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Introduction

Veronica Melander

Why involve the question of citizenship, when we discuss civil society in 
Latin America? Would it not be enough to discuss civil society and politi-
cal participation? Actually not, since our notion of citizenship may affect 
our understanding of political participation and also of how people view 
themselves as political agents. If citizenship is understood in an inclusive 
manner, connected to the everyday experience of people, it might be a 
powerful instrument for empowerment and emancipation. If understood 
in a more narrow sense – that citizenship only has to do with civic rights, 
for example – the effect may be the contrary.

The term ‘citizen’ is increasingly used in the discourse by governments 
as well as civil society organisations, and with varying significations. Some 
civil society organisations and social movements in Latin America have 
broadened the concept of citizenship to include not only civic rights, 
but also social, economic, cultural and ecological rights. Consequently, 
this new notion of citizenship relates not only to the national state, but 
also to local and international levels of community. As a consequence, 
research focused on citizenship may include not only the political rights 
of the citizens, but also focus on how citizens shape their everyday lives 
in dialogue with, or in contestation against, the state.

I first heard about the concept ‘inclusive citizenship’ at the end of the 
1990s when I worked for a Brazilian NGO. The concept was promoted, 
among others, by the umbrella organisation ABONG, the same organisa-
tion that initiated the Social World Forum. The understanding of inclusive 
citizenship among ABONG’s member organisations is closely related both 
to the question of social exclusion and participative democracy. It has 
to do with the fight to include the marginalised and excluded in society, 
understanding citizens as rights bearers and political agents.

However attractive the concept citizenship may seem, it is important 
to have also a more distanced, critical perspective and to analyse how 
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it is used by governments, civil society and donor agencies around the 
world. Critique against the rights based perspective may also affect the 
broader notion of citizenship. Many rights actors have rather uncritically 
focussed on the emancipatory potential of a rights perspective, paying too 
little attention to what kind of political agency it shapes. There will be 
a problem if political contestation for emancipation is moved from the 
political realm and is transformed into citizens demanding their rights 
within the legal realm. Could the new inclusive notion of citizenship thus 
become a vehicle for political change or may it merely restrict and hamper 
political demands for change?

The issue at stake in the discussions in this session is how to strengthen 
democracy and promote political change in Latin America, and how to 
analyse processes for change. To be sure, there is no causal connection 
between a strong civil society and a strengthened democracy. The ques-
tion is under what circumstances civil society might strengthen or deepen 
democracy and promote political change.
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