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Abstract: 

Contemporary global flows of people, ideas and capital have led to 
profound changes in transnational interactions, affinities, forms of sociality 
and understandings of citizenship. Traditional vocabularies of citizenship 
struggle to cope with this rescaling of dimensions of citizenship in an 
increasingly globalised world. In addition, educational policies and practices 
remain primarily focused on normative, national conceptions of citizens, 

thus overlooking the multiple, diverse and plural conceptualisations of 
diverse young citizens in classrooms today. Arguing for a fresh approach 
that applies ‘cosmopolitan sociologies’ (Beck, 2007) of education, in this 
paper we propose a framework for understanding citizenship that centres 
on spatial, relational and affective dimensions of citizenship. We review 
recent research with young people highlighting the multiple ways in which 
young people are constituted as citizens through a range of social, affective 
and spatial affinities. The paper concludes by examining the implications of 
this framework for educational policies and practices.  
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Globalisation, cosmopolitanism and diaspora: What are the implications for 

understanding citizenship? 

Paper submitted for the International Studies in Sociology of Education Special Issue: 

Migration, borders and education: International sociological inquiries 

 

Abstract 

Contemporary global flows of people, ideas and capital have led to profound changes in 

transnational interactions, affinities, forms of sociality and understandings of citizenship. 

Traditional vocabularies of citizenship struggle to cope with this rescaling of dimensions of 

citizenship in an increasingly globalised world. In addition, educational policies and practices 

remain primarily focused on normative, national conceptions of citizens, thus overlooking the 

multiple, diverse and plural conceptualisations of diverse young citizens in classrooms today. 

Arguing for a fresh approach that applies ‘cosmopolitan sociologies’ (Beck, 2007) of 

education, in this paper we propose a framework for understanding citizenship that centres on 

spatial, relational and affective dimensions of citizenship. We review recent research with 

young people highlighting the multiple ways in which young people are constituted as 

citizens through a range of social, affective and spatial affinities. The paper concludes by 

examining the implications of this framework for educational policies and practices.  

Keywords: citizenship, cosmopolitanism, globalisation, citizenship education policy 
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Introduction: citizenship in a global and transnational context 

The mass movement of people across borders is not a new phenomenon. Forms of diaspora 

and mass migration, both voluntary and involuntary, have featured in almost every era of 

human civilisation. However, what has changed in recent times is the scale and the pace of 

such movements– and the parallel growth of global digital communication technologies 

which enable a much wider knowledge of such movements (Appadurai, 1996). Flows of 

people, ideas and information have a profound effect on society. As Bauman (2016) states, 

the population of many of the world’s urban centres is nowadays a ‘collection of diasporas’ 

(p. 25) with a fluidity of membership which leads to the prospect of living permanently with 

variety and difference. The experience of migration and diaspora therefore confronts us on a 

global scale, necessitating humanitarian responses and triggering a fresh round of questions 

about our global responsibilities to others and what it means to be a citizen.    

This rapid pace of migration and globalisation has significant implications for 

citizenship. As Staeheli (2011) argues, citizenship is now implicated in processes that 

represent a growing challenge to the nation-state and its traditional identifications, loyalties 

and enactments. In response, many citizenship scholars have argued for more global 

understandings of citizenship that are characterised by flexible and multiple notions of 

identity and connectedness beyond the nation-state (Isin, 2013; Isin & Turner, 2007; Kallio & 

Mitchell, 2016; Nyers & Rygiel, 2012; Ronkainen, 2016). Some also suggest that globalising 

processes have led to a dis-embedding of social relations (Bauman, 2004) and a de-

territorialisation of citizenship entitlements (Ong, 2005). As Kallio and Mitchell state, the 

nation-state no longer is the ‘self evident loci of citizenship’ (p. 259). Instead,   

In their lived realities people identify with differently scaled and situated communities, build 

networks across cultural, political and physical borders, act in institutional and professional 

roles with manifold positions, form new publics and engender new commons, move between 

and resettle in different economic regions, and take action through various channels that may 

or may not be associated with formal structures (Kallio & Mitchell, 2016, pp. 259-260).  

