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Abstract
We argue two major difficulties in current discourses of citizenship education. The first is a
relative masking of student discourses of citizenship, by positioning students as lacking
citizenship and as outside the community that acts. The second is in failing to understand
the discursive and material support for citizenship activity. We thus argue that it is not a
lack of citizenship that education research might address, but identification and exploration
of the different forms of citizenship that people already engage in. We offer a fragmentary,
poststructuralist theorization oriented to explore the ‘contemporary limits of the necessary’,
drawing on specific resources from the work of Michel Foucault and others for the
constitution of local, partial accounts of citizenship discourses and activities, and
exploration of their possibilities and constraints. We argue this as a significant tactic of
theorization in support of an opening of discourses of citizenship and in avoiding the
discursive difficulties that we have identified. Our theorization then is significant in its
potential to unsettle discourses that confine contemporary thought regarding citizenship
education, and support exploration of what might be excessive to that confinement.
Keywords: citizenship education, active citizenship, discourse, power, statement, condition
of possibility, democracy
Introduction
The problem of not enough citizenship has been on the agenda of politicians, policy makers
and civic organisations over the past decades in the field of education and more widely (Isin
and Wood 1999). In some contexts, concern for a revitalisation of citizenship and citizenship
education has been fuelled by arguments of inadequate or decreasing levels of civic
participation and political involvement (Putnam 2000, Council of Europe 2005). A lack of
social cohesion and social exclusion are seen to be related to this ‘problem’ (cf. Nelson and
Kerr 2006, Schultz et al. 2010, Schmeets and Coumans 2013), even though there appears
evidence from some contexts that participation and involvement is changing rather than
decreasing (Hilton et al. 2010, Schmeets and Coumans 2013). Nelson and Kerr identify social
cohesion or civic engagement as the key policy motivation for promoting citizenship
education and driving change in specific countries: ‘the Netherlands, Republic of Ireland,
Hungary and England’ (2006, v) 1. In these nations, policy discourses tend to represent
citizenship education as a ‘lever’ for cohesion or engagement. In the International Civic and
Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) (Schulz et al 2010), there is suggested to be an
increasing focus on the role in civic and citizenship education in supporting social and
1

Nelson and Kerr (2006) carried out an international review of active citizenship policy definitions and
orientations in curriculum and assessment frameworks internet archive (INCA) countries: Australia, Canada,
England, Hungary, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland,
Scotland, Singapore, Spain, the USA and Wales. Data on active citizenship was gathered through questionnaire
and through discussions at an international seminar in 2006.
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community cohesion . Social cohesion is understood as an important ‘domain’ for study and
topic for the curriculum in many countries. At the same time, social inclusion has been one of
the aims of Phase 4 (2006-2009) of the Council of Europe project for education for
democratic citizenship (Keating, Ortloff and Philipou 2009). Although whether or the extent
to which civic participation and political involvement is insufficient or decreasing is
contested, the participation and involvement of citizens in political and social citizenship
practices is argued as important for the legitimacy of democratic governance and to crucially
depend on the extent to which democratic structures and practices are supported and ‘owned’
by citizens.
There are difficulties inherent in dominant academic and wider debate and projects
regarding citizenship education. First, what appears relatively ignored is that citizenship is
already enacted by those students who are the target of citizenship education – they already
practice citizenship in a variety of ways. Thus, where in policy documents citizenship
education is commonly positioned as a preparation for life, this ignores that students may
well be citizens (legally), and even as children are already shaped as citizens through their
knowledge and action in a variety of ways. The policy language of citizenship education
positions people as ‘needing’ the knowledge, values and competencies for citizenship and
further development, which is to position them outside the existing community of citizens
who act (Biesta 2011b, Olson 2009, 2012a) - as excluded and lacking in a way that they
have to overcome. This masks understandings of citizenship and activities carried out by
citizens. It implies a problem of not enough citizenship and that this inherently lies within
the individual. More learned capacities and dispositions for the individual, more preparation
for activity, appear to be the solution to this construction.
A second major difficulty is that while the emphasis for students is on learning
understandings, capacities and dispositions for citizenship through citizenship education,
their potential to be active as citizens is also socially and materially enabled and
constrained. Discursive and material resources (Wilson 2000, Elm-Larsen 2006), support
specific forms of activity. Although current citizenship research explores the motivations
and contexts for activity to be encouraged, and there is some evidence that schooling for
citizenship does increase later engagement in citizenship activity (i.e. related to
volunteering, Wilson 2000), the emphasis on citizenship education moves attention from
the wider support for activities which may be important in people acting or not acting.
Research shows, for example, that various social resources and participants cultural capital
support activity. However, what will act as a social resource, for example, in volunteering,
appears to be difficult to identify prior to engagement in a specific activity (Wilson 2000).
