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RETHINKING CITIZENSHIP AND LOCAL PLANNING TO 
IMPROVE PEOPLE’S PARTICIPATION: LESSONS LEARNT 
FROM THE NEIGHBOURHOOD HOUSE EXPERIENCE  
 

Introduction 
This paper draws on my recently completed PhD: The Practice of Citizenship – 

Place, Identity and the Politics of Participation in Neighbourhood Houses. 

It is also inspired by my experiences as a social planner in one of the most 

multicultural local government areas in Australia, the City of Greater Dandenong in 

the south-east of Melbourne; and through my current job as a social research and 

planning consultant with Sinclair Knight Merz. 

 

The aim of this paper is to twofold. First, it will present some new ideas about how we 

might reconceptualise notions of juridical citizenship, in a way that sees it more 

effectively and meaningfully reflect the everyday experiences of participating in 

community and society. Second, I will explore these ideas in relation to 

neighbourhood houses and suggest what the implications are for planning in 

Australian cities. 

 

Citizenship is one of the significant political and legal tools through which notions of 

social membership and individual rights are mediated (overhead 1). In Australia, all 

levels of government regard the concept as a mechanism to both create a sense of 

national unity in a multicultural society, and at the individual level, to develop notions 

of ‘active citizenship’ as representative of ‘good citizen’ behaviour. The conceptual 

relationship between citizenship and democracy, alongside its juridical role as a 

mediator of an individual’s capacity to engage with and be accepted in society, 

imbues it with a unique status.  

 

There is, however, a darker side to that unique status. Despite the judicial appeal of 

citizenship, current conceptualisations bear little relationship to how or where people 

enact citizenship. There are many ‘citizens’ - women, migrants from non-English 

speaking backgrounds, gay, Aboriginal and disabled people for example - who are 

not empowered to ‘be part of Australian society’ in the way that the discourses on 

citizenship suggest.  
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If one follows migrants out of the local town hall after a citizenship ceremony, for 

example, or spend a day with a ‘middle class’ woman whose home life is 

characterised by frequent bouts of domestic violence, what emerges is a picture of 

participation that is not just an inherited or conferred status but is also a social 

experience - a practice defined by a dynamic, interactive process, as well as for 

some, struggle. It also involves an interaction with many interfaces of community and 

society, such as relations with other individuals and the negotiation of social, political 

and cultural structures and mores.  

 

Rather than abandoning citizenship in light of the above tensions, however, I want to 

argue for a new language capable of expressing the idea that citizenship is both an 

individual and collective experience, one influenced by sets of formal ‘relations 

between individuals, social groups and structures of power’, but also ‘informal 

barriers to those rights’ expressed across various scales and places (Staeheli and 

Cope, 1994a: 447). Without an understanding of where and how membership is 

achieved, the significance of citizenship in people’s lives is currently limited and its 

potential undermined.  

 

A central question arising from the theoretical and substantive critiques of citizenship 

and one of relevance to this conference’s reflection on the state of Australian cities, 

relates to those forms of institutional arrangements that are more likely to engender 

the necessary opportunities for participation. I wish to argue that a framework is 

needed, that is capable of expressing how and where people acquire the skills and 

resources to negotiate their identities.  

 

In this paper, I want to propose a theoretical path to re-conceptualise citizenship 

beyond current juridical understandings, to one that captures the idea of citizenship 

as a located, interactive, social experience. Specifically, I want to suggest that by 

conceptualising citizenship as ‘practice’, components such as the social relations of 

power, the significance of scale and relations in place and the often informal ways 

people negotiate social membership in their everyday lives, can be included 

alongside the formal framework through which social membership is politically 

augmented.  
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To expand the idea of a ‘practice of citizenship’, I want to suggest three key 

intersecting and dialectical conceptions that must be grappled with theoretically: 

• the mechanisms that enable individuals to become sufficiently empowered to 

gain the social and educational skills necessary to engage in community and 

society;  

• the ways in which individuals negotiate their identities given that norms and 

mores exist that serve to simultaneously include and exclude individuals and 

groups from enacting citizenship; and;  

• the nature of the social, political and physical environments and spaces that 

enable people to have citizenship mediated.  

