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Discovery Part IV


There are many ways of studying citizenship in the micro and macro communities existing throughout the world today. The first step to examining citizenship is to define it. In my definition, citizenship is the individual’s practice of civic engagement in the forms of political participation, critiquing government, instituting change through democratic process while abiding by the rule of law, contributing to society as an economically efficient/skilled worker and building the local/national community through means of financial donation and/or active participation. This analysis will critique my subject’s commitment and engagement as an effective citizen by elaborating upon her philosophy and life experiences and responding to those beliefs and practices relating to civic engagement. Josephine Tucci’s effectiveness as an exemplary citizen of the United States of America will be evaluated based on how well she adheres to the aforementioned definition of citizenship.

Josephine was born in 1928, a year before the Great Depression began in 1929. These were hard times for all Americans as many people struggled to keep their jobs and provide for their families. It was surprising to learn that Josephine’s grandmother refused to take handouts from the government as she worked to support the household. A strong sense of local community was established even from an early age. At the age of 8, responsibility and diligence were thrust upon Josephine as she came home everyday after school to clean the house and go grocery shopping so that her grandmother could cook dinner for the family when she got home. 

Josephine always abided by the law and respected those around her through the simple acts of excelling in her studies at school and carrying the responsibilities of maintaining the house and buying dinner supplies.  Growing up in an ethnically diverse neighborhood in Brooklyn, New York, personal relationships were important because everyone knew each other. Even though family came first, the social network was important because it constituted family as many of the businesses within the community were family owned themselves. The values and lessons learned in childhood are very important to examine because they are good determinants of how an individual will be shaped for the rest of his or her life. In Josephine’s case, responsibility, diligence, hard work, determination and community cohesiveness became essential components of her upbringing that would prove to be foundational building blocks as an effective citizen for the rest of her life. 

When first asked to elaborate on what civic engagement meant personally and what elements make up good citizenship, Josephine surprisingly responded by saying that she never really took the time to step back and consider the question. After a long pause, the first thing she mentioned was that a good citizen must always abide by the law and that if the law needs to be changed than it should be changed through the democratic legislative process. The U.S. Declaration of Independence states that “Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just Powers from the Consent of the governed; that whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these Ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or abolish it, & to institute new Government” (“The Declaration of Independence”, 1). Though the Declaration of Independence advocates for the abolishment of unjust government, Josephine is a firm supporter that change should occur through the democratic process no matter what the circumstances. One of the most meaningful lessons that I adopted from my grandmother and fully agree with is that change must come through the democratic process under the observation of rule of law. Though there are many who would disagree with the notion of always “following the rules”, the act of abiding by the law to ensure certain interests are satisfied eventually destroys the structural integrity of society and the establishment of a community which operates under rule of law.

There are many types of civic engagement that one can participate in.  According to Establishing and Sustaining the Community Service-Learning Professional, Josephine matches the description of political involvement. According to the definition provided, political involvement is the “Participating in Processes of self-government, such as campaigning and voting. This includes keeping informed about issues in the local, national and global community in order to vote responsibly, and engaging in discourse and debate about current social issues.” (Wagner & Owen, 2). Josephine is engaged in political involvement by supporting the institution of change through the democratic process, being informed on current events and participating in the political process by means of voting. Political involvement is only one of the forms of civic engagement that Josephine participates in.

Among the priorities in Josephine’s life, education seems to be of the utmost importance. From a perspective of self-interest, Josephine believes education is the only way in which an individual can excel in life. Education is also important to Josephine because she values the skills and abilities that are gained from learning to be of central importance. As an avid reader, Josephine specifically enjoys reading up on local and global current events such as the economic development of her local Florida residential area in Citrus County, the Presidential race, the debate on Iraq and a wide host of various other issues. Being informed about the political, economic and social happenings of domestic and international arenas is a central component of effective citizenship as well thought out and informed decisions are made concerning what to support and oppose as a citizen of local, national, and international community.  Josephine also stressed the point that education does not just consist of formal institutionalized scholarly learning. Learning takes place in all environments and settings and from every situation and circumstance that arises in everyday life.

When asked what regrets she had in life, Josephine stated that if she could go back and do it again, she would have gone to college. Though Josephine has learned much over her maturing years, the decision not to go to college has haunted her since her early adulthood. Hearing this made me appreciate the opportunity I have at George Mason University. To me, education has become everything because I have seen my subject’s disappointment and I wish to benefit from the lessons of my elders. There are no guarantees in life but if I work hard, I am confident that my diligence will pay off and that I will be a better citizen because I will be informed and well equipped to effectively address the problematic issues and demands of today’s world.