Furthermore, the picture is complex and situated, as some social resources, such as, for
example, social ties and the existence of formal organizations, can act as both as support for
and constraint on specific activities.
In this paper we argue for the opening of citizenship discourses and research for such
opening. In support of this move we theorize a discursive and empirical approach for the
exploration of students’ understandings of what they do as citizens and of the discursive and
material supports for these . We do not mean to go so far as to illustrate this approach with
empirical material. However, we argue that its collection is a significant goal if the
emergence and effects of citizenship discourses are to be understood in societies, or even, as
a lesser goal, capture the imagination of adults and young people (Lawy and Biesta 2006,
Olson 2012d). We suggest that a discursive and empirical approach is appropriate, in that
empirical material would unsettle the discourses which confine contemporary thought
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regarding citizenship education, and allow a language to emerge over what might be
excessive in that confinement. The citizenship education discourses currently promoted
within the formal curriculum may cut across those that already exist, and act to limit in
particular ways what can be ‘acceptably’ said as citizenship for young people. A main
barrier to citizenship for young people and adults, therefore, may have been the way in
which it has been dominantly explored and understood.
Our theorization is poststructuralist (cf. Foucault 1972, 1984, 2007, Dreyfus and Rabinow
1982, Marshall 1999). In discourse terms, particular prior discursive conditions contribute
within a discursive terrain, enabling forms of citizenship activity. Central notions in our
theorization are ‘statements’, ‘conditions of possibility’ and ‘power’. The approach that we
construct is practical in its concern to identify the limits and constraints to citizenship
discourses in order that these might be put aside (Foucault 2007). It is homogeneous in its
concern with citizenship as a realm of discursive practice, systematic in focus, and general
in its potential to explore the discursive and material conditions that support situated
discourses of citizenship and citizenship activity.
The paper is in three parts. First, in an overview of dominant discourses of citizenship and
citizenship education we identify specific common themes. We argue these as constitutive
of discursive regularities in citizenship education that position students as people not
engaging enough with citizenship activity and failing to consider the means by which
activities emerge. We propose a focus of attention on specific, ‘local’ discourses of
citizenship. In a second section, we explore analytic resources necessary for this approach.
In a third, we collect our thoughts and consider the originality, significance and limits of our
theorization.
Dominant citizenship and education discourses - a specific regularity
Discourses of citizenship arise from particular contexts and have specific effects. A
discourse includes what is said through speech or writing, but is more than this (Foucault
1972, 197). ‘Citizenship’ refers within one dominant discourse, to a relation between the
individual and the state, guaranteeing citizens the legal status as full members of society
along with certain rights and obligations (cf. Marshall 1950). It is through this legal or
juridical discourse that citizenship is materially embedded within the structures, institutions
and practices of any society that guarantees its citizens status, rights and obligations as
citizens. Meanings of citizenship, in this juridical sense, are therefore found in both the
language and material practices of democratic societies.
Discourses of citizenship are multiple and unstable and implicate associated social and legal
systems and mechanisms for implementation. The legal discourse of citizenship is quite
formal and limited. Citizenship discourses emerge not only to focus on individually oriented
legal or juridical dimensions, but also on collective, social, cultural and participatory
dimensions (Lister 1997, 2005, Isin and Turner 2002, Kymlicka and Norman 2000).
Citizenship is then no longer conceived only in terms of a legal relation between the
individual and the state but also in terms of individual and collective participation in
citizenship. This participation is a ‘total relationship, inflected by identity, social
positioning, cultural assumptions, institutional practices and senses of belonging’ (Werbner
and Yuval-Davis 1999, 4). Discourses for participation focus attention on practices for
active citizenship, in part as their effect.
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Today, much citizenship research focuses on how citizen subjectivities are created through
participation in political, cultural, economic and working life (Birzea 2005), and explores
practices - social and educative - though which this is achieved. This shift in emphasis from
rights and obligations to participation and subjectivity construction has been fuelled by two
concerns. First, a concern about limited or decreasing levels of civic participation and
political involvement identified as characteristic of contemporary democratic societies
(Dahlstedt 2009). This is argued to be particularly important if the legitimacy of democratic
governance is to be upheld. It is considered to depend crucially on the extent to which
democratic structures and practices are supported and ‘owned’ by citizens. Second, there is
a concern for increasing social cohesion (Putnam 2000). This is seen to be possible through
the inclusion in society of individuals and groups currently marginalized or excluded.
