Active citizenship in a time of Conflict

This conference is to mark the memory of Tamas. It falls of course in the period when Hungarians are debating and ‘rememorising’ the 1956 Revolution. The work myself and Marion (who introduced me to the world of Hungarian community development and adult education) have undertaken with our partners has spanned that momentous period ‘after the Change’. Citizenship and its meanings have also undergone momentous changes in this period both here at the centre of the new Europe, and in the rest of Europe. On the streets of Budapest you seem to be facing a crisis in what constitutes ‘active citizenship. I and later Marion will offer some thoughts from our practice in the UK, Hungary and Sweden. We hope they will resonate with colleagues here from other countries and experiences.

Active citizenship has become a code term for what many of us saw at first glance in the 1990’s in the UK as a recognition that the values of popular adult educators and community development workers were at last becoming recognized by political elites. I think we were wrong. I think their interest, then and now, display their own anxieties about societies in rapid change. I feel they want to control their really active citizens not encourage them. 

Yet the EU has a new funding programme on ‘active citizenship’ – there is perhaps a debate to be had still, maybe there are spaces to be occupied, radical work to be done, by the heirs to Tamas’s heritage. 

When this brave institution the Civil College was opened in 1997 I remember observing in a contribution I made then that all of us were to some extent retreating from socialist or liberal party politics to find our personal politics in the practice of democratic adult education and community development. Perhaps now is a good time to review and regroup. We need to celebrate the success of our work and to share our effective practice; but also to critique our work positively, to meet the new challenges of a rapidly changing and unfortunately conflict-ridden world.

Active Citizens under Business Rule

Europe has rapidly become a test bed for ‘business rule’ (or neo-Liberalism), and the retreat from the Welfare state values of social democrats or communists. This headlong rush to bring back the crude and unregulated market to economic and social life has of course been led by our own ‘dear leader’ Tony Blair. This rapid change has created an atmosphere of personal and family, job and economic, insecurities. It has fostered neighbourhood anxieties and fear of ‘crime’ and ‘disorder’. In the U.K. it is linked to a politics and media more and more proclaiming bigotry and intolerance, and mindless nationalism, typical of, as my colleague Marion Horton has pointed out, a country, and perhaps a continent, actually at war – at war with Terror, and the peoples of Iraq, and Afghanistan.

How should we regroup and find a new role for adult education and community development? I feel we have to be very clear about what we mean by ‘active citizenship’?

In the U.K. we have drifted into a world dominated by the ideas of the conservative communitarians of the U.S. In this world citizens already have their rights. What they have to share with governments and political elites are responsibilities. But it is not the wealthy that have to develop ‘responsibilisation’, but the poor and the socially excluded.

Community developers and ‘trainers’ are told local communities, particularly poor and working class communities, need capacity building, and more social capital to exercise these responsibilities. They have to take responsibility for their own poverty, for crime and ‘community safety’, and now in the U.K., British Asian ‘communities’ are told they have to take responsibility for ethnic divisions, even ‘terror’. One of our commentators in the British media Melanie Phillips described the wearing of the veil by some young Muslim women as a deliberate attack on the British state and its institutions.

Active citizens in their positive roles according to the New Labour definitions should restrict their activism and work in partnerships with the local and national state, or follow the middle classes and become volunteers and givers to charities and media ‘appeals’. Community development workers seem often to have bought this definition .In 2003 in a national survey of community development workers in the UK less than 40% were willing to mention ‘campaigning’ as part of their work. We surely have to be conscious of the fact that in a period throughout Europe of widening inequalities and social divisions to retreat to a neutral facilitator role abandoning core values is in practice to become the ‘sticking plaster’, the therapist, the counsellor not an agent of change, bringing resources for a broad struggle for social change.

Recent legislation and events in the EU have actually redefined citizens. Some people, asylum seekers and refugees, and migrant workers ‘without papers’ are simply seen as ‘illegal’. Being born in a country no longer always gives one citizenship, nor does marriage. Citizenship has to be earned through language tests and history quizzes. 

