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1 Introduction 

This special issue explores the everyday experiences of 

individuals taking part in citizenship education, as they 

cross national borders and boundaries. The articles, 

some of which were originally presented at the 2012 

American Anthropological Association’s Annual Meeting, 

provoke discussion about anthropology’s role, unique 

contributions, and limitations in understanding how 

processes of citizenship education define who belongs 

and who does not belong within the nation-state.  

Responding to the need for anthropologists of education 

to bridge the separation between academic discourses of 

multiculturalism and citizenship and to “reengage the 

discourse of citizenship with difference” (Levinson 2005, 

p.330), authors in this special issue investigate the ways 

citizenship education both engages and impedes the 

participation of immigrants and refugees as full, demo-

cratic citizens in Canada, the United States, and the 

Netherlands. 

According to Levinson, democratic citizenship educa-

tion has proliferated over the last 20 years into a “curi-

ous amalgamation of programs and activities”, highlight-

ing the countless interpretations of important civic 

concepts and values such as “freedom” or civic “partici-

pation” (2011, p.290). This proliferation developed 

through the implementation of diverse citizenship 

education projects that range from school-based pro-

grams to civil society activism.  The articles in this special 

issue exemplify this diverse understanding of citizenship 

education using empirical research in a variety of 

contexts. Citizenship education activities can be 

described as those efforts to educate members of a 

democratic public for the purpose of “imagin(ing) their 

social belonging and exercis(ing) their participation as 

democratic citizens” (Levinson 2011, p.282). The articles 

in this special issue use ethnographic methods to investi-

gate first-hand experiences of citizenship education in its 

various forms. 

Four main themes are explored in this special issue.  

First, each study questions whether citizenship education 

acts as an inclusive or exclusive force in society.  Second, 

the authors explore citizenship formation during a time 

marked by a retreat from multiculturalism and growing 

concerns about national security and social integration. 

Third, the articles focus on the infrastructure of immi-

gration. Specifically, the ways immigration agencies, 

educators (i.e. front line workers, service providers, tea-

chers, and volunteers) conceptualize and enact citizen-

ship education are explored. Finally, the authors examine 

the negotiation of immigrant identities and languages 

within the processes of migration and citizenship. 

 

2 Citizenship education as transformative or 

homogenizing 

According to Banks (2009), citizens in multicultural 

nations can be defined as those who endorse, maintain, 

and work to close the gap between the ideals of the 

nation-state, such as equality or justice, and the state’s 

everyday practices, i.e., violations of these ideals. From 

this perspective, citizenship education needs to develop 

the kind of knowledge, attitudes, and skills that would 

allow students to make decisions and act in a way that 

recognize and perpetuate nation-state ideals, while 

limiting the perceived injustices against their fellow 

citizens and the nation-state. Banks (2009) further notes 

that multicultural societies need to teach tolerance and 

recognize cultural differences among its diverse citizens.  

However, there is an inherent contradiction within this 

citizen-making project; how can one teach would-be-

citizens about nation-state ideals and proper citizen 

behavior (an inherently mono-cultural project), and still 

account for the difference found within multicultural 

societies?  

The project of citizenship education becomes even 

more complicated when one looks at the everyday prac-

tices of those students and teachers involved in this 

process at the local level. It is here that hegemonic 

discourses of this nation-state and the diversity of its 

participants come into sharp focus. The authors in this 

special issue examine multicultural nations of Canada, 

the US, and the Netherlands to explore inherent tensions 

found within nation-states with diverse citizenry. 

Scholars, such as Ong (1999), identify cultural citizen-

ship as an important term and describe it as the 

negotiation of cultural groups’ relations with the state 

and hegemonic national identities. Ong defines citizen-

making as a two-way process of “self-making and being 

made” that is affected by power relations and systems 

within the nation-state and civil society (1999, p.264). 

Ong (1999) refers to the importance of one’s unique 

perspective and perceived/ascribed identity as an 
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important factor in this process. Ong’s (1999) argument 

aligns with Murphy-Shigematsu’s findings, in his study of 

Japanese citizenship practices. In this study, he argues 

that one’s “racial, cultural, linguistic, and religious 

characteristics often significantly influence whether she 

is viewed as a citizen in her nation” (as cited in Banks, 

2009, p.12). Therefore, in order to examine the inter-

action and negotiation between those affected by the 

practices and policies of citizenship education and the 

purveyors of nation-state ideals, i.e. the educators, the 

authors in this special issue explore first-hand experi-

ences of citizenship education from the bottom-up, or 

from the perspective of students and educators. 