In the field of education in Europe a current dominant interpretation of citizenship is seen in
the communication Making a European area of lifelong learning a reality where the
European Commission has ‘learning for active citizenship’ as one of the three ‘pillars’ of
activity to be developed and supported across Europe (European Commission 2001). The
idea of active citizenship has become central in the European Union’s [EU] policy approach
to the development of citizenship and citizenship education (cf. Nelson and Kerr 2006, Ross
2008). Here social cohesion and inclusion can and should be supported through citizenship
education and active participation (Keating 2009, Hansen 1998, Hedtke and Zimenkova
2012, Olson 2012b). The focus on the role of education in providing for citizenship emerges
through EU policy and the culture of measurement promulgated through both European and
national policy (see cf. Biesta 2010). However, there are critiques of this focus in the
assumption that the problem is that of the individual citizen - a focus that avoids questions
of power: ’The assumption of young adults as lacking the proper knowledge, skills, values
and dispositions of citizenship capacity simply reinforces the conservative and neo-liberal
notions of blaming individuals for their social malfunctioning without addressing power
issues among individuals, groups and infrastructures’ (Yeung, Passmore and Packer 2012,
76). The current policy emphasis reinforces a deficit model of citizenship. This takes
attention away from the wider structural and power issues involved.
There are on-going and contested discussions in education policy, research and practice
literature about the contribution of education to citizenship. These emanate from different
disciplines and focus on questions about the shape and form of education for democratic
citizenship with a variety of aims and approaches. A substantial body of this work deals
both theoretically and philosophically with questions of the appropriate configuration of
citizenship through education in democratic societies (cf. Gutmann 1987, Carr and Hartnett
1996, Crick 1998, 2007, McLauglin and Halstead 1999, Westheimer and Kahne 2004,
Halstead and Pike 2006, Aspin 2007, Roth and Burbules 2007, Olson 2008, Peters, et al.
2008, Biesta 2011a). Research on citizenship education emerging from political theory
stresses citizenship education in juridical terms - often in terms of a vertical or top down
relationship between individuals and the state. Students are understood to learn how to
participate in the public sphere as responsible democratic citizens, by understanding human
and citizen rights in society and formal aspects of democracy (Callan 1997, Hahn 1998,
Feinberg and McDonough 2003). Thus, it is in part through the disciplines that alternatives
to this vertical relationship become articulated.
Other approaches focus on the work of the educational institution in the development of
individual or interpersonal capacities to increase active citizenship. Citizenship in quite
dominantly depicted within research and scholarly literature regarding citizenship and
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citizenship education as situated in concrete practices - constituted by individuals and
groups in their daily living inside and outside of education (Björk 1999, Arnot and
Dillabough 2000, Lister 2005, Öhrn, et al. 2011). This is considered as concern with
horizontal relations. A growing body of empirical research focuses on both these
dimensions, both vertical and horizontal, where concerns of the knowledge, skills, values
and dispositions necessary for citizenship are considered together with those of the
necessary educational processes, structures and support for participation (e.g. Ireland et al.
2006, Kelly 2006, Osler and Starkey 2006, Lund 2006, Biesta et al. 2009, Lopes et al. 2009,
Osler 2009, Amnå et al. 2010). In a recent summary of research explaining citizens’
participation, Yeung, Passmore and Packer (2012) group main factors supporting
participation as: citizens’ communication networks, social milieu and life satisfaction. Such
research begins to illuminate the social and discursive factors that support citizenship
behaviour.
Dominant scholarly and research literature has shifted from the earlier focus from citizens’
rights and obligations towards that of students’ participation and subjectivity construction.
Current education policy projects for citizenship either construct the citizenship ‘problem’
as not enough citizenship education for the individual, or not enough active citizenship.
Policy projects emphasise this construction by measuring (for example, as did Ireland et al.
2006) the extent to which education works to produce active citizens (Fejes and Nicoll
2008). In discourse terms, by focusing on citizenship education as the problem, citizenship
becomes constructed in a specific way that leads quite ‘naturally’ to particular solutions as
both logical and rational. Thus, policy discourses of a lack of civic and political activity
appear to flow logically to arguments for the need to increase the participation of
individuals and marginalized groups in democratic structures and practices, and thus to a
particular form of citizenship education. This regularity stabilizes a view of education as a
key solution to a ‘democratic deficit’ and at the same time cements an assumption that
education is capable of solving social and political problems.
