civic culture of shared citizenship.   

· Finally, another school of thought argues that we need to place a new emphasis on citizenship, precisely so as to counter the atomizing, individualizing effects of consumerism.  On this account, the new emphasis on citizenship represents an attempt to amend the individualism and consumerism characteristic of modern, commercial society. 
Despite a consensus in favour of strengthening a culture of citizenship in this country there are profound disagreements about what this should mean in practice.  Some think that we need to extend our sense of citizenship and see ourselves as citizens not just of Britain, but of Europe, or even the world.  Others want to circumscribe the bonds of citizenship more narrowly.  Some think that we need to find ways of devolving political power to ordinary citizens, by holding more referendums or extending the jury principle, and choosing people at random to take on governing positions. Others worry that these developments could undermine representative democracy, and lead to a tyranny of the unthinking majority.  But where-ever you stand on these issues, we can probably all agree that the we need to become better at thinking of ourselves as citizens of a common public realm, and that where the state does engage people as citizens, it should make the experience as rewarding as possible. 
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