Diverse citizenship educational spaces are explored in 

this issue, and include both formal and informal edu-

cational settings, discussed below. Each setting has a set 

of discourses about membership and their own pro-

cesses of inclusion and exclusion. Many of the authors 

focus on how the state’s civic interests are represented 

by the infrastructure of immigration, including multiple 

non-state actors, such as second language volunteer 

teachers (Zhu; Mosher) or educators of parenting classes 

for refugee parents (Fellin). In this way, the authors are 

able to explore the influence of the Foucauldian concept 

of “biopower” in which control of subjects of the nation-

state is maintained through rules that regulate the 

conduct of individuals and produce consent (Foucault 

1991).  Yet, these studies also address the critique of 

Foucault’s lack of recognition of personal agency by 

exploring the way new citizens engage in the process of 

“self-making” with regards to their individual and co-

mmunity identities as well as resist those rules and 

regulations that seek to control their behavior. 

Levinson has recently called for anthropologists “to pay 

close attention…to the educational forms and practices 

that comprise a spectrum from authoritarian to 

democratic citizenship” (2011, p.281).  In response, these 

studies encompass a wide range of citizenship educa-

tional spaces that include an elementary classroom for 

immigrant students in a Canadian Francophone school 

(Farmer, Cepin, and Breton-Carbonneau), a Canadian 

parenting class for Somali refugees (Fellin), a Canadian 

government-funded settlement agency for Chinese immi-

grants (Zhu), a volunteer program in which Dutch lan-

guage tutors work with Muslim immigrants seeking citi-

zenship in the Netherlands (Mosher), a bicycling program 

designed to promote the integration of Muslim women 

in the Netherlands (Long), a summer educational 

program attended by adolescent children of Southeast 

Asian American migrant agricultural workers in the US 

(McGinnis), and adult citizenship classes for adult 

newcomers to the US (Loring). In so doing, these investi-

gations interrogate how immigrants, refugees and state-

actors each engage in processes of identity formation. 

While citizenship education has the potential to be a 

transformative force, inviting immigrants into a dialogue 

about their social belonging and participation within the 

nation-state, it often falls short of this ideal.  Banks 

(2008) writes that mainstream citizenship education 

reinforces, rather than challenges, the systematic 

discrimination in society. Similarly Abu El-Haj (2009) 

voices concern about dominant frameworks of citizen-

ship education which ignore the importance of diversity 

within education and the impact of such exclusion on 

students’ perceptions of inclusion within the imagined 

community of the nation (Anderson, 1983). These 

authors envision transformative citizenship education, 

which engages students in developing critical thinking 

skills to identify social problems within their communities 

and involves them in taking thoughtful civic action to 

make change (Banks, 2008). 

Many of the articles in this special issue explore missed 

opportunities for transformative citizenship education; 

instead, they demonstrate how the educational process 

restricts immigrants and refugees’ opportunities to 

imagine their social belonging by inviting them into a 

dialogue about their relationship with their new nation. 

What categories are left available for these citizens-in-

waiting (Banks, 2009), are periphery to the imagined 

community of the nation. This periphery status can be 

seen, for example, in Mosher's (this issue) exploration of 

what constitutes a "good citizen" in the Dutch context 

and McGinnis' (this issue) "model minority" discourse in 

the context of the US. Hence, the title of this special 

issue, which highlights how citizenship education can 

impose borders and boundaries on the potential for 

citizenship with difference. 

 

3 Citizenship education and the retreat from 

multiculturalism 

Canada, the US, and the Netherlands each hold drama-

tically different stances toward multiculturalism. Canada 

is the only one of the three countries that holds multi-

culturalism as an official state policy enacted through the 

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982) and the 

Canadian Multiculturalism Act (1988). Multiculturalism 

and citizenship education are important concepts to 

investigate together because citizenship education pro-

grams in a multicultural society should support a plura-

listic conception of who belongs to the nation. 

Modood (2011) argued, however, that new immigrant 

and refugee groups experience difficulty in “writing 

themselves into a national narrative” (p. 32). Calling 

attention to the manner in which multicultural governing 

models do not equally embrace all members of the 

nation-state, he asserts that nations risk alienating immi-

grant communities if they do not engage new citizens in 

revising and reshaping the national narrative (Modood 

2011; Meer & Modood 2013). Commenting on this 

tension in Canada, Fleras (2012) writes that Canada’s 

official multiculturalism “embraces the principle of an 

inclusive Canada by making society safe for differences, 

yet safe from differences” (p. 388). 