There appear few empirical and qualitative studies of the citizenship discourses of young
people. Studies often presuppose categories for the elicitation of data or analysis about
citizenship and therefore do not produce descriptions of discourses, as young people would
articulate them. Lister et al. (2003, 236), pointing out this problem, and that ‘compared with
recent theoretical outpourings the empirical void is far from being filled’, conducted a three
year longitudinal UK study in the city of Leicester, aiming to help fill this gap. They
characterized five overlapping discourses from their interviews. From the most to the least
dominant, these were universal status, respectable economic independence, constructive
social participation, social-contractual and, right to a voice. This was at a time when there
was reported ‘growing public concern about young people’s relation to citizenship in the
face of perceived apathy and disengagement’ (Lister et al. 2003, 236). An ‘ordinarily good’
citizen was separated from an ‘extra good’ citizen, and identified through their interviews as
in line with the earlier views of Dean and Melrose as ‘someone who looks after other
people.. .someone who contributes to the community, and... someone who obeys the law
and/or pays their taxes’ (in Lister et al. 2003, 244). Actions of volunteering and improving
the local area or community were some of the least often mentioned engagements (less than
10 percent) of the good citizen in these interviews. What was emphasised by over twothirds of the participants was ‘a considerate and caring attitude towards others and a
constructive approach towards and active participation in the community’ (ibid., 244). This
first aspect the authors identify as often expressed by participants as ‘neighbourliness’ and
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an informal ‘looking out’ for others. Indeed, one male participant, identified as an
‘outsider’, said 2:
I wouldn’t call a good citizen like the kind who goes out to do charity and
trying to raise money. That’s not my version of a good citizen. Mine’s like
they’ll help you out. They’ll lend you something if you need it, and that’s the
way I see a good citizen... It’s like your neighbours. (ibid., 244)
This study and example is useful to the argument being built here. The quote is from a 19year-old male ‘outsider’ participant and does not give the impression of a lack of
understanding of citizenship or apathy or non-engagement. It is not a discourse of active
citizenship central to UK policy or those of the current citizenship curriculum in England
with emphasis on volunteering. The point here is that these young people (‘insiders’ and
‘outsiders’) expressed views of citizenship able to be characterized as distinctive citizenship
discourses. The study concludes that a ‘dissident citizenship’, as accepted non-violent
protest, might ease the sense of oppression for ‘outsiders’ in being positioned through lack
of employment, or criminal record as ‘bad citizens’. As a small study, situated as it is within
situated discourses, it exemplifies the potential for further and more detailed exploratory
research.
A reframing of the problem and its solution may therefore be indicated - opening discourses
of citizenship to the possibility of other ways of thinking. To investigate this might require
engagement with situated and disqualified discourses of citizenship. It could mean a
willingness to work with the differences and complexities of these and understand where
factors producing and limiting discourses emerge. Although active citizenship and
recognizing people as citizens are emphasised in educational policy, for instance in the UK
and in Sweden (e.g., LTS 2002, DfES 2006, Prime Minister’s Office 2000, The National
Swedish Agency for Education 2010a, 2010b), citizenship practice is still predominantly
considered to be the outcome of particular educational trajectories (Lawy and Biesta 2006).
The focus is on more or better citizenship education and the inclusion of individuals, and
not on the discourses and diverse activities already engaged in by young people or the social
or material possibilities and limitations of the lived, discursive and material environment.
If the possibilities for citizenship are to be opened then one alternative could be a focus on
these situated and disqualified discourses. These shape peoples’ dispositions and
rationalities for acting in particular ways - neighbourliness and looking out for others as
well as volunteering etc., but also other forms of sociality including antisocial and illegal
behaviour. Propensities to act are supported and limited through the discursive and material
resources available; ways of thinking, social networks, money, community organizations
and so forth (see LTS 2002, Devine 2003). They may include specific views regarding farright parties (Osler 2009). They may encompass factors such as those identified by Ireland
et al. (2006): knowing and trusting people and having friends, the size of the local
community, the availability of activities and feeling safe and having access public spaces.
Working with the idea of opening up the discursive space in situated contexts we think
2

“Given the salience of paid work to contemporary characterisations of citizenship, the group was stratified
according to ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ status as a proxy for social class. ‘Insiders’ conformed with a stereotypical
model of the ‘successful’ young person as on the route through ‘A’-levels and university and into graduate-type
employment; ‘outsiders’ fell well outside it, with few or no qualification and a record of unemployment for most
of the time since leaving school” (Lister et al. 2003, 236)
.
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might be less dangerous than the normalization of discourses that we suggest tends towards
a narrowing of discourses and closure.
The dominant focus on preparation for citizenship substantially ignores the discursive and
material resources that help make citizenship possible in various ways. Some research exists
where students are asked for their opinions about citizenship, and how they define
themselves as citizens (Tursunovic 2004, Ekman 2007, Niklasson 2007, and Olson 2012b).
Some work develops citizenship ‘voice’ with young people (France 1996, Yates and
Youniss 1998, Hall et al. 1999, 2000), but most often this does not go further. By beginning
with students’ existing discourses and practices and engaging in questions of the means for
their emergence, this could result in an altered way of thinking. It would require thinking of
citizenship from discursive practices, the means for their specific emergence and effects.