The aim of an equal, diverse, cosmopolitan culture in most EU states has now fragmented into warring ‘cultures’, and ‘faith communities’. The once sacred EU principle of citizenship as free movement with your labour has been breached two years ago by most EU states and now in the UK fear of Roma and working class labour from Romania and Bulgaria has put up the barriers on racist grounds.

In fact there is a sense in which what constitutes the real core of active citizenship has been clouded and mystified by recent events. Over the years I have done a simple exercise with students and colleagues here in Hungary, in Sweden and with UK groups

I ask them to shout out their quick definitions of ‘citizenship’. I remember when I did it here at the Civil College some years ago the very term ‘citizen’ was problematic in the new Hungary. The old language of the ‘good comrade’ kept interfering! But it is important to note that the exercise has, even in Hungary, always elicited definitions which actually put rights first and then process (being able to vote, influence events), and then ‘good neighbourliness’.

These insights of what most people see as ‘citizenship’ are of course part of the counter definitions of ‘active citizenship’ which most of us here today actually hold. In fact my own adult education exercises suggest that most people do actually believe in concrete definitions of active citizenship. These definitions still resonate with the language of social justice, rights, democracy mutual respect, and a belief in the untapped capacities and skills of ‘ordinary’ people and ‘communities’ to collectively make and change their worlds for the better. These definitions seem to me to be the starting point for our discussions over the next two days.

These counter definitions are actually very traditional. They cluster around what Sidney Tarrow has described as ‘contentious’ social movements. Historically, both here in the centre of Europe and in Western and Northern Europe, popular adult education and more recently community development have emerged from wider ‘new’ social movements engaged with feminism, environmentalism, anti-racism, and the loss of ‘community’. Community development in Hungary through the work of activists like Tamas and Ilona emerged from work and campaigns linking to the environmental concerns of citizens under communism, and the loss of local community and democratic power. As one Hungarian sociologist described it. Communism abolished community.

Over the past ten years Marion Horton and myself have been working in a challenging partnership with HACD and the Civil College around a crucial programme of together exploring ways of working with active citizens to reconstruct civil societies in Hungary and the U.K. ‘abolished’ by state politics in Hungary, or in the case of South Yorkshire by the destruction of jobs, industry and community networks. 

Popular adult education and community development has proved that what is needed even in times of crisis and conflict is to begin with a process of seriously  ’listening to communities’, particularly disadvantaged communities, and refusing see such communities as only raising ‘problems’ and negative ‘deficits’. Our work and yours has proved that active citizens no matter where we engage with them have skills, really useful knowledge, and organising capacities. Active citizens can change their worlds.

Active Citizens regenerating and rebuilding communities

Our work in the former coalfields in the UK has been linked to the extensive community regeneration and renewal programmes of the EU and British government. This work suggests that we can ‘bend’ funding programmes to benefit social and community building aims in local communities, as well as money for airports, roads, and city centre business. I know this has proved much more difficult in the Central European ‘Objective One programmes’ particularly in Poland and Hungary. There are still spaces we work in, organising courses for active citizens, tenants, and neighbourhood groups using the last two years funding from the EU.

Adult education and community development work has enabled many active citizens to gain the confidence and knowledge to get involved in the range of ‘partnerships’ with local government and in their local communities. This ‘citizen participation’ I know is also now an area of work for colleagues in Central Europe. Local partnerships, community audits, parish plans, community participatory research all give opportunities for active citizenship and processes which empower people with democratic skills and can change local communities.

A real problem is that a welcome debate about active citizens and community ‘engagement’ is often combined in the UK with an overpowering emphasis on social order and punitive policing at local levels, and a very negative social and political image for young people. This may be a particular issue for the UK but it is a serious one because the active citizens who often emerge are those demanding a ‘law and order’ quick fix from government. We already have more surveillance cameras in the UK than anywhere in Europe, and yet community activists demand more. Recently community groups in a London Borough promoted a scheme whereby cameras were wired to their TVs so that they could constantly monitor their neighbourhoods from their homes. ASB (Anti-social behaviour) has become one of the main issues community activists want to discuss on all training courses. Community activists, in a new phrase we use, are invited to join ‘the police family’ as neighbourhood wardens with some police powers, and volunteers working in police stations.

