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Integration through liberalisation: Education for citizenship in Slovakia.

The evening before Slovakia’s succession into the European Union on the 1st of May, 2004, I was doing fieldwork in the provincial town of Banska Bystrica in Central Slovakia. Having lived there since the summer of 2003, I had experienced the excitement, worries, and the rumours which circulated in the preceding months. Yet, as I sat in my neighbour’s kitchen, listening to her adolescent children beg to be allowed to go to the city square to join in the festivities, I sensed a certain disappointment, even bitterness in the comments of their parents: They had been hoping to take up temporary jobs in old-EU countries, but restrictions on the mobility of persons from new European Union nations had dashed their hopes of improving their financial situation. Like many of my other acquaintances, this couple took their children to see the celebratory fireworks, but were not celebrating. After months of planning, they felt that the Slovaks had merely become ‘second-class’ citizens of the European Union. The old divide between ‘us’ (the Eastern Europeans) and ‘them’ (the Westerners), which membership of the European Union was supposed to help erase, remained. 

I have to admit, that at the time I was baffled by the deflated atmosphere: Rather than celebrating Slovakia’s acceptance as an economic and political partner on the European stage, my friends and acquaintances were judging the developments by peering into the wallets – which, needless to say, were empty. There was remarkably little talk of nation, culture or identity: For the majority of the ordinary citizens of Banska Bystrica, the symbolic aspects of Slovakia’s ‘return to Europe’ were rendered meaningless through the curtailment of the rights and privileges they associated with their newfound European citizenship. 

As the subsequent years have shown, Slovaks, Czechs, Poles and nationals from other EU-accession countries have had ample opportunities for finding jobs in European nations, despite needing work-permits. Rather than conclude that Slovaks and other Central Europeans have viewed their country’s European integration with dispassionate opportunism, I think the example of Slovakia poses interesting questions about people’s perceptions of the European Union as a concept, as an institution, and – in particular – how they conceive of themselves as members of the European community. For a start, the primacy given to economics in the Slovak debate highlights the fact that European Union membership - and the political and economic reforms associated with it - are seen as part and parcel of a wider transition towards greater democratization and liberalisation (in both the economic and political sense). Thus, both optimism about a European future, as well as fears about political and cultural hegemony, are articulated largely in terms of a language of rights and entitlements to political representation and general prosperity that the European Union is meant not only to guarantee, but also protect. 

In this paper, I’d like to talk not only about how European Union membership, institutions and European citizenship is understood by the Slovak population, but question how civic identity itself has become an object of reform in Slovakia after the country’s accession to the Union in 2004. Not only has European integration come largely in the form of liberalisation, but the country has joined the Schengen area at a time when European citizenship is based on ideas of individual market opportunity, rather than social collective needs (Hansen 2000:144). My interest lies in trying to unravel and understand how these facts have contributed to two discourses about European citizenship, civic engagement and the post-socialist population. One is a discourse on ‘transition winners’ and ‘transition losers’ common in academic literature. The other, is a model of ‘active citizenship’ which exists in the prescriptive literature produce by the European Commission and interest-groups for citizenship educational courses. And eventhough this is very much work in progress, I’d like to suggest that together with broader socio-economic reforms and developments, the production of these discourses can be seen as a form of ‘governmentality’ that brings a new form of subjectivity into being: namely that of the neo-liberal individual. 
‘Transition losers’/ ‘Transition winners’ 
The Slovak Republic forms a particularly interesting case study when looking at European integration, as it went from nearly being excluded from the entry-level negotiations of the first wave of Central European nations to becoming the first of those nations to adopt the EURO, on January 1st this year. In some ways, Slovakia went from being a seen as a politically unreliable ‘pariah state’ (Pridham, 2001), to the darling of the Union. Until the onset of the global economic crises, Slovakia enjoyed an explosive economic development, born on a wave of radical neo-liberal economic reforms that attracted heavy foreign investment (both of which were unpopular with some sections of the population) {the benefits of which were highly regionalised, government seen as pandering to outside investors, fx. KIA getting 30 years of tax-freedom, a great fiscal loss}. 

Even though I will be concentrating very much on the experiences and attitudes of individuals, I’d like to spend a few minutes talking about the ideological background of these developments, precisely because the question of EU-membership has had profound implications for internal politics of the country, and consequently for the image of the voting public. 