However, as Isin and Turner (2007) remind us, although it is often assumed that 

globalisation creates a world in which citizenship loses its importance, recent events have 

confirmed the ongoing significance of the state in constituting the status, rights, and 

experiences of citizenship. Paradoxically therefore, despite the multiple mobilities of the 

globalised world, ‘territorial belonging still matters to people’ (Arp Fallov, Jørgensen, & 

Knudsen, 2013, p. 468).  Most people’s lives still remain strongly rooted in local 
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neighbourhoods and are lived through routinised patterns of everyday locality. Furthermore, 

at a time of growing mobility and transnational movements, the status of formal state 

citizenship has somewhat ironically increased in importance. As Castles (2005, p. 691) notes, 

‘the worst thing to be in a world of nation-states is a ‘non-citizen’. In an increasingly mobile 

world, the ‘right to mobility’ (Turner, 2016, p. 681) and to cross borders is in fact one of the 

greatest assets held by individuals, one which relies on the ownership of a passport associated 

with a nation-state. The status of formal citizenship associated with a nation-state therefore 

holds enduring power even in a globalised and transnational world and means that we cannot 

completely divorce citizenship from notions of nationality.  

In light of this rescaling of the dimensions of citizenship, in this paper we suggest that 

we need a fresh examination of the vocabularies and conceptual frameworks used to examine 

contemporary experiences and understandings of citizenship for those in particular who will 

inherit this changing state – the young. Drawing on recent research with young people across 

the world, we examine how static, territorial and status-bound notions of citizenship fail to 

capture young people’s contemporary experiences as citizens, experiences which involve 

regular engagement in transnational, social and relational processes (Abu El-Haj, 2015; 

Kallio & Mitchell, 2016; Nunn, McMichael, Gifford, & Correa-Velez, 2016; Wood & Black, 

2017, in print). However, rather than jettison the territoriality of the nation-state entirely, we 

argue for more spatially-agile, dynamic and flexible conceptions that acknowledge the multi-

scaled nature of citizenship and its constitution through a range of social and spatial affinities. 

To advance this further, we propose a fresh framework for understanding citizenship that 

centres on spatial, relational and affective dimensions, arguing that these three dimensions 

provide more flexible and dynamic ways of conceptualising and understanding citizenship 

today. This framework is not intended to be universally representative, nor to focus on any 

one specific geographic context, but to recognise and draw on some of the key themes and 

patterns which have emerged from recent research across a number of countries and that 

therefore contribute to a broad theory of citizenship with potential application to multiple 

contexts. In many ways, as a conceptual framework it seeks broadly to point to where to look 

for understandings of citizenship (in spatial, relational and affective ways) today, rather than 

how to look at these, which we leave open to researchers to interpret.  

The paper begins with a critique of traditional notions of citizenship, and describes the 

emergence of some of the changing vocabularies of citizenship. It explores the triple-pronged 

spatial, relational and affective dimensions of citizenship which we propose in our 
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framework. We then turn to the implications of this for educational policies and practices 

which remain primarily focused on normative, national conceptions of the ‘good’ citizen, 

thus overlooking the multiple, diverse and plural conceptualisations of diverse young citizens 

in classrooms today.  

Changing vocabularies of citizenship 

Traditionally, the grounds for inclusion as a citizen were based upon on notions of space, 

territoriality and boundaries associated with the nation-state. Marshall’s (1950) historic 

analysis of citizenship defined this traditional notion of citizenship as the legal status and 

associated rights and duties of those who are full members of a community. However, as a 

result of increased transnational movements and flows and the intensification of social 

relations across borders, new affinities, loyalties, identities, animosities and hostilities have 

been generated (Bauman, 2004; Isin, 2008). These shifting configurations of time, space and 

mobility as a result of migration and globalisation have profound implications for how we 

conceptualise and think about citizenship, belonging and politics today (Kallio & Mitchell, 

2016; Youkhana, 2015). ‘Vocabularies of citizenship’ reflect different historical legacies and 

vary according to the social, political and cultural context within which they are conceived 

(Lister, Smith, Middleton, & Cox, 2003). As Isin (2009) argues, we need new and more agile 

vocabularies that can adequately explain the emergence of new sites and scales of struggle, 

new rights, and new acts of citizenship. In the following we examine three ways that the 

vocabularies of citizenship have been re-examined, re-imagined and re-invoked in recent 

times.  

