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Steffen Hartje:

The idea of an active citizenship

The idea of an active citizenship can on a theoretical level be defined as: “What defines and demarcate individual persons and groups’ affiliation to a political community”. This affiliation has two different aspects. One of the aspects concern the relationship between the citizens and the rights and obligations, they have been assigned by the political institutions. The other aspect concern the public relationships, at which the citizens try to clarify and solve common affairs.

The idea of an active citizenship is not new but can be led back to the antique Greece, where the philosopher Aristotle was the first to develop a theory about citizenship. In 500 to 400 before Christ, 

in view of Aristotle thoughts, citizenship was practiced in the city government in Athens, called Polis. The Greek citizenship was primary build on the obligation that each citizen had to the city government. To be an active citizen, that took part in the political life, was considered a moral duty. One was morally obliged to take an active part in Polis common matters, if one was to be respected as a citizen and a human being. The citizenship idea was thus closely linked to the individual citizen’s rights and duty to take an active part in the political community. Even though the citizenship was more build on obligations towards the city government then on rights for the individual citizen, the obligations did not take shape of legally orders, but was considered an option to serve the community and to gain the respect that followed.

The city government’s institutions allowed a lot of opportunities for the citizens to practice the citizenship through the basic rule that all citizens should govern and be governed. The citizenship as a concept had a considerable impact, partly because it had its root in the citizens’ moral concepts and because it gave identity in relation to the community. A good citizen was a person that served the city government by military commitments and an active participation in the political life. Only then came the moral consideration to the family life etc.. 

In the 1700 hundred there was a redrafting of the citizenship thought. The beginning industrialization and the spread of the market economy started to create large social changes. Changes that created contrasts between the absolute monarchy at the time and the new progressive citizenship and which among other things led to the French revolution in 1789.

The French revolution reflects that the king’s supremacy was replaced by the peoples. The king no longer represented god on earth, as he had done under the absolute monarchy. Thereby the state was also given another function. It no longer had to secure the absolute king and the church’s supremacy but instead contribute to develop and regulate the market economy. This development meant that the state became more and more powerful and sovereign and developed from a territorial state to become a national state. The national state made it possible to develop a real state of law and at the same time secure the citizen a state free environment for individual and collective action.

On the philosophical level the period was marked by the enlightenment philosophy that contributed to the development of new values as freedom, tolerance, pluralism, individual rights and also the carrying out of the secularisation, by separating religion and politic. The 
people were set before the religion and thereby the power of the church was reduced. The independence of a state which gained more and more power and the clarification of the borders between the countries meant that the citizens became aware of their affiliation to a nation and on the conditions that followed. This strengthened their battle for more rights. Especially the new social movements were active in this battle to gain the same rights as the ruling class. The citizenship idea became gradually a central theme in the revolutionary process as the concept that united the demands for more rights to the citizen.

In contrast to the republican tradition the active participation in itself isn’t a goal for the liberalistic understanding of the citizenship. Instead it focuses on strengthening the citizen’s individual rights and securing all citizens an equal treatment. The citizen is viewed as a member of the society that states his opinion by voting and paying tax.

No further input is expected regarding to the political decisions, neither is it expected that the citizens see themselves as a part of the political community.

In the liberalistic citizenship thought the citizens status depends on the subjective rights they have over the state and the other citizens.

As a holder of subjective rights they enjoy protection from the state, as long as they obey the law. In the liberalistic way of thinking subjective rights are rights that guarantee a tolerance for own rights.

The contrast between the republican and the liberalistic citizenship thought

At first sight there is a big difference in the republican and the liberalistic understanding of the citizenship thought. The republicans goal is to establish well-functioning political communities, in which the citizen is moral obligated to participate, where as the liberal citizenship thoughts goal is to secure the citizen a number of rights (personal, political) to secure the citizen autonomy towards the states control. 

In contrasts to this the republican tradition views the active participation as a condition to the function of the democracy and citizenship and it views the citizen as belonging to at greater political community that gives them a personal and social identity. The citizenhip thought is going to contribute to the citizens awareness of their mutual independence and that they as citizens are part of a common practice, that when executed will make the citizen what they want to be – political responsible subjects in a community of free and equal citizens.

The liberalistic tradion emphasize the citizen’s posibility to influence the decision makers through the polling in contrast to the republican tradition that emphasize collective self-determination and the principle of supremacy of the people.

The liberalists values the human rights more than the right to participate in political responsible communities. In contrast to this the republicans values the rights to participate in politics wich amongst other things leads to the citizens volantarily making laws for themselves more than the human rights “unpolitical” liberties.

This fundamental contrast between the liberalistic and the republican understanding of the citizenship idea in the sense of what is most important – the citizens subjective freedom 
rigths or the democratic citizens political participation rights is still topical to day where both citizenship perceptions are part of our understanding of the concept. One can also as J. Habermas see the concepts as being mutual independent of each other. 