 

The modes of communicative democracy in the practice of 
citizenship 

One of the first ways of achieving a deeper conception of citizenship involves 

exploring the relationship between notions of difference, the individual and 

community. To do this, I will draw on the work of Chantel Mouffe (1992b, 1992d and 

1996) to explore these ideas. 

 

Chantel Mouffe’s work provides a sharp lens through which to conceptualise 

community as a political strategy to secure the participation of individuals and groups 

that informs the practice of citizenship. Mouffe suggests that a more radical approach 

than that of current conceptualisations, might be one that actually undermines the 

supposition that group identities are all inclusive and harmonious (Mouffe, 1996). 

Mouffe argues that better communicative and ‘just’ processes which capture the 

dynamic experience of citizenship and democratic participation, can be developed if 

the notion of ‘tension’ is incorporated.  

 

In relation to this paper’s exploration of ‘citizenship as practice’, the key point in 

Mouffe’s argument is that citizenship should be conceptualised on the basis that 

there will never be a singular version of citizenship action or social membership 

established. A major flaw in current conceptions of radical and participatory 

democracy, is the idea that there is a final end point to democratic social relations 

and that conflict, difference and antagonism, undermine social membership and must 

be eliminated.  
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Mouffe proposes that a productive part of the democratic participatory process is 

precisely the presence of disagreement and conflict, or what Mouffe calls ‘agonism’ 

(Mouffe, 1992a; Mouffe, 1992b). From this perspective, tension and difference are 

not subsequently ‘antagonistic’ to each other in the democratic or citizenship 

process. Rather, in conditions that assume the presence of difference and conflict, 

there is actually room for change, ongoing dialogue and thus, the representation and 

the participation of many more in current understandings of citizenship.  

 

Tension becomes a fundamental mechanism to examine who is on the outside of the 

participatory process and social membership. Tension can also be a tool through 

which to explore how the boundaries and scales of social membership are defined in 

a way that sees certain communities of interest develop and thus notions of 

citizenship established. Finally, by locating conflict and struggle at the centre of the 

citizenship experience, the role played by informal processes and less conventional 

sites used by citizens to achieve social membership, are recognised.  

 

Viewing citizenship in the manner Mouffe describes is however, not to argue for an 

inexhaustible set of possibilities, or, to suggest that all forms of conflict and 

disagreement are plausible. The notion of tension is firmly embedded in the idea of 

striving for a version of justice and democratic opportunity that is concerned with the 

establishment of political communities which recognise difference, but at the same 

time, value some form of cohesion or links.  

 

The argument thus far then, is that by developing a notion of citizenship based on the 

idea of fluidity, tension and difference, citizenship is more able to reflect the 

practicalities of engagement, giving it some authority to speak to people’s struggles 

for social membership. It can become a material ‘articulating principle’, a concept that 

reflects the ‘different subject positions of the social agent’ (Mouffe, 1992b: 235), but 

also the drive to be members of community and society. It also helps locate 

citizenship in the everyday social experience of participation, as the nature of the 

tension between individual and community, is acknowledged. Citizenship is therefore 

more likely to reflect the dynamic process around the identification and the struggle 

for recognition, as well as a concept through which a notion of a political community 

can develop. 
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The geographies of citizenship practice 

One of the major limitations in the propositions put forward by social theorists such 

as Mouffe, however, is their lack of engagement with questions of the spatiality of 

social relations. Despite the centrality of geographic concepts and ideas to debates 

on democratic participation and citizenship, little specific attention is paid to the 

relationship between people, places and the practices of inclusion and exclusion that 

social theorists identify as a central feature of a citizenship experience. This limits the 

usefulness of communicative democracy propositions presented by theorists like 

Mouffe.  