First, there has been a sustained critique of traditional, normative notions of citizenship 

by feminists and other critics who argue that traditional claims for citizenship status have 

relied too heavily on public, quintessentially male and legal status-related templates. Such 

universalistic and normative approaches overlook the representation and participation of 

individuals and groups who fall outside the public gaze, such as those involved in unpaid 

domestic labour (Lister, 2003). This has the effect of marginalising the citizenship 

experiences of women, young people, children and many other less dominant cultural groups 

whose activities in society remain peripheral to mainstream economics and politics, thus 

rendering them invisible, or a type of ‘semi’ citizen. An approach which examines the politics 

of difference between groups in society presents opportunities for marginalised groups to be 

viewed as equal but different (Lister, 2007). Feminists have also drawn attention to the 

significance of small, everyday acts of politics within domestic and ordinary spaces where 
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citizenship is actually practised, arguing that examining such mundane spaces gives insights 

into broader patterns and scales of power, politics and citizenship (Dyck, 2005).  

A second critique questions the priority which traditional models have given to the 

legal status of citizenship, thus overlooking the practices which make citizens. Isin, for 

example, argues that we need to focus on those moments, when, regardless of status and 

substance, subjects constitute themselves as citizens, or (drawing on Arendt 1951), the acts of 

those to whom ‘the right to have rights is due’ (Arendt, 1951, p. 296). This understanding of 

citizenship is markedly distinct from that of Marshall, as it draws the focus away from the 

status of being a citizen to the acts and practices undertaken by citizen subjects and actors 

(Isin, 2008, 2009). Isin uses the example of the Sans-Papiers (literally, without papers), to 

illustrate this. In 1990, a group of undocumented migrants and refugees occupied a church in 

Paris, calling themselves the Sans-Papiers – and demanding the right to regularized status and 

to stay in France. Through these acts, Isin (2009) argues, they enacted themselves as activist 

citizens through their claims for justice and freedom of movement. They also therefore 

demonstrated transformational forms of citizenship acts and modes of being political, even 

whilst they held no citizenship status in France. He argues that citizenship formation is 

enacted through such a process of articulation of rights and shifts our attention from the 

actors to the acts of citizenship.     

A third changing vocabulary of citizenship which has emerged in recent times relates to 

the sites and scales of citizenship. A number of theorists have argued that citizenship is 

layered: that is, it operates simultaneously at local, regional, nation-state and global levels, 

thus requiring more global, cosmopolitan and transnational conceptions (Heater, 1999; Osler 

& Starkey, 2005). Beck (2007), for example, has proposed the notion of 

“cosmopolitanisation”, or the “erosion of distinct boundaries dividing markets, states, 

civilizations, cultures, and not least of all the lifeworlds of different peoples” (p. 1). He 

suggests that this does not mean a borderless world, but rather one in which borders are more 

“permeable” and less distinct.  

This line of argument has significance for how we think about space, time, identity and 

citizenship as it can loosen our fixation in boundaries and territories, and widen our analysis 

of interconnections, networks and relationships (Hörschelmann & Refaie, 2014; Youkhana, 

2015). It could also be argued, however, that the growing nationalism and securitisation of 

borders against both legal and illegal migration illustrates a reversion to the solidity of 

borders in ways that challenge Beck and similar arguments. As Turner (2016) argues, “the 
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relationship between territory and rights has become the critical issue in the sociology of 

citizenship” (p. 681). Kallio and Mitchell (2016) have also pointed out two potential dangers 

of a transnational theorisation of citizenship that overlooks the enduring significance of the 

state at a time of unprecedented migration: first, it runs the risk of losing the context of 

citizenship; and, second, it runs the risk of losing the subject of citizenship. To avoid this, 

they propose to respatialize citizenship and denationalize it conceptually, two approaches 

which we find helpful in this paper.  

