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Abstract 

Citizenship, as a political and educational rather than legal concept, is rarely discussed in the UK higher education 
sector. This paper explores the troubled relationship between higher education and the concepts of citizenship and 
citizenship education, and the complications presented to this relationship by the persistent phenomenon of student 
activism. Informed by a holistic conception of plural and multiplex citizenship, as well as by the work of Jürgen 
Habermas on higher education, this paper sets out the conceptual underpinnings of a doctoral research project in 
which the disruptive potential of student activism provides a lens through which to consider the question of the 
political purpose of the university, as well as diverse forms of citizenship in HE, as they are experienced and 
practised by students. The paper concludes by outlining the methodology of a substantive piece of ethnographic 
fieldwork designed to investigate the questions posed in this paper.  

Full paper 

Citizenship in Higher Education  

The concept of citizenship (broadly defined here as ‘the basic human equality of membership’ of a political community 
[Marshall 1950:7]) has historically sat uneasily in the UK HE landscape. While ‘education for citizenship’ in primary 
and secondary schooling has often been posed as a political imperative (Crick 2000), the question of citizenship in 
HE is more complex. Not only are HE students overwhelmingly adults, of majority age to vote and therefore legally 
recognised as politically mature (Scott 2022), but also (within the UK context) a large proportion of students are not 
‘formal’ citizens of the country in which they are studying (HESA 2022).  

Broadly speaking, two primary discourses of citizenship are prevalent within British HE policy and practice: 'academic 
citizenship’ and ‘global citizenship’ (Horey et al. 2018; Albia and Cheng 2023); both of these discourses, by focusing 
on communities other than the nation-state, avoid the more substantive political issues raised by other conceptions of 
citizenship, which delineate political membership on more exclusive characteristics (Cohen and Ghosh 2019). In 
contrast to approaches which consider differing visions of state and non-state citizenship to be discrete categories of 
social affiliation, this paper works from the perspective that citizenships are plural, multiplex, and overlapping, and 
can be experienced at different social levels simultaneously. The notion of ‘active’ or political forms of citizenship, 
centred around the individual citizen as a bottom-up constituent of the polity (Habermas 1995), by comparison, are 
rarely used in an HE context, in contrast to policy and practice in primary and secondary education (QCA 1998; Crick 
2010).  

 

Student Activism and Citizenship  

Despite the long-acclaimed ‘demise’ of British student activism suggested across academic and media commentaries 
(Brooks et al. 2015, 2016; Raaper 2020a, 2020b), evidence suggests that a culture of ‘disruptive’ student activism 
persists across UK HEIs (Abrahams and Brooks 2019). It is arguable that student activism, broadly construed as 
active pursuit of a political or social cause, represents one of the strongest performances of commitment to a 
community, even if that activism manifests as opposition to the community’s existing leadership or institutional 
arrangements (Walzer 1970). Yet the reactions of university leaders to more disruptive (though peaceful) forms of 
activism often range between caution and hostility (e.g., Hall 2023).  



This paper suggests that the forms of 'political consciousness’ (Habermas 1967, 1971) promoted in institutional 
discourse and policy, in contrast to the plural and radical citizenships likely demonstrated by student activists, are 
broadly analogous with Habermas’s notion of ‘civil privatism’: a ‘safe’ form of citizenship, which elides the constitutive 
nature of the citizen, and promotes the expression of discontent via ‘institutionally provided opportunities’ (Habermas 
1973:75) – in this context, for example, delegation of representative status to students’ unions increasingly integrated 
into the decision-making apparatus of the university itself (Klemenčič 2014). Conceptions of citizenship which 
promote a political, activist approach to students’ interests with respect to issues on and off the university campus 
represent not only a direct challenge to the authority of university leaders, but also an indirect threat to the 
marketised, neoliberal HE system which underwrites that authority and the stability of the institutional status quo. It is 
this fundamental tension which underpins the central question posed by this paper as part of ongoing research: How 
are citizenship(s) understood and practised by student activists and institutions on the university campus? 

  

Methodological Approach  

The substantive portion of this project will take the form of (broadly) institutional ethnographic fieldwork (Smith 2005) 
with multiple student activist groups at a UK HEI. This fieldwork, comprising participant observation, interviews and 
digital ethnographic methods, will run alongside a study of institutional texts including policy documents and value 
statements, in order to explore student activist and institutional experiences and constructions of citizenships. 

  

Expected Findings  

Preliminary social mapping exercises conducted for this project suggests that citizenship acts in various political 
communities occur throughout the institutional architecture of the university: not merely in advertised opportunities for 
student engagement or consultation, but across a wide variety of situations in which students voluntarily invest in the 
communal life of one or more forms of political community which overlap on the university campus. These exercises 
have also suggested that forms of acts of citizenship within the institutional structure of the university can broadly be 
situated upon two scales: (1), between inward- (i.e., university-) and outward-facing orientations; and (2), between 
disruptive and service-focused orientations. I expect to have more extensive empirical findings to discuss at the 
SRHE Conference, as substantive fieldwork will by then have commenced on the project. 
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