Formation to citizenship
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Jean-François Boulanger showed how citizenship, in the modern meaning, has developed in Europe as the progressive acquisition of the rights defined by the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen (1789). In the context of the Philosophy of Enlightenment, especially with Condorcet, it is the school which is considered as the main “vehicle” of citizenship, allowing to go from what will be called, later, “membership citizenship” (to which a certain number of rights are attached) to an active, responsible, “participative citizenship”, preparing for the exercise, in their fullness, at adult age, of responsibilities of citizen in the public space of a democracy. A lot of debates and of historical oscillations crystallized around the terms of “civic education” and “civic instruction” as well as on the partial covering, but also the hiatus, already marked by Rousseau, between “man” and “citizen”. I chose the expression “formation” to citizenship because it integrates education and instruction, and above all because it is in the 18th century precisely that the problem of formation  (Bildung) was asked in this way and that “pedagogy” in the modern meaning was born, related to the emergence of a subject characterized by the fact of its freedom before all. That is the meaning of the “Newtonian” revolution, according to Kant’s word, that Rousseau carried out: it is not for it to become free that a child must be educated, but because it is free, its freedom is given to it, even if it is not complete yet. Pedagogy is defined entirely as what institutes the conditions and the mediations allowing somebody to “act by himself” (Pestalozzi), from his freedom, in an “ennoblement” (Veredelung) of himself.

It is in this modern configuration that the formation to citizenship becomes a fundamental stake. The Greek thinkers had already associated education and citizenship, for acquiring abilities to act and training judgment. But citizenship was kept for an elite, and the Greek city – polis – was articulated to filiation. It is with the Romans that citizenship is defined as a juridical status, but, according to a permutation carried out by the medieval political theology, the subject (subjectus) is also subditus, that is to say subject to ditio, the authority of the prince, dependent himself upon God’s sovereignty. To say that men are born “free and equal in rights”, that is, unlike Bossuet’s thesis, they are not born as a prince’s “subjects”, but at the same time free “subjects” as men and equally sovereigns as citizens. With the third term – brotherhood, or at least solidarity – from now on, we have all the conditions of what Dominique Schnapper called in 1994 the “community of citizens” according to the three dimensions singled out by Thomas Humphrey Marshall in 1949: civil citizenship (to which the liberty-rights correspond in a State of right: freedom of the person, right of expression, right to property…), political citizenship (to which the political rights correspond in a democratic State: right to vote and to be elected, right to be informed, right of meeting…), social citizenship (to which the credit-rights correspond in a “welfare State”: right to health, right to education, to work, to lodging…). As Durkheim says in L’éducation morale, the school must not be simply a place of preparation for those who are not mature yet for the social life, but already be itself a “small society”, like a “reduction” of society. It can also be seen in the International Convention of the Rights of the Child voted by UNO in 1989, education must establish what it must anticipate at the same time. The child is a minor to be protected, but juridically acknowledging its freedom of opinion, of expression, of thought, of conscience, of religion, of association, means anticipating what will allow it to exercise its adult citizenship thoroughly. Basically, it means applying to the child what Kant said about peoples, in Religion in the limits of the simple reason: “One cannot mature for freedom if one has not been put in freedom beforehand (…). The first tests will no doubt be rough (…) however one matures for reason only after one’s personal attempts (that one must be free to be able to carry out).”
I wanted to recall this general framework of modern education before sketching briefly how formation to citizenship can find its place there (around living-together, ethics of the debate, pluralism of the ways of living and of thinking), because, in any case, at the junction of our historical condition and of a design of universality, citizenship is a value which calls for an engagement of freedom, that is to say the “moral subject’s agreement to his act” as Father Valadier says at the end of L’Anarchie des valeurs (1997).