Since the September 11, 2001 attacks on the US, 

countries have shifted their stance toward multicul-

turalism (Vertovec & Wessendorf, 2010).  Meer and 

Modood (2013) have described a recent, large-scale 

retreat from multiculturalism in which European leaders, 

including Cameron (UK), Merkel (Germany), Sarkozy 

(France), have declared the death of multiculturalism. It 
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is in this context that integration agendas have increase-

ingly shifted away from liberal models of civic citizenship 

that, in theory, promote diversity, pluralism, and multi-

culturalism and are instead, moving toward a more 

mono-cultural and assimilationist understanding of nati-

onal identity and belonging. Meer and Modood (2013) 

urge investigation into the ways in which “this rhetorical 

‘retreat of multiculturalism’ corresponds to public policy 

developments in different countries” (p. 68). This special 

issue offers a forum through which to explore the 

differences in citizenship education across three coun-

tries that have responded very differently to this 

movement away from multiculturalism. 

Canada and the Netherlands have historically used 

multicultural governance models to respond to the 

increasing diversity within their borders. Multicultura-

lism has been a strong presence in Canada through-out 

the 20th century and remains an important identity and 

policy for Canadians to this day (Mackey, 1999). In recent 

years, however, Canada has shifted their stance toward 

multiculturalism. While maintaining a nominally multicul-

tural position, it has adopted increasingly controversial 

immigration policies, which belie a commitment toward 

integration and full national belonging of immigrant and 

refugee groups. In 2012, Canada adopted new policies 

which favor temporary over permanent employment for 

newcomers, limited refugee access to healthcare and the 

ability to sponsor family members, and intensified the 

focus on language abilities for economic migrants 

(Canadian Council for Refugees, 2013). 

In the Netherlands, Dutch politicians have retracted 

any multicultural-style policies for immigrant integration 

and now regularly blame their past “multicultural 

approach” for the nation’s socio-economic, political and 

cultural failings (Doomernik, 2005). Their current appro-

ach to immigrant integration can be categorized as assi-

milatory, especially with respect to policies concerning 

the adoption of Dutch culture while in the public sphere.  

Meer and Modood (2013) describe Netherland’s “drastic 

break with multiculturalism” as the most comprehensive 

retreat from multiculturalism among all northern 

European countries. 

While lacking an explicit multicultural policy on immi-

gration like the Netherlands or Canada, the US has 

historically advocated a public discourse of acceptance of 

immigrants.  Since 9/11, however, US immigration policy 

has been defined by a focus on national security, which 

has led to enhance border security and visa controls on 

international travellers and immigrants, as well as the 

utilization of state and local law enforcement agencies to 

supplement national immigration enforcement (Chishti & 

Bergeron, 2011). 

Winter (2014) calls attention to the fact that many 

countries, including Canada, the US, and the 

Netherlands, have tightened naturalization and citizen-

ship policies since 2001. While these changes may be 

introduced under the guise of enhancing the value of 

national citizenship or making the citizenship process 

more meaningful, such changes are often driven by 

anxiety about national security, the economy, and social 

cohesion. Echoing Modood, she suggests that these 

changes represent a wide-scale retreat from a multi-

cultural society toward a “renationalization”, in which 

rigid, nation-specific definitions of citizenship predo-

minate (Winter, 2014).  Razack (2008) calls attention to 

the particular impact of this renationalization on Muslim 

citizens, who are categorically treated differently on the 

basis of their Muslim identity. These shifts also speak the 

importance of such an investigation not just to the 

scholarship on national-building citizenship education 

but also discussions of global citizenship education. From 

an international perspective, these "renationalization" 

trends continue to privilege those traditionally in power 

worldwide, that is, those White, Christian, Anglophone 

(even in the Dutch context, see Mosher this issue) 

citizens of the Western world. Given these recent shifts, 

Winter (2014) underscores the need to monitor develop-

ments that may impede the full integration and parti-

cipation of diverse immigrants. 

The ramifications of these changes have impacted 

citizenship education practices in these countries.  The 

context of citizenship education at this precise historical 

moment of economic instability, heightened fears of 

terrorism, and a hardened stance toward acceptance of 

communities perceived as different raises important 

questions for social science education and civic integra-

tion. 