{HZDS website}

Following the split with the Czech Republic in 1993, Slovakia was considered a certain contender for membership of the EU, together with its neighbour, the Czech Republic. However, the political developments of the subsequent five years have been described as the ‘story of a frontrunner’s self-disqualification’ (Butora and Sebej, 1998). From 1994-1998, the country was governed by two unstable coalitions led by Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) under its autocratic leader, Vladimir Meciar. Officially pro-integration, the party had a strong nationalist faction and would often ‘play an obstructive role’ in parliamentary legislative debates, claiming to defend the interests of the nation  (Kopecky and Mudde, 2002). The concern of the then members of the European Union, however, was raised by autocratic tendencies of the political elite and the increasingly un-democratic atmosphere of society. Meciar’s rule was marked by mounting corruption, tampering with the electoral laws, increased discrimination against minorities, and restrictions on the freedom of expression (Pridham 2001). In 1997, when the European Commission published its report on the eligibility of candidate countries, it concluded that ‘(S)lovakia does not satisfy the political conditions laid down by the European Council in Copenhagen’ (Bulletin of the European Union, 5/97:42 in Henderson, 2001). It thereby not only relegated Slovakia to the second group of candidate countries, including Romania, but ‘established the principle that the political criteria for membership had to be satisfied before accession negotiations could start.’ (Henderson, 2001:3). 

{Meciar, plus quote}

With this act of conditionality, specific demands began to be made of political actors in Slovakia. In the following general elections of 1998, the HZDS was kept out of the ruling coalition by an unstable collection of parties from the entire range of the political spectrum. In the subsequent years, HZDS remained in opposition - despite consistently winning a majority of parliamentary seats by popular vote – and Meciar enjoying continued popular support, getting to the second round of the presidential elections in 2004 {held in April, just a month before Union membership}. Never far from the corridors of power, Meciar and HZDS found themselves back in the ruling coalition in 2006, together with far-right wing Slovak National Party and the social democratic party SMER (‘Direction’), according to the latest polls Slovakia’s most popular party at the moment. 

{The current coalition reflects a general dissatisfaction with the consequences of neo-liberal economic reforms instituted by the former administration. Although a member of the Party of European Socialists and the Socialist Group in the European parliament, SMER has been critical about the speed of EU integration since its inception in 1999. SMER was suspended by the Party of European Socialists for its alliance with the Slovak national Party}. 

It’s worth giving this history of recent politics a few minutes of our time, because it shows the complex relation between economic and political liberalism, EU-integration, political conditionality and citizenship. While polls have recorded a consistently positive attitude to European Union membership, and recently, to the adoption of the Euro, a substantial section of the population has consistently voted for parties who work against the legislation that is part and parcel of European membership. This has created an image of the voting population as split between ‘transition losers’ (rural dwellers, the un-skilled, older people, women) voting for parties such as HZDS and the Slovak National Party and ‘transition winners’ (younger, highly-educated, often male) who have tended to support liberal, market-oriented parties. In other words, the political socialisation of a large section of the population is viewed as lacking in fundamental understanding of the civic and liberal values underlying European citizenship, evidenced in their consistent tendency to opt for political subjects that are deemed unacceptable by international bodies. 

{transition losers vs. transition winners}

Perhaps one explanation for these opposing trends may be a disjuncture between the support for European integration in an abstract or symbolic sense, and the resistance caused by its effects on people’s everyday life. However, as an anthropologist, I doubt we can really make an inference about people’s ideological leanings on the basis of their economic buying power or social mobility. Conducting interviews, questionnaire surveys and looking at discussion forums dedicated to European Union matters, however, a much more nuanced picture emerges. Despite the fact that older people have less disposal income than their working children, often do not speak a foreign language or travel much, it was amongst them, that I found an explicit appreciation of a greater democratization brought with the freedom of mobility:

„Na západe ľudia nechápu, čo pre nás znamená možnosť voľne prekračovať hranice, cestovať, študovať, pracovať, nakupovať, porovnávať či a ako nás domáci politici, finančníci atď. zavádzajú a spočítať im to vo voľbách.“ Marek, BA 

