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Citizenship

A Citizen


They are mothers that volunteer in soup kitchens, who give food to the homeless and needy. They are brothers who turn on the sirens to their police vehicles and race to the sight of a crash. They are fathers that petition against the limited school security because their children were killed in the hallway.  They are sisters that heal the wounded and take care of the sick. They sacrifice their lives on the battlefield. They attend city councils and board meetings. They campaign for representatives, senate members, and presidents. They vote. They are the citizens of the United States of America. These citizens are designated by documents, but they should be characterized by their service, community involvement, use of their rights, and by engaging in civil disobedience. 


Citizens of the United States are determined by either their birth certificate or by their certificate of naturalization. The Constitution states in Amendment Fourteen, “All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside” (Constitution). Therefore, anyone who has a birth certificate saying that they were born on United States territory is a citizen. Similarly, anyone who has successfully passed through the naturalization process is also a citizen. People are only recognized as citizens if they have the documentation.

Citizens should be loyal to their country by supporting the government and by protecting the land and the citizens inside the country, but the problem with “paper citizenship” is that being born in a country does not make someone loyal to it (Sellers). Frances Sellers gives the example of Yaser Esam Hamdi. He was born in the United States, but grew up in Saudi Arabia (Sellers). He was a Taliban fighter who tried to attack the United States. Since Hamdi was born in the Untied States, he is a citizen, but he is not loyal to the United States and even tried to harm those living in the United States (Sellers). He has not been loyal to the government by paying taxes or by serving on a jury, and he has not been loyal to the land because he tried to destroy it. On paper, he is a citizen, but his actions speak otherwise (Sellers). On the other hand, loyal citizens should look more like Richard Nelson who was actively engaged in protecting the land in which he lived (Nelson 9). He spoke to many organizations and state governments about the destructive impact logging had on the forests (Nelson 9). His efforts helped save many forests from being cut down (Nelson 11). Citizens should not only be designated by documents but also by their actions. 


Citizens should be characterized by their actions or service to their country or community. They need to give up some of their time and energy to help their fellow citizens. Some choose to serve by joining the military and risking their lives to protect the United States. Ralph Waldo Emerson’s hymn describes this act of service. It says, “Spirit, that made those heroes dare/To die, or leave their children free/ Bid time and nature gently spare/The shaft we raise to them and thee” (Emerson). Those who fought in the battle died to protect their children and families living in the United States. On the other hand, some choose to volunteer in different places such as nursing homes, homeless shelters, soup kitchens, and tutoring centers. They serve by giving their time and talents to those who need it. Citizens need to serve their nation and community in any way that they can.

Citizens should not only serve, but they should become involved in their community to make it more productive. They need to help out in their community and interact socially with other people (Putnam). Citizens need to create a lot of social capital because it leads to a more productive community (Putnam). Robert Putnam’s idea of social capital is that the more people interact socially, the more productive the society becomes (Putnam). For example, a community that is built on personal interaction and relationships has more security and safety than one that is not (Putnam). People are less likely to steal from the house of a person they know than the house of a person that they do not know. If everyone in the community builds relationships with one another, there will be less crime, and the community will be much safer. A productive community leads to a safe and more secure environment. 

It is important to make the community productive because it helps citizens to work for the common good of others. Citizens should make decisions that will benefit those in their community. By creating a more productive community through social capital, both the individual and the community benefit (Putnam). Putnam says, “Some of the benefit from an investment in social capital goes to bystanders, while some of the benefit rebounds to the immediate interest of the person making the investment” (Putnam). People can create more social capital by joining organizations, clubs, and committees (Putnam). However, not all social capital is good (Putnam). For example, social capital helped Timothy McVeigh bomb a building in Oklahoma (Putnam). As a citizen, it is important to create social capital, but citizens have to make sure that the capital they are making is beneficial to everyone. 

Citizens should also use the rights that they have been given. For example, citizens should vote. They should take part in governmental elections as well as help decide whether or not certain laws should be passed. Citizens should also use their constitutional rights of free speech and freedom of the press. For example, citizens should campaign for a candidate in office, or they should state their opinions about controversial issues such as abortion. Citizens should petition for the passing of a bill in Congress or write an article that opposes a newly passed law. They should write articles about ideas that are important such as equality and freedom. Citizens should participate in political debates. For example in “An Enemy of the People,” Dr. Stockmann used his right of free speech. He organized a meeting at Horster’s home and spoke out against the majority (Ibsen 56). Dr. Stockmann says that the majority has might on its side but never has right, and he believes that the majority does not uphold truth (Ibsen 60).  Instead, they uphold longstanding traditions that are morally wrong (Ibsen 60). Finally, he says, “the minority is always in the right” (Ibsen 59).  Citizens need to use their constitutional rights and make their opinions known.

Finally, citizens need to engage in civil disobedience whenever the government or authority is doing something that he or she believes is wrong (Thoreau 193). Citizens need to speak the truth. If the government is authorizing things that go against the constitution, the citizens need to speak out against it. Thoreau gives a few examples of such people in “Civil Disobedience” such as “heroes, patriots, martyrs, [and] reformers” (193). At the time, these people were called enemies to the state, but eventually, people realized that these people were right (Thoreau 193). Citizens should take a stand no matter the consequences because the truth and the reform are more important than the cost. 

Martin Luther King Jr. is a great example of someone who stood up for what he believed was right no matter the consequences. He believed that the city of Birmingham was acting against the Supreme Court ruling that outlawed segregation because Birmingham was continuing to allow segregation in the city (King 569). Martin Luther and many others tried to negotiate with the leaders of Birmingham, but when the leaders refused to listen, they decided to take action (King 567). They held demonstrations and marches against segregation (King 567). During these demonstrations many were injured and even killed (King 569).  Martin Luther describes some of the harsh treatment the demonstrators received in his “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” He says,  “I doubt that you would have so warmly commended the police force if you had seen its dogs sinking their teeth into unarmed, nonviolent Negros… If you were to watch them push and curse old Negro women and young Negro girls…” (King 576). Martin Luther King was imprisoned more than thirteen times because of these demonstrations (King 565). He did not care about the consequences. He cared about the cause. Citizens need to follow Martin Luther King’s example and engage in civil disobedience no matter the cost.

Citizens of the United States are defined by documents, but they should be characterized by their service, community involvement, use of their rights, and by engaging in civil disobedience. Before NCLC 140, I had never contemplated the significance and importance of being a citizen. I had never thought about what I should do as a citizen of the United States to support and help my nation and community. Over the course of this semester, I have been able to understand the idea of citizenship and have begun to create my own definition of what a citizen’s responsibilities are. The texts and documents have helped shape my understanding of citizenship. Now that I have a greater understanding the duties and responsibilities a citizen has to its nation and community, I hope to apply those actions to my life. For example, I want to serve my community more by volunteering at places such as soup kitchens, child development centers, and homeless shelters. I also want to become more involved in my community, and I want to create more social capital by joining an organization in my community. I will continue to use my right to vote, but I hope to speak out more on certain topics like abortion. I want to raise money and awareness for different causes such as breast cancer, the invisible children, and supporting the nations troops. Finally, I will stand up for what is right. I will not let the weight of potential losses dissuade me from doing the right thing. It is very important to become an active citizen and to become part of a community. 
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