We propose then a focus of attention on specific, situated discourses of citizenship and the
discursive and material supports to citizenship activities. We argue that it is not only a lack
of citizenship that education might address but also the identification of and support for the
different forms of citizenship that people already engage in. In this respect, one might then
have anti-social citizenship – e.g. riots against the UK poll tax, or the recent events in Spain
and Greece – but these possibilities then emerge as available for discussion and debate. This
is a significant tactic, with potential to open discourses of citizenship, and avoid the
difficulties we have identified.
A theorization with Foucault
This idea of opening discourses of citizenship is in itself not new. Theoretical and
philosophical approaches as we have noted do allow for reflexive engagement with
questions of the appropriate configuration of citizenship through education in democratic
societies. Current research in this vein is productive. For example, Social Critical Theory
approaches to citizenship education arising from the Marxism of the Frankfurt School have
been particularly fruitful in supporting projects for community development, participatory
action research and rural development in many countries (Johnston 2005). The difficulty
with theory underpinning such projects has been held in a necessary rejection of dominant
economic relations of power and in beginning with the primacy of class struggle and the
material and social existence of knowledges (Nicoll 2008). Our suggestion requires a
question of power relations in the emergence of dominant discourses and the discourses that
are marginalized in this. It moves in order that questions of the constitution of meanings of
citizenship within power relations and their effects can be put.
Our proposal then offers an alternative to emancipatory notions by requiring a suspension of
any question of the ‘real’ in citizenship or democracy (Olson 2009). Here there might
emerge openness within discourses to questions of citizenship through an avoidance of a
normative focus on strengthening a collective moral character. This is in order that
questions of the constitution of ‘moral character’ might be asked, in a widening of the
possibilities for question. For Olson (one of the authors here), the problem is a curriculum
focus ‘which entails a fixed set of nationally encompassing moral skills and values whose
application is considered to serve as the appropriate way for the individual to fulfil her
democratic life’ (Olson 2009, 77). Embracing alternative forms of democratic citizenry to
those narrowly prescribed through a generalized curriculum is necessary if a more open
democracy is to be possible. Without this space for and as democracy, democracy cannot
emerge:
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Individuals and groups whose experiences, values and (choosing) attitudes are
not found to be compatible with this ‘residenced’ democracy thus tend to be
excluded from a decent, recognisable democratic citizenship, or for some
reason are considered to be not-yets in respect to such democratic existence
(Olson 2009; 77).
It is in the spirit of this kind of suspension, in openness to questions of the constitution of
citizenship that we propose an alternative theorization.
A specific poststructuralist and discursive approach that draws together some resources
from the work of Michel Foucault (1972, 1984 and 2007), Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982) and
Marshall (1999) we propose as potentially helpful. Although we emphasize this as
’fragmentary, incomplete and the local, indeterminate and partial’ (Brosio 2005), this does
not suggest that the ‘local’ implies that it is peripheral or without potential for effect.
Rather, we consider that the difficulties identified are considerable in their maintenance of a
particular regime of power. Although this is necessary and productive in our times – we do
not suggest a relinquishing of this – by narrowing the focus of citizenship understandings to
those emerging through policy, educational and other formal institutions and research may
be more dangerous than not. Thus, where those such as Brosio (2005) suggest that
poststructuralist resources are inadequate to the task of overthrowing such relations of
power, we are not convinced by such arguments – this in any case is not our aim.
For a theorization, we need to construct a way of treating citizenship discourses that have
been marginalized with just as much attention as others appearing to have more significance
or authority. We want to explore the discourses of citizens. ‘Citizenship’ is therefore to be
that which is identified by people in situated discursive contexts, as well as more
authoritatively elsewhere within research, institutions and policies. For this, we consider
resources from Foucault’s The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972) where he is concerned
with the knowledge of the human sciences. Here Foucault makes a distinction between the
speech act and the ‘statement’ (see Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982, 45). What he identified as
his concern were ‘statements’ (énoncés) of discourse, as that which is said and written
seriously. We want to explore the possibility of deploying this notion outside the domain of
the authoritative knowledge of citizenship as a human science and formal policies and
institutions. Statements are serious in that they are based on an accepted method for serious
truth claims: ‘Any speech act can be serious if one sets up the necessary validation
procedures, community of experts, and so on’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982, 48). What
makes a statement serious, are the validation procedures that accompany them and turn
them into ‘objects to be studied, repeated, and passed on to others’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow
1982, 48). However, our concern is not the validation procedures of citizenship as science
as such, but those of statements taken seriously elsewhere, and their relation to everyday
utterances or speech acts. We want to blur a boundary between serious statements from the
human sciences and those commonly emphasised and emanating elsewhere, in order that we
might explore their interconnections and relations, but also to give more status to these
latter, and their discursive and material conditions..