The UK has the largest data base of DNA in Europe with one third of young Black British men represented there. A nation of citizens is becoming a nation of ‘suspects’. The results of these trends have to an extent simply reduced local freedoms particularly those of young people. England and Wales with a record 79,779 citizens in prison (October 8th 2006), probably the largest prison population in the EU, has also this year 3,350 young people (under 18) in custody, and has prosecuted 210,000 young people for criminal offences. The UK is rapidly becoming a ‘custodial democracy’.

We have to make choices as community development workers and popular adult educators. Our core values surely make it impossible to uncritically create capacity and social capital in training active citizens to create and support for another ‘Big Brother’ surveillance society.

We are faced with a very real dilemma in the present social crisis.  There has always been two roads to ‘community’. Many colleagues have believed in a ‘consensual’ stance for community development and adult education, working with the system and attempting to increase the power of people and communities within it. Those of us who have always believed in a creative ‘conflictual’ approach, working ‘in’ but if needs be ‘against’ the system see our position vindicated by trends in the politics of community. Consider the position of young people. 

Young Active Citizens as a ‘problem’ not a future

The UK tragically is a society, which sees its young people as a ‘problem’ not as a hope for the future. The British government two years ago made Citizenship a compulsory part of the curriculum for 11 to 16 year olds. School youth councils and Young Peoples Parliaments, versions of which we saw here in Hungary in the early 1990’s are now more common in the UK, but adult attitudes seem to have hardened. We contributed to a national programme funded by the Home Office called Active Learning for Active Citizenship where we tried out new methods of adult education for citizenship. Part of this we decided had to be about adult attitudes to young people as citizens. We have worked on ‘community conflict’ courses aimed at working through the generation ‘gaps’ in working class areas.

Young citizens, particularly poorer ones, tend not to vote in elections or even register to vote. But they certainly have emerged as ‘active citizens’, creating social capital of a very unpleasant sort. Evidence suggests that the radicalisation of British Asian communities is based on the disillusion felt by young working class men still finding themselves with fewer opportunities for education and jobs than their white equivalents. Many have turned to religious alternatives or riots or both. Over 200 of them have been emerging from prison sentences in Yorkshire over the past few years since the Bradford riots. After the London bombs of July 2005 they are prime suspects in the War on Terror and dozens have already been arrested on ‘conspiracy’ charges.

In Slovakia in 2004 Roma villages erupted to protest at cuts in Government welfare support. The banlieus of Paris and urban France erupted this time last year. Holland has seen urban rioting.

All across Europe white young men disillusioned by poor education, poor housing and low wages and poor prospects, have turned to right wing racist alternative political groups, or rioting. Budapest has seen its first riots since the 1990’s skinhead fights, which have mobilised young racists onto the streets. Racist groups and parties are resurgent throughout Europe.

Community development and popular adult education has to engage with this generation.’ After the Bombs’ I and colleagues worked in the communities from which the London bombers came, organising political education and discussion groups and handing on ideas on education and training methods to local youth workers, voluntary workers in women’s groups, workers employed by the local government and community activists.

 Developing a ‘critical consciousness’ about racism and generation conflicts is something only popular adult education can achieve.  Simply having a safe conversation in a space, created by a course or workshop becomes crucial and a positive in a very negative conflict ridden situation. ‘Private troubles become public issues.’ Critical understanding leads to social action and political engagement’

Active citizenship, fear and intolerance

Certainly in much of Western Europe there is a political atmosphere of social fear and insecurity. In the UK crime figures drop but ‘fear of crime’ actually increases. Periodically raids and large-scale arrests of young Asian men remind the public of the threats from ‘terrorists’. Constant media stories emphasise the threats from the ‘others’, the migrant workers, the asylum seekers.