Indeed, when people spoke of the positive effects of European citizenship on their lives, it was primarily Slovakia’s status as a Schengen partner, which was mentioned. The ability to travel freely in Europe was a symbol of their new status and a stamp of international approval that evoked feelings of joy:

“Keď som asi pred tromi rokmi cestoval na medzinárodný seminár do Rakúska, šoféroval vlastné auto a to bez pasu, len so slovenským občianskym preukazom a na hraniciach si ma nikto ani len nevšimol, zažíval som v tej chvíli neuveriteľný pocit šťastia. To nikdy predtým v mojom živote nebolo možné!!! Toto je Európa a toto treba to využiť.” Stefan, 6/12/2008 (www.europskaunia.sk)
Clearly, the right to work and travel in fellow European countries on par with the citizens of other European nations has been important not only for especially young people’s ability to seek work and pursue language training, but is seen as new opportunity for civic enlightenment and empowerment: 

“Pre mna znamena vstup do EU v prvom rade zvysenie doveryhodnosti krajiny v ktorej zijem (mozno zatial) ... moznost jednoducho, bez barier (alebo len s malymi) spoznavat ine krajiny, pracovne postupy a systemy a samozrejme ludi ako euroobcanov. Sucasne to umoznuje obcanom inych EU statov spoznavat SK ....” Peter 09/06/2007 ( www.europskaunia.sk ) 
Others complained that the fall in their real wages caused by inflation and a liberalisation of the prices on consumer goods and utilities, left them in no position to enjoy the benefits of their European citizenship:

“Jednotná Európa je dobrá vec. Cenou potravín a energií sme už EU dosiahli, ale čo mám z otvorených hraníc a možnosti cestovania, keď môj plat v prepočte ne euro je necelých 300 euro? Chudobu môžem trieť aj doma,nemusím sa ísť strápňovať po Európe. Nie každý býva v BA a má vyšší plat,na SK je veľa regiónov, kde sú ľudia radi, že robia za minimálnu mzdu.” Arizone 5/4/2008 (www.europskaunia.sk )
Indeed, when asked to comment on what positive and negative implications membership of the European Union had brought, one visitor to the website www.europskaunia.sk answered thus:

“Nic nove iba inflaciu” Marko, 2/12/2007 ( www.europskaunia.sk ).

{Euro - steps}

Looking at this collection of quotes, it seems there are several things that stand out. Firstly, the majority of people expressed the positive aspects of life as a European citizen as largely symbolic (attaining international recognition as a nation) and esoteric (the ability to travel and enlighten oneself), rather than a permanent feature of their everyday life. These positives are overlaid by everyday concerns, in particular the fact that wages have failed to match inflation for the last decade. After conducting research on European identity in France, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, sociologist Michael Bruter (2003) concluded that for the majority of his respondents ‘Europeaness’ means first and foremost that ‘some boundaries and symbolic border have disappeared for citizens’ (Bruter, 2003:33). People defined european identity was largely as ‘civic’, that is, to do with freedom of employment and mobility, a common civic area, and new policy making; rather than ‘cultural’, that is, to do with heritage, cross-cultural cooperation, language and religion. In this respect, there seems to be little difference between the attitudes of Slovaks and those of the citizens of established European Union members. 

Slovaks share with the populations of other European nations, a concern that European Union institutions and legislation have become over-bureaucratised and cannot adequately represent the nation’s interest. Over and above concerns with the democratic deficit, however, people’s perception of the political organs of the Union remain filtered through the lens of domestic politics. Politics and the government are popularily seen as a sphere of corruption, nepotism and underhanded dealings with organized crime {and this perception is not entirely incorrect}, and there is generally a deep-seated mistrust in the political system and the mechanics of government. In fact, respondents tended to see corruption and conspiracy everywhere: 

“Euro je dobre pre politikov a zbohatlikov ktory maju miliove platy a vily. Pre nich je to dalsi sposob ako nas ozobracit. Slovensko sa da nahovorit na vsetko ako blbci.” Vladimir 1/1/2009 (www.europskaunia.sk )
The European Parliament, in particular, is understood by many to be a lucrative playground for politicians, celebrities and sports stars that are no longer on the national stage. For others, however, it presents an opportunity to express their frustration with the state of domestic politics:

“Zúčastníte sa na budúcich voľbách do EP?
Závisí to od toho, kto bude kandidovať. Ale skôr áno. Mám dosť veľký problém so súčasnou vládou, takže asi budem voliť opozičných europoslancov, aj keď mám voči ním výhrady.” Zuzka, BA

This last quote is important, because it came from one of the few people who felt that her status as European citizen put her in a position where she could have some influence on the political process, and ultimately, her everyday life. What I think is characteristic of many of the answers I received on my questionnaire and many of the on-line discussions I followed, is a tendency for people to present themselves as passive, perhaps even as victims, of the agency of the Union as brought to them by their own government {Important distinction: not the Union itself, but the timing or manner of implementation}. They have become European citizens, with all the rights and duties this entailed, but they could not identify how this new status had changed their situation in life. And clearly, while they were not benefiting, they thought someone else was – the people in Bratislava, the politicians, the young etc. 

In short, it is not simply that the country is split up between older, euro-sceptic ‘transition losers’ and young, entrepreneurial ‘transition winners’, but that people take these roles upon themselves. ‘Winners’ and ‘losers’ of the economic restructuring process are in fact cultural tropes that exist not only in the literature, but are also very much alive in everyday discourse.  At the same time, they are implicated in a complex structure of norms and values which transcend the question of European identity and citizenship. Undoubtedly categories of success and failure have some basis in reality, however they are also very much judged in relation to other factors – age, education, personal ability, experience, and social and professional ties. For example, a young man, who spent several summers working and travelling in Europe, gained a good education and now works for an international corporation in Bratislava, will generally be considered a legitimate ‘transition winner’ who has gained his position through his own industry. An older person who after the fall of communism gained control of a company and/or went into politics, will always appear suspect. Often erstwhile communist party members, such people are always rumoured to have gained their success and wealth through nepotism and corruption {these are the millionaires and their villas the man was alluding to}.

So, in other words, the ability to identify oneself as a ‘transition winner’, and thus a person who has the economic and cultural capital to take advantage of the rights and privileges of their European citizenship, is part of a much broader question of the construction of moral subjectivity. Paradoxically, in some social situations it may be to one’s advantage to appear rather unsuccessful. The relationship between identity and citizenship then, is much more than simply a question of whether or how people ‘feel’ European. 
The categories of ‘transition winner’ and ‘transition loser’, then, co-exist in political science and sociological literature and amongst Slovaks themselves. Clearly, while they are based on similar sociological stereotypes, their discursive agency is very different in each case. Neither do such categorizations have the same ideological or explanatory weight in each case. For example, as I’d like to show in the following, much European Union promotional and educational literature presents ‘transition losers’ as those hampered by political apathy, a characteristic which is not attributed them in the sociological literature {quite the opposite}. As will become clear, this apathy is not only seen as a historical legacy of the Socialist era – a sort of residual socialist-era habitus – but is presented as preventing people from becoming engaged in public discourse, social and charitable issues  - in short, in civil society. 

‘Education for Citizenship’

More than a formal status with a set of legal rights and duties attached to it, citizenship is also a symbolic expression of membership in a self-governing political community (Baubock, 1997). In other words, citizenship is both a status and a practice. As work by Chris Shore (2000) has shown, ‘the development of a sense of European belonging is seen as an important prerequisite for the success of the European project’ (Painter, 2003:5). The European Commission has sought to ‘develop … a wider spread sense of EU citizenship and of citizenship practices with a European dimension’ (Painter, 2003:5). In Slovakia, such initiatives have generally been conferences, seminars and events that are primarily, but not exclusively, aimed at a younger demographic (under 30s). Funded and arranged under the umbrella of several different European Union initiatives – the ‘Europe for Citizens’ Programme, Socrates, Salto, the Youth Partnership etc. – such projects generally fall into two groups: cross-cultural initiatives for school-children and ‘professional development’ courses for youth workers, community and social workers, teachers and members of public administration. Designed to target groups who are seen to be able to exert influence over young minds and ‘motivate youngsters for social and political participation’, this second group of initiatives are often co-sponsored by banks and liberally oriented political and economic foundations, such as the F.A. Hayek Foundation, the Friedrich Nauman Stiftung and the Slovak Young Liberals. Considering the post-socialist context, this partnership is hardly coincidental and, I would argue, an important factor in the model of citizenship to which young people are being educated.