 

As discussed at the beginning of this paper, one of the key questions in relation to 

citizenship still, is not only how but where communities and society ‘ensure that those 

eligible to receive the entitlements in theory, can mobilise them in practice’. It is my 

contention that geographical debates around the spatiality of social relations, 

provides an entrance point into understanding how citizenship involves a relationship 

between people, structures and place. A politics of place and power relations within 

places and spaces, provides insights into the various and differing opportunities in 

place  - both afforded and claimed by people and thus, into what I think is the 

‘geographies of participation’ that sees some spaces translate ‘well’ as participatory 

environments for ‘some groups’ whilst ‘not at all well for others’ (Fincher, 1995:245).  

 

These concepts are fundamental in developing a critical understanding of the 

democratic process of citizenship and participation in Australian cities and locating 

that understanding at the very everyday and community level. 

 

The work of feminist geographers’ is particularly important here. First, for their 

research and focus on activity at the local scale.1 Whilst contemporary theoretical 

discourses on urban sustainability and difference (such as Young 1990) suggest that 

people’s lives are more fluid and spatially dislocated (Pratt and Hanson, 1994; 

Wekerle, 1996b), feminist geographers show how some people’s lives and the 

 
1 ‘The local’ is defined as the setting in which people live as well as representing the types of 
households, and socio-economic groups that come together in unique combinations of social, political, 
economic and cultural activities adapted from (Kearns, 1995:24). The local is also used to suggest 
forms of activism, territorial sites, places of familiarity, sites representing global economic change (see 
Pratt 1991).  
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localities in which they live, have a significant impact on their public sphere 

participatory experience (Hanson, 1995; Pratt and Hanson, 1994).2 Many women’s 

lives, for example, continue to be embedded in physical locales as a result of their 

domestic and familial responsibilities, limiting their opportunities for social 

membership in this fluid sense (Hanson, 1995). 

 

Second, their discussion about the relationship between everyday, ordinary and 

informal spaces and women’s participatory experiences, makes clear that other sites 

and forms of activism outside conventional formal, political arenas should be 

considered (Mackian 1995; Smith 1995; Staeheli 1994b; Staeheli and Clarke 1995). 

The role of ‘informal’ structures reflected in social networks and activities such as 

spontaneous meetings in a local community centre for example, demand inclusion in 

conceptualisations of citizenship.  

 

Finally, feminist geographers draw our attention to the ‘geography of state support’ in 

the practice of citizenship. Feminists show how the state has an influential role in 

shaping localities through struggles over institutional policies such as social support 

programs and services (Chouinard, 1990; Chouinard and Fincher, 1987).  

 

Now by drawing on the geographical conceptions of space and place, I do not wish to 

construct space as either an emancipatory theoretical framework for conceptions of 

citizenship, or to locate the notion of a practice of citizenship solely amongst fixed 

ideas of localities and material places. To do so would ignore the complexities 

surrounding the experiential, cultural and social dynamics of participation which, I 

argue, define the practice of citizenship. Rather, I want to suggest that the spatiality 

of social relations is important because space offers many insights into the current 

dilemmas of citizenship and enables us to think through the experience of 

participating in community and society and what this means for developing improved 

planning responses for local communities. 

 

 
2 Notion of a life course refers to the different phases that women can experience across their life span 
according to factors such as age and health but also choices such as marriage, childbirth or identity 
(Katz and Monk, 1993). 
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Conceptualising citizenship as practice 

In light of these insights from communicative democracy and geography, the concept 

of citizenship practice referred to throughout this discussion may be defined more 

specifically according to three ideas: 

First, that citizenship involves a process whereby individuals acquire a range of 

social, cultural and political capital to engage in community and society.  

 

Second, that the process of acquiring the ‘capital’ of citizenship is both a formal and 

informal process. It includes negotiating a range of formal resources, skills and 

barriers. On an informal level, however, it can include negotiating one’s identity in 

community, as certain cultural or physical characteristics and normative assumptions 

about bodies and behaviour also impinge on people’s opportunities to enact 

citizenship.  

 

Taking account of this last point, the third factor that must be considered in the 

practice of citizenship is the nexus between geography and identity. Individuals 

negotiate their social membership experiences in place. An understanding of 

citizenship therefore needs to include the variety of scales at which participation is 

experienced and the relationships between individuals and the structures in those 

environments that help shape their opportunities to enact citizenship.  