‘Statements’ define discourses to which they recognizably contribute: ‘the term discourse
can be defined as the group of statements that belong to a single system of formation’
(Foucault 1972, 107). A statement of citizenship is then what is said recognizably of
citizenship within a specific discourse, but it is also more than this. Statements are what can
be taken seriously in that they conform to ‘rules’ of discourse. Thus, these might be
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statements found in policy texts, scholarly work, politicians’ announcements or other
authoritative ‘texts’ on citizenship, or more widely. These, as they are shaped through such
rules; the bodies of knowledge, theories and rationalities from which statements draw, the
concepts that these require, the conventions of speech and writing depended upon, the social
institutions, networks and the formal spaces required for this, and the roles determining who
can speak, of what, and in what manner, etc. (cf. Nicoll 2008). Statements are serious when
are acceptably realized through these sorts of rules.
However, statements of citizenship emerge elsewhere, formulated through such rules,
although not perhaps the same ones. Statements, we argue, are not only the prerogative of
people who speak through formal discourses in ‘recognized’ places. Foucault separates out
serious statements (Nicoll 2008), but in his focus appears to reject those elsewhere. This
boundary appears difficult to hold both in terms of a focus on the human sciences and in the
performativity of language. James Marshall, exploring this latter in institutional contexts,
concludes: ‘Foucault should have concentrated more on these ordinary everyday utterances
and the force which they carry, for the force is not merely in the underlying
power/knowledge but also in the uses of language in everyday speech acts’ (Marshall 1999,
316). Marshall argues that this has important implications for investigations of the
performativity of language in education settings, and, we argue here, for citizenship
discourses. Although statements of the human sciences are ‘special’ in that they gain
rarefaction through rules lying within and behind discourses, alternative rules support
statements and speech elsewhere. These may emanate from other ‘texts’, discourse groups
and cultures – Greenpeace, religious texts, far-right organizations, marketing, the media, the
family, and so forth. The performativity of language in part emerges through peoples’
various allegiances within such discourses. Speech draws on rhetorical conventions for the
‘building’ of the facticity of description, and these emerge as regularities, and relations of
these, within potentially recognizable discourses (cf. Potter 1996, Edwards et al. 2004).
This possibility of statements as more generally everyday utterances, then allows openness
to the exploration and analysis of citizenship discourses. Statements emerge, as these are
constituted by principles or rules that lie in some sense within or behind discourses (Dreyfus
and Rabinow 1982). Rules are apparent, for example, when we consider that discourses
‘constrain what can count as objects, what sorts of things can seriously be said about them,
who can say them, and what concepts can be used in the saying’ (Drefyus and Rabinow
1982,71). There are rules that lie within or behind specific discourses that support the
proliferation of what can be seriously said. People therefore may talk about an object
‘citizenship’ or not in their everyday lives. Thus, it is through the analyses of what is said
by people within specific discourse settings that much may be understood of citizenship in
those settings. What people think as citizenship, or otherwise, may be quite other than what
others think it ‘should’ be.
Statements are nodes in discursive networks that are systems of references to other texts,
sentences and books (Foucault 1972). They are made in speech and writing, but they are not
entities bounded by a speech, book or paper in itself. These networks and rules constitute
the parameters for our thoughts, rationales, activities and institutions. As a familiar
example, Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982, 66, emphasis in original) explicate the functioning of
such rules in constituting and maintaining university life:
What organizes the institutional relations and the thinking is finally the system
of rules which govern what sort of talk about education (and which talkers)
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can, in a given period, be taken seriously. It is these rules ‘governing’ what
can be seriously said that, counter-intuitive as it may first seem, ultimately
‘effect’ or ‘establish’ university life as we know it.
Statements are autonomous, as what is said is made serious through reasoned argument,
interrogation or empirical confirmation elsewhere: ‘[b]y passing the appropriate tests
statements can be understood by an informed hearer to be true in a way that need make no
reference to the everyday context in which the statement was uttered’ (Dreyfus and
Rabinow 1982, 48). Thus, there are various forms of ‘tests’ that operate in relation to the
rules of discourse mobilized through particular institutional forms or discourse groups
within society. These are used to gauge whether or not what is said at any one time is
serious, through its conforming to those rules. Hence, for example, the peer review of
statements of citizenship within academic discourse, and the system for the warranting of
the truth of what is said regarding citizenship, is specific to that sort of discourse and might
be understood by an ‘informed hearer’ as that sort of test.