Freedom, living together, culture

A limited conception of “civic instruction” insists above all on the transmission of knowledge about the citizen’s rights and duties, as well as about the working of institutions. It is obviously necessary (and for example, the pupils’ lack of juridical-institutional training at the end of their compulsory schooling in France can be regretted). But we generally agree to say that it is not enough, at least in the perspective of an active, responsible citizenship, which is prepared in the experience itself, that is in the way in which, at school, the pupils already feel and give a meaning to the three dimensions of the ethical objective recapitulated by Ricoeur in Soi-même comme un autre (1990): “objective of the good life, with and for others, in fair institutions”.

The “good life” supposes as a minimum that the child really has its place at school whatever its origin, its social environment, its previous story may be. It is supposed to be allowed, recognized, to acquire a just esteem for itself, for the feeling of its dignity and of the integrity of its experience to be confirmed. It is in this context that there could be approached the question, discussed today, of the “duties towards oneself”, of which some people (Ruwen Ogien) assert, unlike Kant, that it is not a matter of moral duties but of simple cautiousness. For Kant, the space of the duties towards oneself is the one where a man relates to himself as a reasonable being belonging to nature. Negatively, the conditions of “moral health”, of probity, of the capacity of improving oneself must be protected above all. But (no doubt on the border of cautiousness, of practical wisdom and of an ethical strictness which forbids to consider one’s body as a mere thing, or an instrument) one has doubtlessly been able to include the concern of “physical health”, too, especially since the WHO has defined health as a well-being and not only as an absence of illness. It is here that could be situated a first level, rather unexpected, of education to citizenship, where it supposes that the conditions of a fulfilment of man considered in his whole are respected first. Hence the existence, especially in secondary schools, of “committees of education to health and to citizenship”, which associate diverse partners (for example doctors, psychologists, assistants of social services), if possible the families, and one of whose interests it is to make different circles meet there.

But it is “living with and for the others” which is the most developed, so much that education to citizenship risks falling back totally on the level of “learning socialization”, above all with the development of incivilities at school and, in certain  schools, the worsening of disciplinary problems. In France, there is now a “common stock of knowledge and of abilities” which must have been acquired by the end of  compulsory schooling, at sixteen, and whose “sixth pillar” combines “social and civic abilities”, while distinguishing “living in society” and “getting ready for one’s citizen life”. Concerning “living in society”, it is said that “from nursery school on, the objective is to prepare the pupils to live together well by appropriating the rules of community life” (by developing the attitudes of respect for oneself, respect for the others, respect for the other sex, respect for private life, the will to solve conflicts peacefully, the consciousness that nobody can exist without others, the consciousness of the necessity of every one’s contribution to the community, the sense of responsibility towards the others, the sense of solidarity). 

To “preparation for one’s citizen life” there corresponds the objective of “favouring the understanding of the institutions of a living democracy by acquiring the principles and main rules which found the Republic. It also means allowing the pupils to become actors of our democracy”, which implies not only “consciousness of one’s rights and one’s duties”, but also “interest in public life and the great stakes of society, consciousness of the importance of voting and of the democratic decision, the will to participate in civic activities”.

Undoubtedly, it is unfair to assert that socialization has only in mind a certain “social adjustment” (Jacques Billard), but it is true that it is not sufficient to train to what is called “active citizenship”. It is all the difference between the work for the “interior rule”, the bearer of the rules of common life and which refers to a juridical model of citizenship, and what, according to a more political model of inspiration, led, in France, in the secondary schools, to the creation of class representatives (1968), of councils of representatives (1990), of school life councils (in 2000). But right from primary schools on, referring to pedagogical waves such as Freinet Pedagogy and above all Institutional Pedagogy, it is the practice of the Council, associated with a pedagogy focussed on the pupil’s activity, supported by a whole of mediations and of institutions internal to the class, which gives a status to the word exceeding by far the mere acquisition of social habits. The Council makes the common life environment an institution and allows its return on the “symbolic” level, that is to say it allows re-organization of the ways of living and of speaking, postponed explanation of conflicts, elaboration of solutions, discussion about plans and the taking of decisions (the teacher always keeping the right of veto). The most important point is constituting or confirming the position of the subject: subject of word (who speaks, listens, is listened to), subject of desire (who forms himself in a world which can be shared) and subject of initiatives (as a partner). It is really the central core of “active citizenship”, which supposes that one is not mixed up with one’s roles, but distinguished, considered as a unique person who can participate in “common life” according to differentiated modalities and degrees of implication. It was recalled recently (Roberto Esposito) that communitas is derived from munus, gift, obligation, office that must be fulfilled in favour of another one, and that the Indo-European root leuth, which the Latin term libertas is derived from, just as the Sanskrit root frya, from which come freedom, Freiheit, refer like friend, Freund to what marks a common growth, a collective development. Freedom is a power of conjunction. There exists an “educational reciprocity” in the heart of education (Jean-Marie Labelle), not only of what is common, but also of something additional, of the supply of what is “made common”.