These three aspects of changing citizenship vocabularies change our conception of the 

political as well as of citizenship. In turn, as researchers, our methodological approaches are 

similarly challenged by such conceptual understandings. Beck and Sznaider (2006) suggest 

that the current global transformation of modernity calls for a re-thinking of the humanities 

and social sciences. In particular, they argue for a transformation of positions and conceptual 

tools which takes cosmopolitanism seriously as a research agenda in light of the many social 

relations and interactions which extend within and beyond the nation-state. This requires, 

they argue, a critique of methodological nationalism which assumes that society is equated 

with national society, and a reconceptualization of methodological cosmopolitanism that 

draws on new forms of conceptual and empirical analysis to recognise the interconnected 

nature of sociality (Beck & Sznaider, 2006) and ‘jumble together the native with the foreign’ 

(Beck, 2007, p. 287).  

Such scholarship does not argue for the demise of the nation-state, or for the 

insignificance of national rules, practices and traditions. This argument would be difficult to 

make at a time when nation-states are increasingly reinscribing rules, practices and traditions 

in relation to citizenship, either by restricting or excluding those whose citizenship identities 

are seen to be a risk to the cohesiveness and safety of the state, or else by passing legislation 

to revoke or limit the scope of existing citizenship rights in the name of that state. What 

recent scholarship does illustrate, however, is that we need much more flexible sociological 

tools to map new social realities, including space and time. In the following section of this 

paper, we attempt to contribute to a more cosmopolitan sociology by presenting a framework 

for citizenship which is fluid, dynamic, historically grounded and geographically responsive 

(Isin, 2009). We propose three dimensions to this emergent type of citizenship which requires 

deeper spatial, relational and affective understandings. We begin with the first of these 

dimensions – space.  
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The spatial geographies of young people’s citizenship 

When it comes to young people’s experience as citizen actors in an increasingly globalised 

world, space matters. As we note in the earlier sections of this chapter, citizenship has never 

been geographically neutral. Whether as a notion, an ideal or a legal status, it has always by 

definition been linked to the specific political and social geography of the nation-state. It has 

also been linked to specific physical geographies: as Desforges (2005) and his colleagues 

argue, it has always been ‘formed through scalar configuration and engagement with place’ 

(p.444).  

At the same time, as Staeheli (2011) argues, ‘the borders of citizenship are everywhere 

– at the physical boundary of national territories, in communities, in political practices and 

policies, in social norms, embodied in individuals’ ( p.395). This is increasingly true for 

young people. Increasingly mobile populations – whether forced by migration or chosen – 

enhance cultural flows and the expansion of digital technologies and social media have led to 

multiple sites of identity for young people today. This means that, as we have discussed 

above, fixed and territorial definitions of citizenship no longer adequately capture the 

complexity of young people’s citizenship experience. Antonsich (2010) has mounted a rather 

impassioned argument that contemporary human geographies and their emphasis on social, 

political and economic forces are overlooking what he calls ‘the personal, intimate, 

existential relation between the individual and her/his place’ (p.129). This doesn’t mean we 

can simply replace our spatial models from the national with the global, nor replicate 

traditional container-like models of space. Instead, spatially-sensitive approaches to 

understanding young people’s citizenship require much more dynamic and relational 

understandings of space that encompass citizenship identities (Hörschelmann & Refaie, 

2014).  