Surveying the literature, websites and reports available from these events, it becomes clear that organizers make several basic assumptions about their target audience.  The most important, is what is conceived as a propensity for political and social apathy.  Civil society is seen as non-existent until 1989, as all political organs, unions, voluntary organisation and interest groups were maintained and controlled by the Communist Party. The late commitment to decentralisation and local self-government, as well as the autocratic tendencies of the Meciar regime (1994-1998), creates the assumption that people have little or no experience of membership of voluntary and interest-based associations, and social and political movements. Older generations are seen as indelibly marked by the socialist system’s paternalism, and the danger is, that they will pass this on to young people who have grown up in the aftermath of the Fall of the Wall. As the Slovak sociologist Ladislav Mahacek (2004) has remarked in his report ‘Youth in Slovakia and European Identity’ (and I quote):

“…adolescents must focus more on their own personal development  and self-realisation, and bear responsibility for the consequences of their decisions. This applies as much to their professional orientation as to their choice of partner. This process is not quite so developed in transition countries where young people continue to depend extensively on their parents, relatives, state or municipal care, but we can still discern developments in this direction since 1993. For example young people are more likely to exhibit those values which are most important for the transformation to a market economy, including greater competition, greater consumer choice and less state protection” (Mahacek 2004:5).

The development of greater responsibility, a greater deal of self-reflexivity, then, goes hand in hand with greater awareness of one’s possibilities and duties as a citizen. Together with responsibility, educational course material presents participation as the key element of European Citizenship. In the course description for applicants to the European Citizenship Intercultural Training Course 2008/2009, for example, citizenship is described as ‘a more complex practice of a non-traditional (transnational) citizenship to participate in building a new Europe. It is a way of thinking and acting.  European citizenship is not given to you but you can voluntarily decide to take actions for a better Europe, in co-operation with others living anywhere on this continent or in other parts of the world’ (p.2). European citizenship, then, is not simply to be understood as a bundle of rights – to travel or to vote, for example – but a form of civic participation which in itself is regarded as resting on shared “European” values: democracy, tolerance, plurality and human rights. European citizenship starts at home, in the local community, and then extends outwards. In short: Ask not what Europe can do for you, but what you can do for Europe. 

Indeed, when looking over the materials from these ‘professional development’ courses it becomes clear that they are aimed less at informing participants about the structure and purpose of European Citizenship, and more at developing leadership skills, new pedagogies and training methods for adults identified as ‘young leaders’. The courses stress not only open discussion about European issues, but various forms of ‘team-work’, ‘simulated exercises’, and the development of so-called “personal action plans” for participants. In other words, workshop participants are urged to work on themselves and develop their own skills of understanding, participation and persuasion, before going back to their community and inspire others to broader public participation. Along with the assumption that a lack of social responsibility has created a weak civil society, low levels of organized membership and participation in advocacy movements involved in issues of local importance – such as town planning, new infrastructure and the environment – is taken as an indication of a lack of a ‘sense of community’. Hence, those receiving training through European Union ‘professional development’ courses are meant to reverse this trend by bringing citizens together and increasing “citizen empowerment”, as one community development consultant called it. 

What interests me, over and above the topical content of these courses, is the model of subjectivity that seems to lie behind keywords such as ‘responsibility’, ‘participation’, and ‘empowerment’. The message conveyed seems to be, that becoming a European citizen is more than being handed a Schengen passport – it requires a real revolution in the way one perceives of oneself and the place one occupies in society. Thus, while the majority of Slovaks regard European citizenship as a desirable legal ‘add on’ which should expand their horizons, give them new possibilities for travel and employment and improve their standard of living, such courses convey the message that European citizenship should rather be understood as a tool-box for democratic change through self-improvement. There seem two rather remarkable aspects of this discourse of ‘active citizenship’ as it appears in course material and European Commission publications. The first is that people are encouraged to understand democratic change to be directly rooted in their wider civic engagement, rather than in their voting habits or the implementation of pan-European legislation. This means that the responsibility for change is transferred from the realm of the institutional to the shoulders of the individual citizen. Secondly, unwillingness or inability to engage in such active citizenship is presented as a matter of faulty attitude, rather than practical or structural constraint. As one brochure said, you aren’t “given” European citizenship, it is a choice you make.