It is this common life (in sharing what is done by oneself and what is done together) which creates a “common history” and even a “common culture”. An institution would be reduced to be only a more or less functioning organization if it did not include a “historico-cultural” dimension, something underlying, a humus, a temporal depth where the values are like sediments which can always be reactivated, maybe to again find the promises of what is still unfulfilled (Ricoeur) in them. That is why “formation” to citizenship is inseparable from a “culture” of citizenship: Bildung, in the sense that the deep culture is able to form the subject with the projective power which expresses itself in its picture (Bild). But all that is even only a melting pot, because, so that culture does not shut itself in, it must testify to the life of mind (in the strongest sense) and open itself to a horizon of universality.

Pre-political space, relation to knowledge, ethics of the debate

Even if one understands that education to democracy must itself be a “democratic education” as much as possible, all the same, as Eirick Prairat reminded after Hannah Arendt, school is a “pre-political” space. But whether it is the question of the relationship to knowledge or of the ethics of the debate, “pre” here does not only point at what is “before”, but also at what “prepares for”.

When one says that the function of school is to teach first of all, one does not only name the transmission and the appropriation of knowledge concerning a certain number of disciplines, but all that favours, step by step, critical distance, reflexive autonomy and relationship of knowledge to the great anthropological questions which give a meaning to it by writing it in a history: what is rational and irrational, limited and unlimited, what are the world, life, the human societies and the human relations, imagination… All knowledge (I call knowledge a teaching one has appropriated, which has become “living”, “speaking”) is in resonance with these questions which can never be closed – except for the time being – like problems. A teacher (magister) is the one who appeals to an “additional attention” (magis). His dissymmetry, his authority (auctoritas) is what makes exist, or what increases (augere), makes grow. It is different from power which has a protective function first and which preserves the conditions of school work and community life, according to the negative formulation that is already found in the rule of Hippocratic inspiration: “not to harm first" (primum non nocere). The teacher is the one who helps to constitute the relationship to knowledge according to the pursuit of an intention of truth. As François Galichet remarks, there exists a basic “citizen equality”, below the differences of age, of status, of competences, because of all that we don’t know in relation to the deepest questions: “There could not then be any education to citizenship at school, he says, without giving a place to this fundamental ignorance founding the democratic equality”. In this sense, one can say that the best teacher is the one who never stops searching or deepening what he already knows to open it to new questions. Truth is a quest, and, according to André Frossard’s image, when intelligence and faith come nearer to it, they fade in front of it as the waves do on the sand of the shore.

It is also the pursuit of an intention of truth which gives a meaning to what we often consider, in the school space, and in addition to instruction, as a major place of formation to citizenship: “the culture of debate”. With Eric Weil, one can distinguish political discussion within institutions and disinterested dialogue, which finds its place in culture, about the ways of living, of thinking, of “seeing things”. The debate is what teaches how to differentiate between confrontation of points of view and their brutal opposition, what is contradictory and what is reconcilable, what is considered as certain and what is an object of doubt. Above all, it teaches how to move off the centre of one’s own point of view, to create arguments and to take into account those of the others. Here there can be remembered the etymology arg – to shine – that we find as well in “argent” (silver or money), “argument” as in “argutie” (quibble). Learning how to argue helps not to confuse what shines “by painting in glowing colours”, by deluding or by creating fascination, with what clarifies by producing an additional intelligibility, even if it is what was only poorly visible at first. What Habermas called, generally speaking, the “ethics of discussion” does not only valorize attention, listening, intellectual honesty, strictness, education of judgment, but also focussing problems to present them better, searching for additional information, recognizing what one does not know or what cannot be decided. It protects against dogmatism and the reification of learning. It has a major role in awakening interrogation, and in mobilizing the mind in a shared step of research. Providing that the teacher is responsible for the framework allowing to speak and to listen, it is a very concrete school of respect, of taking into consideration, both inseparable from a capacity of fine discernment, of a redoubled attention: re-spectare means thinking twice or looking back if one went too quickly. It is the contrary of relativism, according to which all the opinions would be equivalent.