 

In light of these contentions, the practice of citizenship may be envisaged as a 

process whereby individuals negotiate social membership through a series of stages 

and interactions in the public sphere. At a simplistic level, these stages can be 

conceptualised as a continuum or cycle where people move from having basic 

survival needs met, including fundamental biological and material needs, to a point 

where they are able to engage with others and the societal structures in which they 

find themselves. This latter level is where people are more likely to experience the 

early steps of social membership engagement and be in a position to acquire the 

necessary social support and thus have the choices that empower them to participate 

in both individual and collective citizenship activities (such as getting a job or 

participating in a public collective activity). 

 

Representing citizenship as a series of stages along a continuum or process, does 

not, however, deny the complexities surrounding struggles for recognition. Nor does 
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it suggest that citizenship has an end point that people ‘achieve’ in an ordered and 

sequential manner. Conceptualising citizenship as a series of stages provides a 

starting point from which to examine the ‘stages’, struggle and how people engage 

with the juridical citizenship status they are granted in everyday contexts. As Mouffe 

suggests, this is often a complex and messy process. 

 

Furthermore, using the work of geographers I have tried to argue that the nexus 

between the notion of communicative democracy and geography, practice provides a 

powerful framework through which a productive conversation about the everyday 

experience of citizenship and its formal juridical tenets can be developed. In 

particular, the angle of geography provides a lens through which it is possible to see 

different opportunities and constraints that define the citizenship experience and thus 

understand in more depth, the importance of linking citizenship directly with the idea 

of ‘practice’.  

 

Whilst not overlooking the gap between the ideal and the reality of citizenship, a 

conception of citizenship as practice, engages with a range of identities, needs and 

participatory possibilities which apply to both ‘disadvantaged’ and ‘advantaged’ 

citizens and therefore presents a more real understanding of the participatory 

experience. 

 

Neighbourhood Houses and lessons for Planning and Citizenship 

So where do neighbourhood houses fit in and given this idea of citizenship as 

practice, a process that has to occur somewhere, what lessons do they suggest, 

particularly in terms of thinking through how as planners, we can better improve the 

city context to facilitate greater social membership and civic participation. I draw on 

the fieldwork from my doctoral thesis and my experiences as a social planner in 

Greater Dandenong to illustrate my points. 

 

For those of you who do not know, Neighbourhood houses are local community 

centres that have nothing to do with housing per se.  They emerged in the 70s from 

the activism of women who wanted somewhere in their local communities to meet, 

share child care responsibilities and develop educational and adult learning 

opportunities.  Women would lobby local government to give them one of the 

council’s houses from which to operate. The women made a special plea to be able 
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to operate from ordinary suburban homes located in ordinary suburban streets 

because it was this setting which they felt women and children in particular, would 

most easily access and feel comfortable in. Over 900 neighbourhood houses now 

exist throughout Australia in both urban and rural areas and with over 250 alone in 

metropolitan Melbourne. 

 

The houses provide a range of formal and informal activities. Many have funding to 

provide adult education courses ranging from computers, short story writing classes 

to secondary school examinations. Many also run less formal groups like craft 

sessions, women’s and men’s groups or groups that house users have started 

themselves as well as occasional child care services. Programs and activities are 

very low cost, ranging from being free, one or two dollars or say $40 for a semester’s 

computer course. Most provide the opportunity for people to drop in and have a cup 

of tea or coffee given that they are actually set out like an average home with a 

kitchen and lounge room or meeting area. Most of the bedrooms get converted into 

classroom type areas with tables and chairs. Funding is always a struggle and comes 

from a range of sources including government and some from fundraising.  

 

Most houses have a paid, part-time coordinator, active volunteers and in the main, 

have paid tutors to run the various formal programs. The management of houses is 

by an elected committee of management, mostly house users and people who live in 

the local community. 

 

While they were developed in the 70s, I think they still provide some significant 

insights into the components that local area planning should consider in order to 

promote ‘citizenship’ and ‘participation in community and society’. 