 

4 The infrastructure of immigration 

In this issue, we use the term 'infrastructure of immi-

gration' to designate the relationship and structure that 

connects formal citizenship and integration practices on 

the federal level to the organizations that seek funding 

and hire educators, whether they are service providers, 

teachers, front-line workers or immigration officials that 

deliver the curriculum and interact with those students 

of citizenship education, either inside or outside 

classrooms. While organizations funded by federal 

funding schemes develop rules of access to such educa-

tion and share responsibility in regulating citizen-ship 

curriculum, the actual practice of citizenship education is 

much more nuanced. The more complicated nature of 

this relationship is demonstrated in this special issue by 

Loring's exploration of citizenship curriculum as it is 

practiced in Sacramento, US and Zhu's exploration of 

first-hand experiences of the infrastructure of Canadian 

based language program. This issue also explores the 

importance of funding schemes at the organizational 

level and their effects on the provision of these 

educational practices. As funding diminishes from immi-

gration and refugee settlement services across the US, 

Canada and the Netherlands (Kennelly & Llewellyn, 

2011), volunteerism in the social service sector will play 

an increasing role in immigrant integration in the 

Netherlands, as demonstrated by Mosher (this issue), 

and around the world. Therefore, significant changes to 

the infrastructure of immigrant and refugee integration 

and settlement will proliferate and the role of the nation-

state in citizenship education will be an important and 

timely area for scholarly attention. 
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Citizenship educators who not only enact the bureau-

cratic business of naturalization, but also act as agents to 

translate the nation’s immigration policies to newcomer 

citizens, shape citizen subjects into the categories 

considered most desirable to the receiving nation (Ong, 

2003). Rather than an overarching program, citizenship 

education is the combined influence of these bureau-

cratic figures whose goal is “to produce subjects who can 

be induced, nudged, and empowered to become self-

sufficient and goal-oriented citizens” (Ong, 2003, p.17). 

The authors in this issue underscore the ways in which 

immigrants complicate and resist citizen-ship practices 

which define and regulate them, reflecting Foucault’s 

assertion that regulatory programs never have a 

totalitarian effect as subjects resist and negate systems 

of classification (Foucault, 1977). In this way, this special 

issue investigates what Miller and Rose (2008) call the 

acts of 'minor figures', as explored in Long's contribution 

or, what Ilcan and Basok (2004) have termed the 

"community as a means of government" as outlined by 

Fellin (this issue). In this way, contributions to this special 

issue examine first-hand experiences of citizenship 

education from the perspective of immigrants (Farmer, 

Cepin, and Breton-Carbonneau; Zhu), refugees (Fellin; 

McGinnis), or educators and volunteers (Long; Loring; 

Mosher). 

Immigration officials, front-line service providers, lan-

guage and citizenship instructors, and educational volun-

teers conceptualize, enact, and teach about citizen-ship 

in everyday life. Zhu’s argument with regard to settle-

ment services for Chinese immigrants in Canada aptly 

describes the experience of citizenship education for 

many of the immigrants in these articles.  She writes of a 

one-way communication of the government’s project of 

civic education, rather than a hybrid interacttion process 

informed by new immigrants.  Long’s article about 

bicycling classes as a civic education tool in the 

Netherlands demonstrates that citizenship education is 

not limited to policy makers or curriculum specialists, but 

includes native Dutch settlement workers and volunteers 

involved in the integration process, who bring their own 

strongly held beliefs about what constitutes Dutch 

citizenship.  Fellin explores the role of social workers and 

settlement workers in positioning Somali immigrant 

women as trauma-survivors in need of protection by the 

host country, rather than drawing on the women’s 

abundant strengths and resourcefulness, which has 

enabled them to rescue their families from Somalia’s 

traumatic past. Farmer, Cepin, and Breton-Carbonneau 

explore the influence of elementary school education on 

children’s complex conceptions of identity, belonging, 

and mobility. Mosher’s work focuses on the ways in 

which Dutch volunteer language tutors, who participate 

in federally funded programs act as “gatekeepers of 

Dutchness”, defining what constitutes “good citizenship”.  

McGinnis explores the ways in which a citizenship edu-

cation program focuses on “fixing” perceived deficiencies 

of immigrant youth, rather than responding to their need 

for a sense of belonging and full citizenship. Loring 

investigates how citizenship education is discursively 

framed by teachers and volunteers engaged in the local 

citizenship enterprise for adult newcomers. 