Such a conception of citizenship, I would argue, relies on an acceptance of neo-liberal personhood, that is, of the person as an atomized, responsible, ‘risk-bearing’ individual. Writing on the discourse of European citizenship since the 1970s, Peo Hansen (2000) has noted that as ‘neoconservative and neoliberal forces gained the upper hand’ during the 1980s, the European Commission began to adopt an ‘increasingly individualized and market-oriented perception of citizenship’, which stressed ‘notions of ’active citizenship’, volunteerism and charity’ in place of a commitment ‘to universal and collectively sustained citizenship entitlements’ (2000:145). He is echoed by Percy Lehning (1997), who argues that ‘the social and political dimensions of EU citizenship have lost out to an ’economic citizenship’ impersonated by the ’market citizen’; a development which is structurally linked to the fact that the Union project is primarily built on market integration and efforts to implement the free movement of capital, services, goods and persons’ (1997:179-180). Indeed, characteristic of neo-liberal personhood is that people are encouraged to conceive of themselves as not simply property-owners and owners of their own labour power (as in the classical liberal tradition), but as “a collection of assets that must be continually invested in, nurtured, managed, and developed.” (Martin 2000: 582). In this light, the emphasis on ‘professional development’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘action plans’ in EU-sponsored courses becomes more understandable, as does the sociologist Ladislav Mahacek’s call for adolescents to become more self-reflexive about their life choices.
The ascent of neo-liberal personhood in Slovakia and neighbouring Central European countries has been picked up by several anthropologists, working in fields as far apart as the educational system (Larson 2008), industrial restructuring (Dunn 2005) and the public sector (Heinz 2007). With the new possibilities for education, travel and employment created by heavy outside investment into Slovakia on the one hand, and European Union membership on the other, have come new management styles, new leadership styles and a different work ethic. Toady, for example, Slovaks are encouraged to ‘sell themselves’ and regard themselves as ‘a product’ when applying for jobs (Larson 2008), a use of terminology which just 15 years ago was virtually unknown. Thus, the ‘education for citizenship’ which I have explored in this last part of my talk is just one aspect of a much larger collection of efforts of various State and international institutions, economic parties and interest organizations to produce citizens who conceive of themselves as autonomously operating consumers of goods and services. 

Conclusion

Overall, when looking at the issues of European citizenship and identity in Slovakia, one ends up with a collection of disparate and apparently contradictory trends. According to independent, verifiable polls, we have a population that expresses its support for European Union membership, joining the Euro-zone and the European project as a whole. However, at the same time, a large majority consistently vote for parties which work against the legislation that is part and parcel of European membership. Although people are aware of the advantages a Schengen passport brings, many cannot identify concrete improvements to their everyday life after becoming citizens of the European Union in 2004. And yet, as we saw in the quotes above, there is a strong sense that life has improved for someone else – the young, those living in Bratislava and enjoying greater economic growth, or perhaps those who have learned to corrupt the new system. 

One popular explanation for these opposing trends has been a disillusionment with democracy and market capitalism amongst those sections of the population who have suffered the most hardship following rapid economic restructuring. Yet, as I have attempted to show, trying to make sense of people’s opinions and voting habits through a rough categorisation of the population into ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of the transition economy only serves to obscure cultural and historical factors, as well as differences in discourse and ideology, under the guise of using similar terms.  Indeed, what has interested me is to examine by what criteria do we choose the winners? 

The question European citizenship and identity in Slovakia is undoubtedly influenced by the fact that European integration has occurred through economic and political liberalisation. What I have tried to show in this paper, is that this development has not simply been one of political conditionality, or economic transition to a market capitalist system, but has created an entirely new set of demands put on the individual. These demands – which I understand as characteristic of a neo-liberal model of personhood – are encapsulated by the idea of ‘active citizenship’ being promoted at EU-sponsored courses. Perhaps the most striking aspect of this model of personhood is the confluence of ‘empowerment’ and ‘choice’, making the difference between a ‘transition winner’ and a ‘transition loser’ the ability to make a choice at all. 