In this paper, we are interested in theorizing the regularities of everyday utterances and
statements as constitutive of citizenship discourses. We propose that empirical and
discursive investigation is appropriate to an aim to unsettle discourses that appear to confine
contemporary thought regarding citizenship education. The analysis (of discursive rules,
objects and rhetorical regularities of description and their relations) could offer alternative
understandings of citizenship and citizenship education - allowing a language to emerge
over what might be excessive in its confinement.
Foucault’s notion of power became important in his later genealogical work, and it may be
in exploration of the regularities of citizenship discourses that we may come to see how
power operates through them in our societies: ‘Power exists only when it is put into action’
(Foucault, in Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982, 789). Citizenship discourses are a vehicle for the
exercise of power in societies, in shaping societies and subjectivities. Thus, where a student
or citizen describes citizenship, power is exercised through the mobilization of knowledge
and its internalization in the constitution of the subject. The exercise of power produces
subjects choosing to act through the field of possible responses opened up through specific
discourses of citizenship:
a power relationship can only be articulated on the basis of two elements which
are each indispensable if it is really to be a power relationship: that ‘the other’
(the one over whom power is exercised) be thoroughly recognized and
maintained to the very end as a person who acts; and that, faced with a
relationship of power, a whole field of responses, reactions, results, and
possible inventions may open up. (Foucault in Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982, 789)
Thus, as an example of the exercise of power here, top-down by a government, the UK
Labour party deployed citizenship discourses in 1997, in attempts to reconstruct the
responsible and moral citizen (cf. Rose 1999; Jerome 2012; Kisby 2012). Citizenship
education emerged to emphasise ‘active citizenship’ within schools and post-school
colleges in the UK. In this attempts were made to re-order citizens as subjects, through
arguments and activity for the privatisation of specific welfare organizations as outside the
social state, and in the shaping of citizens who would take up volunteering activities within
communities. However, how the field of possible responses was reconfigured, and how
people responded, is less clear. A focus on the exercise of power and local discourses thus
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would allow exploration of local re-configurations and the complexities involved. Of
course, academic research tends to focus on this kind of top-down deployment, perhaps as it
is easy to identify, and marks change. Power is exercised in similar ways through wider
discourse groups. Citizenship discourses may be aligned in support of rationalities for social
integration (through policies and the curriculum for example), but also may support or
challenge and reconfigure the existing social and political order (through citizens’
discourses emanating elsewhere) (cf. Isin and Nielsen 2008). In this way ‘citizenship’
entails meanings and configurations inscribed through discursive contexts and events, as
they are enacted widely by individuals, groups and institutions. Citizenship is a dispersed,
fragmented, regime of government (cf. Cruikshank 1999, White and Hunt 2000, Hindess
2002), through which the exercise of power is not unidirectional or emanating from one
discourse location, or with objects or boundaries that are secure or stable.
Collecting thoughts
To pause then here, citizenship is constituted in and through a complex, heterogeneous,
fragmented, discursive ‘regime’, governing what people in different locations say they or
others may do, achieve, hold or receive as citizens in the specific situations that they
identify. Meanings of citizenship can be analysed as statements, in terms of the rules of
their acceptance and discursive functioning. They can be analysed in terms of the rhetorical
regularities entailed in the descriptions of citizenship offered by citizens, of the speaking
subject constructed, the objects and concepts made available, the rationalities and activities
produced, and so forth. They can be analysed in terms of the field discourse as that
delineating possible action, the effects of the power relations produced and maintained, and
as resources that help make specific actions possible. This shifts the focus from the
institution of citizenship and the citizen as agent, to discourses and acts of citizenship and
the power relations that these imply and maintain. In this, citizenship is not universal or
unified; it is discursive, heterogeneous, dynamic, fragmented and historically changeable
(cf. Cruikshank 1999, Olson 2012c). It is through these kinds of theorization, we argue, that
citizenship might be explored. Citizenship is as much about the wider discourses and
practices of civic engagement, as it is policy or other institutionalized discourses, and the
two are not necessarily aligned.
One might pose a normative and critical question. Education institutions have been normative
in their function throughout Modernity, and opening discourses up to research in this way
could be argued to bring hitherto disqualified discourses ‘into the fold’, so to speak – to act in
their normalization. Any suggestion for the provision of ‘stabilized forums’ within a
citizenship or educational curriculum (Phillips 2002, 324), in this sense, may lead merely to a
readjustment of power relations. However, the question itself seems to imply that
normalization might be a bad thing, and that is not what we have been arguing.