New contents in the idea of active citizenship

The hastily development in the globalization given the development of the information technology, the global coupling of the financial market and the global production leeds to the nation states loosing more and more control of the general producion conditions and thereby are limited the possibility to maintain the existing welfare levels.

For the first time in world history a global market that are regulated by buy and sale of merchandises and not by military power is being established. A free global market with advantages and disadvantages where it under all circumstanced will be needed to make some regulations of the market economy to prevent environmental burdens and the tendency towards bigger inequality between the rich and the poor countries. The coupling of the financial markets promotes short-term investments and increases the speed of the capital flow and leaves each state more vulnerable towards economical speculation.

The deterioration of the nation states has an impact for the understanding of the idea of citizenship because it since the industrialization always have been link with an understanding that it´s the nation states that secures the rights that makes it possible to practise an active citizenship. In line with the speeding globalization there is a demand that the rights are no longer not only guaranteed within the nation you live in but that they are also respected by people in other nations.

From being rights as the citizens won by fighting inside the frames of a nation state and which it guaranteed, there is a need for making the rights universel. As rights that are vilidated all over the globe:”As world citizens rights”. The problem by meeting this need for lifting the rights outside the nation states frames is that they would have to be secured through a supranational regulatory authority that could put real power behind the control. Futhermore the exeperince from the crises of the Mohammed drawings published in a Danish newspaper shows, that if you make the rights universal you can increase them because they are not absolute. They are rights won by fighting that can be extended and limitet all the time. For example the freedom of expression in Denmark is limited by legislation against racism and the fierce demonstrations against Denmark in connection with the publication of the drawings and the following political discussions national and international shows how different the freedom of expression is being interprettated. As the personal rights are made universal they could become under pressure from as an example religious groups that would demand that the rights where limited according to their beliefs.

The development of the global public have already put them under pressure. What is said in an English tv-program or written in a Danish newspaper are no longer just a national affair but can very quickly become an international affair with consequences for the involved nation.

Therefor under all circumstances there will be a need to dicuss how the personal freedom rights can be defined and secured on an international- and global level.

Transnatinal citizenship

To completely write off the nation states meaning to the secural of the rights and obligations that an active citizenship is build on will probably be going too far but it is given that the nation states must interact with supranational institutions to secure these rights. From a Danish point of view the EU and the UN will be the most likely to interact with but what are the possibilties at the moment to develop the citizenship on a supranational level?

The increasing globalization of the world economy contributes to creating a global identity and responsibility. The economic globalization has caused a political struggle between opponents and proponents of globalization. The struggle becomes visible when summits and international conferences about economic policy are hold. They are met with large demonstrations, occasionally violent, from anti-globalization activists whereas grassroots and NGOs lobby to get influence on the political process.

The resistance from different groupings to the globalization shows the emergence of a global civil society which in the long term can be a crucial factor of the global development. Today we see a common responsibility within the ecology field for the global development. People’s awareness of the limited resources of the earth and the menace of an uncontrolled development of the market economy to the fragile ecology balance creates a worldwide commitment to our planet. The increasing number of refugees and immigrants is interrelated with the deep poverty which persists in the developing world. The problem can only be solved by demonstrating global responsibility, which contributes to creating sustainable development in the poor countries in the world. 

The development of a global responsibility on both political level and popular level can be an important element in the new conception of citizenship.

The idea of a global citizenship is also brought into sharp focus because an increasing number of countries get a democratic government. In the last three decades the number of democracies has increased at a rapid rate. The majority of the dictatorships in southern Europe, Asia and Latin America and the totalitarian communist regimes in Eastern Europe have been replaced by democratic governments. Only Africa and the Arab part of the Muslim world are not part of this democratic development. 

This democratization process is interesting because it shows that it is largely the human rights which form the basis for the new democracies. This proves that the human rights are becoming universal valid. None of the new democracies are built on new basic values. Thus, there is not a special Asian or Latin American conception of democracy. But there is a general approval for human rights and the classical democratic institutions like parliament, free elections and independent courts instead. 

The European conceptions of democracy, e.g. the republican conception and the liberal conception, and the human rights are breaking loose from the underlying values of the western societies as they attain universal status and become universal global values. The conception of democracy and the human rights have become overall political guidelines which many different civilizations throughout the world follow without being subject to cultural standardizing. 

The rapid spreading of the conception of democracy indicates that a global democracy can emerge and in this way creates space for citizenship. But it will be a different kind of democracy from what we know about democracy in the nation states. 