Recent scholarship in youth studies has shown a growing attentiveness to space and the 

ways in which young people experience and enact their citizenship (e.g. Cuervo & Wyn, 

2014; Cuervo & Wyn, 2017; Farrugia & Wood, 2017; Harris, 2015). These contributions 

recognise the power and role of place attachment for young people’s feelings and experiences 

of citizenship and belonging, frequently focusing on the role of local as a key site of these 

feelings and experiences. As Harris and Wyn (2009) observe, it is within the ‘micro-

territories of the local that young people may form their strongest sense of belonging and 

citizenship’ (p. 327).  
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A number of recent research contributions illustrate this enduring importance of local 

spaces and places for young people’s citizenship identification and acts. For example, 

Goodwin and Young (2013) describe the citizen acts of young people within their social 

housing neighbourhoods in urban Sydney, acts that arise out of concern about how issues 

such as violence and homelessness were affecting their community. Similarly, Roose and 

Harris (2015) outline the ways in which young Muslim people in Australia draw on Islamic 

practices and values to enact good citizenship within the ‘multicultural spaces of their 

everyday lives’, spaces which include the workplace and the local neighbourhood (p. 474). 

There are also discussions in the literature that recognise the influence of local spaces and 

places in forming or reshaping young people’s citizenship dispositions. Nagel and Staeheli 

(2016) describe the efforts of a western-funded NGOs in post-conflict Lebanon to cultivate 

positive citizenship values and social interactions by engaging young people in 

environmentalism. Activities such as camping, scouting, eco-tourism and local environmental 

preservation initiatives have been used, as they have in other post-conflict settings, to 

promote non-sectarian cooperation and cultivate ‘new social norms’ based on ideas of 

‘empowerment, individual responsibility, and active citizenship’ (Nagel & Staeheli, 2016, 

p.248).  

Recognising the centrality of physical geography in young people’s citizenship is also 

central to understanding the experiences of some of the most disenfranchised or insecure. For 

the vast numbers of young people forced to be ‘out of place’ in search of economic and social 

security in locations across the globe, formal nation-state citizenship is far from an outdated 

notion: it is ‘a critical and widely shared goal’ (Nunn et al., 2016, p. 382). For some of these 

young people, enacting citizenship is a complex, juggling act. Even while they are 

increasingly engaged in efforts to make a life in a new place and to integrate themselves into 

the life of their new host nations, they are ‘engaging in transnational processes that include 

maintaining social connections via telephone and other information and communication 

technologies, return visits, remittances and engagement with homeland politics’ (Nunn et al., 

2016, p. 388). Even where young people have been legally and formally accepted by their 

new nation-state, many continue to live as citizens ‘across multiple real and imagined 

national terrains’ (Abu El-Haj, Bonet, Demerath, & Schultz, 2011, p. 31), ‘constructing 

“glocal” lives’ (p.56) through everyday engagements and interactions ‘within and across the 

borders of nation-states’ (p. 54). Staeheli has beautifully summed up the geography of young 

people’s citizenship in a globalised world and the complexities that attend it:  
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There are no stable, fixed answers to the questions of where citizenship and citizen-subjects are 

located. They are […] seemingly everywhere (2011, p. 399). 

This draws attention to the inseparability of social interactions and relationship to the 

experience of citizenship – as we discuss in this second dimension.  

 

Citizenship and relationships 

Young people’s citizenship is constituted at the intersection of relationships with others. It is 

not carved out in an isolated endeavour, but is lived, practised and shaped in the context of 

others. Citizenship is defined and experienced above all as ‘a set of relationships by which 

membership is constructed through physical and metaphorical boundaries and in the sites and 

practices that give it meaning’ (Staeheli, 2011, p.394). These relationships are both 

inclusionary and exclusionary and form landscapes of both belonging and exclusion for 

young people that are highly marked by race, gender, and class (Wood, 2016). The effects of 

globalisation have only accentuated this, creating what Staeheli (2016) terms ‘a new 

spatiality of citizenship’ (p.63) with inescapably relational dimensions. This may be 

particularly true for young people, especially in instances where their citizenship is 

precarious or poorly recognised by the adults and institutions of the local places in which 

they live and learn.  