It seems that politicians have become populists to a man and woman. The power of the media has grown and is in fewer hands. Political and social ‘discourses’ and agendas are set by News International, CNN and national media monopolies in every country. The development of critical consciousness and awareness for Active Citizens has to revisit the experience of Hungarian colleagues developing alternative information and communication sources and challenging dominant discourses and knowledge power through education programmes and alternative media. We have found it is possible to mobilise active citizens through Media training to change local media and counter at least local racist news and stereotypes.

Mobilising anti-racist active citizens has become a major priority in the new cosmopolitan Europe we are creating.

Active citizens working for the State or voluntary organisations

Much of the work of HACD in recent years has been devoted to your successful attempts to establish community development training in universities and to have the community work profession recognised. In the UK this kind of work has also been on many peoples agendas. The recent evidence suggests that community development work may be in decline in England and Wales and also Scotland. We seem to have failed to embed it; there are now more casual workers, more insecurity. Also the work of community workers is now grafted on to mainstream workers in the people services of housing, social work, planning, education etc; the work is not performed by specialist workers.

We have found in our work there is a real demand from these frontline professional and other workers working with poor communities for training and professional development. They need explanations, strategies and methods which only adult education and community development approaches can give them. Our experience with workers working with refugees, asylum seekers and Gypsies and Travellers is that popular adult education and community development principles can be a productive basis for work with these marginalised and often isolated workers.

Active Citizens shaping state policies, not just community issues

Political scientists talk about the retreat from active citizenship as the ‘democratic deficit’. People vote less and politicians are regarded as untrustworthy and irrelevant. If we are serious about active citizenship then community development and popular adult education has to see as an aim, actions and programmes which focus attention on the decision makers who are still in the local state and the national state governments. We cannot retreat to active citizens simply as consumers or people who are occasionally mobilised in times of war or crisis. 

Active citizenship cannot be reduced to ticking boxes and attending focus groups. The shaping of the state’s policies has to be part of our work. Deliberative democracy has to be made real for all sections of the community. We do need ‘voter education’ to counter political illiteracy 

In most European countries the fight for the vote, the franchise was a key demand in progressive movements. It is crucial that we do not retreat from the importance of political democracy into a spurious and irrelevant ‘community democracy’. In our 2005 election Marion and I were involved in a project called ‘Why vote’, which attempted to produce community manifestoes to challenge the official (and almost identical) manifestos of the official parties.

An interest and engagement with political debates and the work of politicians can be created. Over the last few years in the Netherlands a TV programme called ‘Lower House’ based on the debating traditions of the House of Commons in the UK became a national success with local competitions and political debating. The Central European Citizens’ Week sponsored by the Civil College is demonstrating direct actions to promote challenging political active citizenship.

Glocal Active Citizens

Our approach to active citizenship needs to have an immediate European and Global dimension. We work actively with a brand new folk high school in Sweden – the Glocal (The Local is Global) Folk high school in Malmo. In the former steel town of Rotherham in South Yorkshire, there are between 500 and 1000 Slovakian Roma living and working there. The UK has the largest émigré Somali community in the world.400, 000 Polish workers have registered for work in the UK since 2004.The global has really become local. Active citizens have to be seen to inhabit a European and Global stage. New technologies allow us to build effective networking and work beyond borders but we are slow in actually involving real people in communities in this process as opposed to the professionals and academics who gather regularly in our international fora.

Regular international people to people programmes are crucially important and Marion will talk about some of our recent experience in this work.

Ironically although in the UK the government funded a two-year programme called ALAC (Active Learning for Active Citizenship), and our Electoral Commission is funding projects, national and local funding for active citizenship education is actually drying up. Northern College has been badly hit and has been forced to see its work much more narrowly following the vocational and labour market skills agenda of ‘Lifelong Learning’. We are continuing to explore ways of delivering popular adult education and community development training.

We face challenging times for our work with Active Citizens, but we need to celebrate our successes with those active citizens, and to share our experiences, and plan together our next phase of work – and struggle. I am sure Tamas would approve of such a gathering as we have here in Kunbabony. Let us make sure we produce seminars and debates worthy of his memory.
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