Practice of the debate for which one trains, ethics of discussion are particularly important today, when one tries to enrich the democratic life by completing representative democracy by participative democracy and above all codetermining democracy. That supposes that the files are "instructed", so that elected representatives, experts and "ordinary citizens" can apply them together, under institutional conditions varying according to the countries. But as for formation, it is undoubtedly most important that argumentation teaches, according to the specific register of what is involved, how to set up hierarchies between what does not matter, what is the concern of preferences, of interest, of relative values, of absolute principles ... There are not only several fields of experience and of knowledge, but above all, according to Francis Jacques's expression, several "orders of truth" (philosophy, science, faith) with their own systems of questioning, of conceptualization, of textual expression. They are neither impervious to the others, nor ordered hierarchically as "degrees of learning" (Jacques Maritain), but they rather concern a "connection of sense" (Jean Ladrière). Intellectual probity, pursuit of an intention of truth, distinction of the orders of truth are testimonials, not only of the working of intelligence but also of the life of the mind. As Francis Jacques says, "a testimony is an original possibility of speech which combines knowledge with personal agreement." Its structure is fundamentally a dialogue. It is there that the mind, in what it searches and in what it testifies for the others, is made, so to speak, at the same time, "a witness of itself". It is also from here that one can in short consider the third cluster of questions put by the formation to citizenship: the objective of what is universal and the opening of horizons in a pluralistic society.

Citizenship, pluralism, horizons of the world

The modern democratic societies are "open societies" (Popper), where there coexist and sometimes confront each other a plurality of moral, philosophical, religious conceptions which give a meaning to our relation with ourselves, with the others and with the world. It is this multiplicity of what John Rawls called the "comprehensive doctrines" (more or less explicit) which establishes, for him, the "fact of pluralism".

Yet, one can consider pluralism not only as a fact but also as a value in itself. On the philosophical level, in Unité et monothéisme (1981), Stanislas Breton showed that the One was not at all the arithmetical unity, but a function of unification, that is, for us, what leads the cultures, the religions forward out of themselves, what makes them enter on a dialogue, get nearer to each other and surpass themselves, without any whole which would include them ever formed. For Jean-Luc Nancy, "the One of the unique god exceeds any numerical assignation, any localization". In this sense, only the plural can be a testimony of the One. The evangelical prayer, "let them be one as we are one" (John 17, 22) is on the side of overabundance of love, of its "actual infinity" (Duns Scot), beyond the being. It is what goes exactly contrary to the fundamentalist or integrist tendences, to all reification of particularisms, of communitarian withdrawals. It is then possible, with Ricoeur, to interpret claims for identity as expressing, above all, requests for recognition, implicating reciprocity. According to him, intolerance is always characterized by the fact that somedy or a group which recognizes itself in its relation to a source considers to be its owner and thinks it can capture it exclusively, while the source overflows the goblet and cannot let itself be shut in it. The whole problem is here to know how, socially and politically, a "moderate multiculturalism" can be expressed, which would avoid the war of memories, the clash or the mutual indifference of the communities. It can only be by the dialogue in the public space, but it must then be admitted that it is precisely the link of citizenship which is presupposed by all the others, as "including all the spheres of memberships towards which we make allegiance" (Ricoeur). We are not bound to politics as to a sphere of allegiance among others. In a pluralistic society, it is the link of citizenship which allows the expression of agreements and disagreements, under the cover of the political authority which guarantees the democratic character of the taking of decisions relevant to all.
In France, two conceptions marked the history of laicity: militant laicity, against the state religion Catholicism, and neutral laicity, for which any belief concerns the freedom of individual conscience, but which protects religious freedom and the freedom of expression, with equal rights for all. The separation of the Church and the State, when it is not confused with anticlericalism, can be considered as the most open system. It does not mean that particular identities, notably religious, are relegated to the private sphere. They can be expressed in the civil society, but they don't enter the political sphere because the rights connected to them are individual rights. For example, in this conception of political liberalism, the teaching of regional languages must undoubtedly be proposed but it could not be imposed, becuse the "cultural" rights don't have the same status as the universal fundamental rights, whose respect characterizes the democratic public space.