A global democracy is more likely to consider the relative strength of the different nations and regions than a national democracy, which gives all citizens one vote. At the moment it is a utopian idea to imagine that the Security Council is formed by countries with the largest populations.  
Citizenship within the framework of EU

Another possibility is to make the EU to the primary framework for the citizenship. Jürgen Habermas is one of these theorists who argue that a new citizenship is going to be linked with a supranational unit because there is a tension between the development of a democratic state governed by law and the market economy. 

The modernization of the market economy follows its own directions of movements which have no connection with the attempt to develop a state governed by law. The new mutual economic dependence in Europe thus generates a growing need for co-ordination on the political level. 

According to Jürgen Habermas, co-ordination alone is not enough to regulate the competitive conditions for the inner market, there also has to be created better possibilities for collective political acts across national borders.

It is inadequately, if the democratic process only work within the frames of the nation states like today. There has to be established a common political public for all EU which assures the development of democracy across national borders. Up to now the tasks in EU have been solved by European organizations which have developed a close administrative network. The new administrative elites are formally committed to their respective governments and institutions. In actuality, these elites have already outgrown their national relationship and now form a bureaucracy which is above the democratic process. 

The gulf between the citizens’ participation and the top-down control is widening in EU as more resolutions and regulations have come to affect a growing number of citizens but they do not have any powerful way to discuss and exert influence on the decision-making process. 

The urgent question is whether a European citizenship, which posses „a commitment to a European good”2, can be shaped.  
Jürgen Habermas does not think that the national democracies are to be dissolved, when the citizenship is linked to EU, but they are going to play a different role as part of a new bigger unity in Europe. 

It is difficult to develop citizenship on EU level because there is not a distinctive common identity and hitherto loyalty and obligation towards the community. How does citizenship work without which important common identity?
Jürgen Habermas suggests that the supranational citizenship is built on the political level. Thus he distinguishes between the political level and the cultural level. The cultural level can be removed like religion was separated from the state through the secularization of society after the French Revolution. Especially as religion is an important part of the cultural level. 
For that reason, the citizen’s religious and cultural affiliations should be of no importance for citizenship or democracy. 

EU and the state should protect the citizen’s freedom of religion and cultural freedom but except for this protection religion and culture are unimportant for the citizenship. Furthermore, Jürgen Habermas recommends elaborating a European constitution based on human rights, to develop a European political establishment and to promote creation of a European public. 

Even if Jürgen Habermas cuts the cultural level off from the citizenship, the development of the European citizenship will demand that every individual is able to conceive oneself not only as a German, Swede, Englishman and Dane but also as a European as well. The adjustment of the national identity to a European identity is necessary if the idea of a European citizenship is going to succeeds or else the idea of a European citizenship is nonsensical.

The triangular citizenship
The individual rights of citizenship are going to be secured both on the national level, on the European level within the framework of the EU and on a global level in United Nations.

A Dane will be guaranteed social rights on the national level. The EU will guarantee him rights in relation to the inner market. The UN guarantees his human rights. The solution is to develop a triangular citizenship which works on all three levels. The new understanding of citizenship is going to work on all 3 levels. The levels are, however, not important to the same extent to the conditions of practicing the new understanding, namely sense of community and loyalty. 

The national solidarity continues to influence people’s identity distinctly. The citizens in the European countries will still display commitment and loyalty towards their respective countries. Citizenship depends on a common conception of nationality. The new conception may at first be linked up with this level, but people will have to be open to what takes place in both Europe and the global communities.

As for the Danes, they must learn to relate to citizens in other countries on the basis of commitment towards these communities. It is important to point out that the task with strengthen the European level of citizenship is not necessary the same thing as supporting the EU or other of the existing common European institutions on this level. It is still possible to have a strong European identity without one has to support the existing institutions.

The development of a sense of responsibility and identity towards both the European level and the global level happens while the citizenship is raised from the national level. Even today we see many communities with an identity and self-knowledge which go further than the national solidarity they live in. Communities of people, who network across the frontiers, or ethnic groups, who still have a close connection with their native countries, also develop a national and global identity. The old conception of citizenship has been fragmented through the time. It is still primarily attached to the national level but is now also mixed up with parts from both the European and the global level.

The obligations and the rights of the citizenship are no longer only guaranteed by the nation state. Today the international community also plays an important role in ensuring citizens the rights. A triangular citizenship can contribute to develop a common popular identity in a time of individualism.

The personal and the political rights and obligations will still be the basis of the idea of citizenship, but the political rights will be limited by the legislative power on the supranational level, e.g. the EU. The personal rights will not only be guaranteed by the national state but will gradually become universal rights and so guaranteed by a global institution, e.g. the UN. Besides, the development of a triangular citizenship implies a public on both European level and global level in order to create contact between citizens across nation states. 

This public is already being established through the Internet (weblogs, chatrooms etc.) and will receive a growing public importance. The continued developing of it-technologic will strengthen the political importance of this public.  
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