 

There are four key components of neighbourhood houses that I am now going to 

briefly discuss which I think provide insights into understanding how people can 

better participate in community and society and enact the practice of citizenship.  

 

Low cost local spaces 

Neighbourhood Houses provide low-cost accessible spaces in local communities that 

people can walk to and afford to visit. Research shows that many women’s lives, for 

example, are embedded in their local neighbourhood. It is this locale where people 
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undertake many of their daily activities. It is also the geographical place that people 

are familiar with and therefore feel a sense of belonging. The location of 

neighbourhood houses in people’s ‘neighbourhoods’ and the areas where they can 

access services and undertake their everyday tasks, is a key factor affecting how 

people participate. The significance of this relationship between home, services, 

transport options and sense of comfort – or what geographers call, people’s ‘time-

space geography’, is not always part of the discourses of modern planning. It is 

assumed people either have access to cars or public transport or that people are 

prepared to travel to new places and environments to get what they need.  

 

The neighbourhood house experience suggests that this is not necessarily the case. 

As many participants indicated in my research, having a local community centre that 

is within walking distance to their homes and is also low cost were key factors in 

creating an opportunity for greater participation in public life. And this was not just for 

people from relatively low socio-economic backgrounds. Middle class women, 

particularly those experiencing domestic violence, also spoke of the significance of 

having local, low cost community spaces that were not only convenient but also 

affordable because it meant they did not have to account for  

money spent to their partners. 

 

Formal and informal activities and spaces 

Neighbourhood houses undertake a variety of formal adult education programs and 

informal activities like morning teas and lunches and gathering in the kitchen for a 

cup of tea. For participants, these combined structured but also informal 

environments are perceived to be non-threatening and enabling. They are seen to 

provide a space where the individual or group can come to terms with and develop or 

address their needs and aspirations in their own space and time.  

 

By creating spaces where both formal and informal activities can take place, an 

environment is created that allows people to develop their own social and cultural 

capital. That is, the necessary confidence, skills and knowledge to participate in 

community and society. This was particularly the case for women who had been at 

home for an extended period of time with children or those experiencing domestic 

violence. The combined structured activities with the informal opportunities to discuss 

issues around a kitchen table for example, were perceived as less confronting than 
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other human service contexts. For these women, they were therefore, an 

environment where they could come to grips with their personal situations in their 

own time and develop the confidence and skills to renegotiate their lives.  

The capacity of service contexts to have both formal and informal activities is also 

important to consider in relation to some people with disabilities, particularly 

psychiatric disabilities who are often excluded from many so-called public spaces. 

Whilst the interaction is sometimes fraught in the neighbourhood house context, 

many houses are one of the few non-institutionalised mainstream community based 

forums where these individuals feel they can participate and mix with other ‘normal’ 

people. The informal activities and capacity for people to drop-in is non- threatening 

for individuals and also enables a mix of people to be together in a less intimidating 

way than many other environments. 

 

The formal/informal interplay also sheds light on the experiences of some cultural 

groups attempting to participate in a new social context. It was interesting talking to 

Hmong women from rural area in Laos now living in high-rise public housing in inner 

Melbourne. The women would not utilise the local community health centre for 

example, because they were terrified of the ‘front desk’ experience of being asked a 

series of questions they not only were unable respond to in English but were 

inappropriate in terms of their cultural norms. They preferred the intimate, informal 

setting of the their local neighbourhood house and not having to report to any desk 

and having a community space where they were known and their needs responded 

to in a very specific manner. 

 

Finally, it was also significant to note how this formal-informal interplay provides 

opportunities for cross cultural interaction that help challenge and break down fears 

of difference, particularly for people from Anglo Saxon backgrounds in relation to 

migrants from non-English speaking backgrounds and vice-versa. 