On the educative level, certain limits of the neutrality-freedom can however be exceeded, while respecting the freedom of conscience and the fundamental conditions of the training to judgment. If the school space is considered as a place of hospitality for "all and everyone", it appears as tensed between the necessity of "welcoming a singularity" and the one of "making it evolve towards universal horizons", which cause it not to be a prisoner of its particularisms (Gérard Fath). The different ways of being, of living, of feeling, of thinking, marked by history and culture, must be able to express themselves at school (which mediations make easier: for example, for the young pupils, around an object brought, a postcard received, a family event). Progressively, the school, thanks to the spectrum of diversity itself, of word and of listening which are instituted, of the zones of withdrawal and of shade which are protected, can allow everybody to move off one’s centre, to open oneself to others and at last to find one's bearings. The values support each other by overlapping and gaps, and the horizon of universality emerges, as Father Valadier says, from what is universalizable, that is from "universes in context", from "sector-based universes", taking meaning in a living communication which opens them and links them to each other, already here and now. Thus the writer of Iranian origin, Daryush Shayegan, thinks that there can be settled, at a level not only intercultural but transcultural, a "dialogue in meta-history", starting from what is the highest - and what may be the simplest - in the diverse cultures, somehow like the summits of the mountains, illuminated by whiteness in the morning sun, are in co-presence and answer to each other while the separated valleys are still drowned in the mist.

Today, these large horizons are all the more necessary since we are confronted to gigantic challenges (globalization, global warming, decreasing of biodiversity, great poverty, violences, inequalities, precariousness, ethical problems set by the development of technologies, etc...). On the occasion of a request from UNESCO concerning the great questions of education in the future, Edgar Morin (2000) put in evidence seven problems which correspond to seven "black holes", that is to flagrant insufficiencies in all the known educational systems. They concern what is knowledge, its judicious organisation, the human condition (to the understanding of which literature and poetry contribute so much), the understanding of people between each other, the relation to uncertainty, to the chances and to the risks of a planetary era, and what might be an ethics on a human scale. There is undoubtedly a contents of sense in the expression of "European citizenship" (notably due to the complex story of Europe, the idea of Europe itself and its "cosmopolitan" reach, the emergence of rights, the modern concept of "citizen", precisely, and what Habermas named "constitutional patriotism"). But undoubtedly there is also sense in calling oneself "citizen of the world", living in what Edgar Morin called the "fatherland-Earth". That means to open oneself to what threatens the planet and to the chances of a broadened solidarity. And there already exists a development of the feeling of sharing a "citizenship of earth", based on membership in a common human condition, of whole humanity, of the human race.

The freedom of which we spoke in the beginning is thus linked to its anthropological conditions, to its cosmic and social horizons. It is all at stake of an enlarged concept of the formation to citizenship. What could guide it is this thought of Montesquieu's recalled by Jacques Billard: "If I knew something that might be useful to me and detrimental to my family, I would reject it out of my mind. If I knew something that might be useful to my family and not to my fatherland, I would try to forget it. If I knew something that might be useful to my fatherland and detrimental to Europe and to the human race, I would consider it as a crime." (Pensées diverses, fragment 11)
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