A relational perspective can enable us to understand the intersection between the formal 

political sphere of citizenship and young people’s interpersonal relationships and connections 

(Hörschelmann & Refaie, 2014), but it can also shed light on the more immediate and 

localised experiences that make up citizenship. For many young people, the experience of 

feeling like a citizen, with the recognition and belonging that this entails, is contingent on 

being made welcome within ‘a community of membership’ (Anthias, 2006, p. 21). It is 

contingent on having access to those ‘social relationships that provide a life anchor, a sense 

of personal physical and symbolic location’ (Cuervo & Wyn, 2014, p.7). For many young 

people, of course, this welcome may not be forthcoming. Introducing their special edition on 

citizenship and affect in the midst of some of the events of 2016, which included Brexit and 

the attack in Nice with its attendant widespread rejection of immigration and immigrants, Di 

Gregorio and Merolli (2016) remind us that ‘citizenship has a central role to play in any 

understanding of the conditions under which one can participate or be excluded from political 

life’ (p.934). This point leads us to our third dimension of citizenship – that of the feeling or 

affective component of citizenship.  
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Affective citizenship 

A final dimension of young people’s citizenship, and one that is almost inseparable from the 

two dimensions we discuss earlier, is its affective nature. As Boudreau (2015) and her 

colleagues note, citizenship implies not only a legal but an ‘affective link to the state and the 

nation’ (p.337). Yet, the affective aspects of citizenship have long been neglected. This is 

beginning to change now with evidence of scholarship in this area (see Di Gregorio & 

Merolli, 2016), a scholarship which recognises that citizenship and the policies and practices 

that attend it are often characterised by a combination of anxiety, desire and other feelings. In 

particular, feelings of belonging or not belonging are inseparable from the experience of both 

being and feeling a citizen. This highlights the inseparable inclusionary and exclusionary 

nature of citizenship (Isin, 2008), that as discussed above, is strongly spatial and relational. 

As Yuval-Davis (2006) notes, the politics of belonging involve ‘the dirty work of boundary 

maintenance’ (pg. 204).  

A number of studies have captured the essential complexity of many young people’s 

affective citizenship experiences in the social spaces created by globalisation. These 

experiences frequently include a rejection of the discourses that would exclude them from 

recognition as citizens and a high degree of creativity in forging or redefining their 

relationship and place within dominant social structures. They also reflect an engagement or 

entrapment in the desire that frequently attends citizenship (Fortier, 2016). One example 

comes from Schmitt’s (2010) account of the efforts of secondary school-aged young migrants 

in Germany to create ‘their own brands’ of citizenship and belonging (p.174) in the face of a 

strong political and cultural environment that constructs them as “other”. Another comes 

from Boudreau and her colleagues’ (2015) depiction of young activists in Montreal, and the 

ways in which they both ‘play with fear’ and ‘generate fear’ through “alternative” citizenship 

practices, such as being a graffiti artist or climbing buildings for Greenpeace, which are 

physically, legally and/or emotionally risky (p.335). These studies highlight the inseparable 

nature of emotions in constructing and shaping young citizens dispositions and actions.  

It could be said that, in western democracies at least, the citizenship of all young people 

is subject to affective discourses. These frequently depict them as democratically disengaged 

and apathetic, promoting and perpetuating a construction of the ‘at risk’ young citizen that 

has flourished since the resurgence in the late 1980s of policy concern about the future of the 
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democratic system (see Black, 2011). Educational responses to this concern has seen the 

widespread development of policies, curricula and programs designed to engage young 

people as citizens, strategies that have an affective underpinning but that often overlook or 

underestimate the affective engagement that many young people already have with 

democratic life. Cammaerts and his colleagues (2014) have described the strong desire of 

young people across the United Kingdom, France, Spain, Austria, Finland and Hungary to 

participate as citizens, albeit on their own terms, a finding that has also been borne out in 

recent studies of young Australians’ democratic engagement (Walsh & Black, 2017). In 

Russia, young people’s citizenship has been the subject of ‘a continual process of educational 

interventions’ (Krupets, Morris, Nartova, Omelchenko, & Sabirova, 2016, p.8) that do little 

to recognise the strong affective attachment which young people already have to their country 

and to the idea of citizenship. This heralds a cautionary note to accompany the growing levels 

of promotion of young people’s active citizenship and volunteering through schools and 

society which hold the potential for emotional manipulation and coercion – in the name of 

creating ‘good’ citizens (Wood, 2015).  