 

5 Negotiation of immigrant identities and languages 

Global immigration and increasing diversity within 

nation-states raise complex questions about how nation-

states can create “civic communities that reflect and 

incorporate the diversity of citizens and yet have an over-

arching set of shared values, ideals, and goals to which all 

of the citizens of a nation-state are committed” (Banks, 

2008, p.130). Throughout North America and Europe, 

citizenship education has historically attempted to inte-

grate immigrants and refugees into the larger national 

fabric. Yet, such integrating processes often conceal 

immigrants and refugees’ histories and force them to 

hide their differences and emphasize their similarities to 

be more like the imagined national community (Phillips, 

2000; see also Bannerji, 2000).  These processes result in 

certain worldviews being deemed normative, while 

others are defined as aberrant (Mackey, 1999; Thobani, 

2007). This unbalanced relationship is often glossed over 

in official multicultural policies which tend to highlight 

the multiplicity of national residents but ignore the 

manner in which each of these worldviews are valued. 

Fellin’s article explores how the perception of refugees 

as helpless and vulnerable in psycho-educational inter-

ventions in North America contribute to a prevailing 

notion that refugees are not only victims of war, but also 

victims of their ‘traditions’ and backward cultures.  The 

focus on the pathology of refugees (Harrell-Bond 1999, 

Summerfield 1999) further obfuscates the discrimination, 

poverty, and unequal access to power that is a reality of 

their lives in Canada.  Refugee status is also a theme 

explored in McGinnis' exploration of Khmer youth in the 

Cambodian-American context.  

The intersections of religious, gender and ethnic 

identities are explored in the articles. Fellin explores the 

ways that racial, gender, and “refugee” identities influ-

ence the perception of Somali mothers within a paren-

ting course; facilitators adopt a discourse that Muslim 

Somali women need to be “modernized” and “civilized”, 

portraying women as victims of trauma, rather than 

focusing on their strengths and agency. Long demon-

strates how racial and gender identity influence the per-

ception of toward the Muslim women in the 

Netherlands, where bicycling courses are designed with 

the explicit intent to emancipate “imperiled Muslim 

women” from overbearing husbands and fathers. 

Together, the contributors to this special issue examine 

the cost of belonging to the new national state. Urcioli 

(1998) has referred to this concept as the “homogeni-

zation of difference” which prescribes that newcomer 

ethnic groups can only differ in narrowly defined ways 

that enhance national productivity. Many of the articles 

underscore the interconnections between language, 

identity, and citizenship education in the creation of this 

homogenized society and demonstrate how teachers, 

volunteers and administrators of integration policies 

reinforce these policies.  For example, Long finds Dutch 

language used as a marker of citizenship, as citizenship 
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volunteers enact local language policies to speak only 

Dutch during bicycling lessons.  Chinese immigrants in 

Zhu’s study find that their native language is devalued in 

Canada. Mosher’s work focuses most closely on 

language, exploring how Dutch language use by immi-

grants is a marker of social belonging. Mosher posits that 

Dutch language learning has increasingly come to be 

viewed as the solution to a complex set of social 

problems that are associated with immigrants. 

Two of the authors demonstrate the potential for 

language to resist this homogenizing tendency.  Fellin’s 

work explores how the preservation of the Somali 

language maintains national and cultural identity.  

Farmer, Cepin, and Breton-Carbonneau examine how 

elementary immigrant students reshape the linguistic 

ideology of French, which has been related to Canadian 

politics and social values. The students in this mainly 

immigrant school use French as a lingua franca, which 

represents their connections to their native francophone 

countries. 

 

6 Conclusion 

These articles contribute to the body of empirical 

knowledge concerning first-hand experiences of citizen-

ship education as they are based on long-term, richly 

descriptive ethnographic research with immigrants and 

refugees in Canada, the US, and the Netherlands, all 

countries with large and growing newcomer populations. 

This special issue contributes to scholarship in the area 

of national belonging of immigrant and refugee groups 

(Abu El Haj, 2002, 2007, 2009; Banks, 2008; Buck, 2008; 

Castles & Davidson, 2000; Clarke, 2013; Friedman 2010; 

González & Rubinstein-Avila, 2009; Gordon, 2009, 2010; 

Hall, 2002; Ong, 1999, 2003, 2006; Ramanthan, 2013; 

Suarez-Orozco 2001; Warriner, 2007).  It extends the 

scholarly conversation about citizenship education during 

a historical period marked by anxieties about social 

integration and national security, which has fueled an 

already controversial debate about the future of 

multicultural citizenship education.  
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