The object for us is not to act in any reinforcement of normalizing relations or in the reversal
of power relations, as might be to aim in oppositional or emancipatory practices. This would
merely suggest the replacement of one set of norms for another as reform, or a replacement of
one set of power relations for another. For us, the point of undecideability is what Foucault
and we have in mind: ‘[f]reedom be conceived not as the reversal of power relations or the
introduction of reforms, but the uncertain point of reversibility’ in thought (Phillips 2002,
336). Foucault appears to go further. He raises questions over the forms of constraint as
aspects of thought that we might dispense with (2007), in the forging of a material freedom.
This is for him an open question and a question of ethics and choice. We have then aimed to
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reach this point of reversibility in thought and openness of thought to suggestion – a point at
which ethics and choice emerge as questions to address.
As Butin (2001) argues, Foucault’s notion of resistance within power relations is inherent in
the dynamic between acting agents, through which we unavoidably create ourselves as
subjectivities. To respond to any question over the justification for our proposition would be
to appeal to a normative framework (in articulating an answer as good or bad). Instead, we, as
Foucault, implicate situated explorations of struggle, to find out not reality or truth, but what
this says about what is being silenced and possible as transformation. The point is not that
some relations of power are good and others bad, but that some are more or less dangerous.
The less dangerous have greater potential for transformation within normative forces. Where
there are opportunities for resistance to be present within normalizing,subjugating and
productive processes, there is then less danger. Where uncertainty is great, there is greater
opportunity for transformation.
I would like to suggest another way to go further towards a new economy of
power relations, a way which is more empirical, more directly related to our
present situation, and which implies more relations between theory and practice.
It consists of taking the forms of resistance against different forms of power as a
starting point … in order to understand what power relations are about, perhaps
we should investigate the forms of resistance and attempts made to dissociate
these relations. (Foucault, in Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982, 210–211)
Empirical evidence may have appeared to suggest a lack of civic and political activity from
citizens, and thus the problem of not enough citizenship has emerged to be addressed. It has
perhaps seemed logical to accept arguments from policy and civic organizations for an
increase in the participation of individuals and marginalized groups in democratic structures
and practices. These arguments emerge from and intersect powerfully with a notion of
social cohesion from a specific theorization. Perhaps partially, in this allegiance across
discourses, the arguments and rationality have seemed plausible. It appears logical to accept
arguments for the need to increase the participation of individuals and marginalized groups
in democratic structures and practices, whether or not they are already participating in their
own way, even as disaffected or refusing. Policy language of citizenship education positions
people quite naturally as therefore needing the knowledge, values and competencies for
citizenship and further development of these. The rationale is perhaps also easy to accept as
education generally has this sort of normative function. However, this also stabilizes a view
of education as a key solution to a ‘democratic deficit’ and cements an assumption that
education is problematic and/ or capable of solving social problems.
The attempt of this paper has been to suggest a theorization for citizenship as a means to
promote thought over quite different research as (self-) educative work. Although we
cannot recommend this as a ‘good’ thing, we can set ourselves a task to begin with research
that will explore students’ discourses of citizenship and engage in questions that could
result in altered thinking and new possibilities for theorizing. It requires thinking of
educating from situated citizenship discourses and possibilities for them. This theorization
then might temporarily and partially displace or overstep previous normative discursive
limits. This would be through inquiry directed towards citizenship discourses as those of
Enlightenment rationality, but neither for or against this rationality (Foucault 1984, in
Olssen 2003). It ‘will be oriented toward the “contemporary limits of the necessary,” that is,
toward what is not or is no longer indispensable for the constitution of ourselves as
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autonomous subjects’ (Foucault 1984, in Olssen 2003: 87). Thus, we argue that although
dominant discourses of citizenship support our normalization as autonomous subjects,
critique could be directed to the analysis of the limits of what is necessary for our
maintenance as autonomous, so that limits within our thought that we can dispense with
might be put aside.
What we have intended here is to work ‘against the solidification of the dangerous structures
we create in what can no longer be imagined as the innocent pursuit of knowledge’ (Foucault,
in Lather 2006, 36). Heavily normalizing forms of citizenship education are, we think,
dangerous. We are arguing for spaces to capture the play of dominant and disqualified
discourses ‘vying for legitimacy’ (Lather 2006, 40). This proposal as theorization acts to
‘open up a history of what contains thought and how thought is both shaped by and excessive
to that containment’ (Lather 2006, 41). Our move is toward openness to the recognition of
alternatives.
Although we have emphasized the local, fragmentary, incomplete, indeterminate and partial
in our analysis (Brosio 2005, 73) this has not implied that we think it peripheral or without
potential for effect. Rather, the boundaries overstepped are significant and considerable in
their maintenance of a particular regime of power. In making our suggestion we contribute
then our own statement for the opening of citizenship and democracy, as an offer towards
questions in such opening.
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