In sum, if we put together these three dimensions of contemporary citizenship, we have 

an intersecting framework for understanding citizenship which is remarkably different than 

Marshall’s (1950) seminal work in the 1950s. Rather than only relying only on legal status, 

rights and responsibilities, this framework recognises the intersectional nature of citizenship 

and affect, and the socio-spatial significance of relationships in shaping citizenship at multi-

scalar levels (Youkhana, 2015). Citizenship necessarily happens at the intersection of 

interactions with others (Isin, 2008), and through spatially-dynamic practices. This does not 

mean we do away with legal and state-based notions of citizenship; rather, that it exposes 

many deeper layers of understandings about what it means to live citizenship and be a citizen. 

These understandings of citizenship have significant implications for educational policy and 

practice, especially at a time of mass migration, and in the final section of this paper we turn 

to these.  

 

Implications for educational policy and practice 

The ongoing concern which we see across western democracies about the viability of the 

democratic system invariably centres on one subject: the young citizen. Almost as invariably, 

it is met with one policy response: a call for more – or else more effective – citizenship 

education (Bessant, Farthing, & Watts, 2016). The clamour of such calls has become louder 
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in many places in light of far-right political attacks on immigration and the status of refugees 

globally, particularly in countries of the Global North. The implications of diaspora and 

growing migration are also increasingly significant for education policy given the growing 

cultural and religious diversity represented now in many classrooms of the Global North. Yet, 

the nature of citizenship education policy, and the structures of schooling mean that there are 

significant challenges to promoting more flexible and dynamic understandings of citizenship.  

One of the chief concerns attending citizenship education policies and practices is that 

they remain primarily focused on normative, national conceptions of the good or desirable 

citizen that preclude more diverse and pluralised conceptualisations. In light of the theoretical 

framework which we have proposed in this paper, we suggest that education policy needs to 

promote a more flexible, responsive and expansive understanding of citizenship that better 

reflects the diversity of the students in our classrooms. In addition, education policy needs to 

more concertedly recognises that young people today grow up with more-than-local politics 

(Mitchell & Parker, 2008), but are still heavily influenced by the policies and practices 

associated with their nations and communities. For the contemporary nation-state, the 

desirable young citizen is one who has been educated to maintain ‘endless self-scrutiny, an 

individualized focus on one’s personal development over and above the well-being of the 

collective, and the capacity to continually renegotiate one’s skills and identity in light of the 

demands of global capitalism’ (Kennelly, 2009, p. 133). This sounds much like the recipe for 

a universal neoliberal citizen subject, but when implemented in specific places and in the 

context of specific political, social and historical relationships, it may exclude large numbers 

of young people from identifying themselves as desirable citizens.  

While schools are key sites for the teaching and the formation of citizenship, they are 

also highly problematic places in which to be citizens. As Staeheli (2011) notes, ‘the school 

is a site in which key concepts such as equality, democracy, history, justice, belonging, and 

citizenship are contested’ (p. 395). In Spain, for example, Rios-Roja (2011) has described the 

efforts of young immigrants in Barcelona to negotiate a sense of citizenship in the face of 

‘interventionist educational policies and academic discourses concerned with facilitating 

immigrants’ integration’ (p.65). Writing from Canada, Kennelly (2009) observes the way in 

which schools perpetuate the discursive message that ‘the good (real) citizen in Canada is 

white’ (p.138), a message which immediately excludes and precludes indigenous and 

culturally diverse young people. In Australia, Black (2015) has described the way in which 

conventional citizenship education curricula fail to reflect the experiences and identities of 
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culturally diverse young people and those being schooled in low socioeconomic 

communities. The feeling of exclusion such practices render have profound implications for 

citizen behaviours and dispositions both now and in the future. A deeper ‘methodological 

cosmopolitanism’ understanding of citizenship takes into account the multiple, transnational 

and diverse experiences of all citizens and the affective implications of these experiences 

rather than assuming a linear process of assimilation or integration. 