Politics never had a big influence on Josephine’s life. Though she regards voting as an informed citizen to be an essential civic duty to the country, Josephine has always been an independent. In her teen years during the time of the fall of the communist party in the United States, Josephine’s father told her not to join a political party for fear of government monitoring and surveillance. Heeding her father’s advice, the practice of voting for the individual platform of the candidate rather than participating in the actual party has always been a practice strongly upheld by Josephine. This testimony provides concrete evidence that the naïve stereotype of only linking citizenship to political involvement and not to any other forms of civic engagement does not apply in Josephine’s case.  In terms of the overall political system of the United States, independent voters provide a balance in addressing issues on both sides of the Republican and Democratic Party lines. As independent voters who are not particularly interested in the party but more interested in the platform of the individual candidate, both Josephine and I enjoy having the freedom to make an unbiased and informed decision without the pressures of party politics.

Even in the societal structure of the United States, one not need look far to see their fellow man or woman in need of assistance. Civic engagement is just as effective, if not more so, at the local level when compared to the national and international levels. Though Josephine is not politically involved, she actively participates in giving back to her local community. Josephine has been donating to charitable causes annually for atleast twenty years. This form of civic duty contributes to both the local and national community within the United States. Josephine also belongs to several associations and civic organizations which give back to the local community in the form of fundraising, educational scholarships, and clothing and school supply donations every year. By contributing to the local and national community in the form of both financial and physical contribution, Josephine has an impressive resume of stellar citizenship in regards to the direct service, philanthropic giving and participation in associations.

In examining all of these different aspects of citizenship, it is important to note the beliefs that keep Josephine’s fire of commitment burning ever brighter. Josephine’s personal philosophy is simple yet bold and inspires others to learn and understand all that the world encompasses to the best extent possible.
Do unto others as they would do unto you. If you want to be treated well, treat those around you well. If you want to be a friend, make a friend. Don’t be judgmental. Accept that you will not always be liked by everyone. You can learn something from anyone, even if they’re the most uneducated illiterate person in the world. (Tucci, 2).

Being open to the possibility of viewing and understanding concepts and experiences from different points of view is an essential component of effective citizenship. Josephine’s personal philosophy can be applied to any form of civic participation. I believe that having multiple perspectives from various educational opportunities and life experiences facilitates greater understanding, communication and action.

Though Josephine supports self-interest and individual achievement, she also regards giving back to the community of paramount importance. In his piece, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life, Robert Bellah points out the dangers of self-reliance if no contribution to the community is made. Bellah states, “Self-reliance has led to the notion of pure, undetermined choice, free of tradition, obligation, or commitment, as the essence of the self” (Bellah, 152). Though Josephine is a supporter of individualism, she also values family and community cohesiveness. It is clear that Josephine personifies the balance of self-interest and community contribution. Individualism and community building requires a balance for any established social contract to work. Maintaining equilibrium between self-interest and community-interest  is a difficult but necessary endeavor in preserving social contract as the foundation of society as a whole.

In terms of forms of civic engagement as defined by Establishing and Sustaining the Community Service-Learning Professional: A Guide for Self-Directed Learning, Josephine qualifies in the areas of direct service, political involvement, philanthropic giving and participation in associations. As a practitioner of effective citizenship, Josephine has clearly demonstrated her commitment to citizenship by participating politically, critiquing the government/instituting change through the democratic process under rule of law, and contributing as an efficient member of society who is dedicated to helping and aiding her fellow citizens both near and far. By evaluating the life values and testimony of Josephine Tucci, it is clear that she stands as a model of exemplary citizenship because she actively participates in all of the requirements necessary in the definition of citizenship provided. Josephine’s exemplary model of citizenship shows that one can be both individualistic in securing self-interest and still care for the family and community around them. A balanced citizen is necessary to ensure the development of an equal and efficient society which can address the needs of those individuals who comprise it.
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Memo:


The revisions I made brought me from five and a half pages to six and a half pages. I fixed many overlooked grammatical errors and fixed all of the outlined problems with wording and sentence structure. I added my personal voice throughout the paper and elaborated on ideas of citizenship from unit four. Most of the content additions were incorporated after quotes. I also added a paragraph on page four concerning missed opportunities in my subject’s life. I made sure that everything that needed to either be corrected or was missing was resolved. The final Discovery assignment is a revised, well-polished and refined final product. 
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