The normative conception of citizenship which characterises much education policy 

and practice also has further effects: it reflects and reproduces an ‘abstract notion’ of 

citizenship and belonging (Kennelly & Dillabough, 2008, p.494). This only poorly captures 

the complexity and specificity of young people’s citizenship feelings and experiences in the 

particular globalised places in which they live and in relation to others, both in and beyond 

those places. Following Schmitt (2010), we argue that education needs to better recognise 

citizenship ‘as a situated achievement in specific settings’ and to recognise young people ‘as 

societal actors rather than objects of political and educational projects’ (pp.174-175). We 

suggest that inadequate understandings of citizenship produce poor quality education policies 

– including normative and territorial-linked conceptions of citizenship – that overlook the 

diverse and spatially complex experiences of young citizens today. 

This requires a number of shifts in the nature of education policy and practice, shifts 

which more cosmopolitan sociologies of education can help achieve. Firstly, new ways of 

understanding are needed about how education policy making is shaped at the intersection of 

national and global relations, not just within national borders (Beck & Sznaider, 2006). Rizvi 

and Lingard (2010) argue that older theoretical and methodological tools are no longer 

sufficient to understand a world that is increasingly networked and shaped by transnational 

forces and connections to the extent that there is now a global policy educational field. Along 

with others, they suggest that the realm of policy work has shifted from a primary focus on 

the nation state to a much more globalised field, arguing that ‘the educational policy field 

today is multi-layered, stretching from the local to the global’ (Lingard, Rawolle, & Taylor, 

2005, p. 761) in a way that explains the multi-perspectival, boundary-transcending nature of 

relations of global interdependence today (Beck & Sznaider, 2006). Cosmopolitan 

understanding of citizenship education policy therefore need to recognise the pervading 

influence of global policy actors in shaping national policy and conceptions of identity and 

the inadequacy of global and normative notions of the ‘good’ citizen. They also need to 
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attend to constructions of solidarity and exclusion that occur at different sites and scales and 

how these emerge to shape citizen experiences today.  

Following on from this, the practices of education need to reflect a better understanding 

of the multidimensional and multi-spatial nature of young people’s citizenship and its 

relationship and response to the complex dynamics of globalisation. Osler and Starkey (2005) 

suggest that citizenship education needs to more explicitly recognise issues of diversity by 

working toward creating citizens of a world community based on common human values. 

Any educational strategy that seeks to promote and support young people’s citizenship should 

‘affirm the status of young people as moral and political agents’ (Bessant et al., 2016, p.284), 

not just locally, but also globally. Educators and policymakers must do more to understand 

what democracy ‘actually means’ to young people (Nieuwelink, Dekker, Geijsel, & ten Dam, 

2016, p.990, our italics). As part of this, they must do more to recognise both the ‘situated 

and relational experiences’ that characterise the young lives in which they are seeking to 

intervene (Black, 2012, p.226) and the multi-scaled nature of young people’s citizenship 

today.  

With these things in mind, we propose that more cosmopolitan policies, methodologies 

and sociologies of education could support a fresh framework for understanding young 

people’s citizenship that centres on the lived spatial, relational and affective dimensions of 

experiences being young citizens today. Dynamic and flexible conceptions of citizenship 

would acknowledge the multiple ways in which young people are constituted as citizens 

through a range of social and spatial affinities. They would better recognise the emotional or 

affective investment which many young people have in their citizenship and in the 

democratic process, an investment that is routinely overlooked by the persistent depiction 

within the policy and public sphere of young people as democratically flawed and 

problematic. The development of new ‘cosmopolitan sociologies’ (Beck, 2007) of education 

understand the diversity of young people’s existing citizenship affiliations. They would also 

create a more historically grounded and geographically responsive environment within the 

school for the recognition and enactment of those affiliations.   
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