 

It is my contention that the formal and informal interplay must be considered more 

seriously in planning in terms of how social membership and community participation 

is engendered. We need to ask what public contexts are available where people 

learn not to be afraid of difference? In what local contexts do we encounter different 

cultures, different bodies and capacities in a non-threatening but also interactive 

setting? There are few such intimate but public spaces where a semi-structured and 
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supported environment exists that also is informal enough for such interaction to 

occur. In this sense, the neighbourhood house model provides insights into how 

social and cultural polarisation can be minimised and people’s differences are at 

least engaged with. 

 

Gender and ethno specific activities 

Neighbourhood houses also provide important insights into the types of public 

spaces and environments required to facilitate membership via providing gender and 

ethno-specific responses to issues as well as spaces. My research and experience to 

date, suggests that individuals and groups also have a need for their own programs 

and activities in service settings to learn, develop levels of confidence, engage with 

important cultural rituals and develop their identities. For example, the overwhelming 

reason why neighbourhood houses are important for women is the predominantly 

because of the women’s only environment and activities many provide. Most other 

formal social and welfare service settings are mixed and not all women feel 

comfortable talking about health or personal issues in these contexts. The women’s 

only environment in the neighbourhood house context, enables women to feel more 

comfortable, safe and free to develop the confidence to address their personal 

situations and issues.  

 

The capacity to provide both gender and ethno-specific activities and spaces was 

also significant for women from a range of non-English speaking backgrounds. Such 

contexts provide them with an opportunity to express their needs in a way that is 

culturally and linguistically specific to their needs. For some women, there are cultural 

mores that mean learning and undertaking activities with men is not possible. The 

Hmong women from Laos, for example, are not able to undertake formal activities 

like learning English in the same room as men. Furthermore, discussions with the 

women also revealed that in a mixed gender class, they would not be able to discuss 

issues or seek advice from teachers in regard to health or personal issues. If this 

opportunity for women and ethno-specific activities was denied the Hmong women, 

their capacity to participate in the new community and social context in which these 

women now find themselves, would be greatly reduced.  

 

It is my contention that gender and ethno specific spaces, however, are not part of 

the core approaches to planning. Ethno or gender specific spaces are seen as 
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discriminating against others or unnecessarily privileging a few. I think this misses the 

point and value that such opportunities and contexts create. It also undermines the 

capacity of government and service providers to really respond to peoples legitimate 

differing needs.  

 

Architecture and design 

The final point I wish to highlight is in relation to how the physical form of a 

neighbourhood houses shed light on the role of architectural and design in promoting 

participatory citizenship experiences. These aspects of planning are often discussed 

in relation to safety or improving visual amenity, but I think they also need to be 

discussed directly in terms of thinking through participatory experiences and 

contexts.  

 

The way that many neighbourhood houses still operate from old homes is a 

significant factor that contributes to their use and popularity, particularly for women 

who perceive them as ‘low-key’, welcoming and familiar environments. The internal 

design and layout are also important. Most houses have retained the kitchen, living 

area or at least an informal mixing area. Activities around food, tea/coffee in the 

kitchen are important in facilitating this formal/informal relationship which helped 

some women to ‘relax’ and address their needs. As many women participating in 

houses said, their home-style context represented an ‘ideal’ space of welcome and 

safety and one where they felt they had some capacity and agency to take charge of 

their lives and mediate change. While house’s architectural design evoked different 

responses to women from non-English speaking backgrounds, their structure and 

style was perceived as often being more welcoming and accessible than other 

service settings.  

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, I have argued that by considering citizenship as a process and practice 

which is not necessarily straightforward and indeed, sometimes fraught, we are 

better informed about the capacity for people to participate in community and society 

and thus what sort of planning responses are required. I have specifically drawn on 

the lessons learnt from the neighbourhood house experience to locate this thinking in 

a practical example of the sorts of environments and contexts that some individuals 
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and groups have found conducive to increasing their participation in the civic sphere. 

Specifically, I have highlighted the significance of providing community spaces and 

service settings that: 

• Are located close to people’s homes and therefore in ordinary suburban 

streets 

• Provide low cost activities and programs 

• Provide both formal and informal activities and spaces  

• Are able to respond to gender and ethno-specific needs 

• Are designed in an appropriate manner. 

 

It is my contention that these factors need to be given greater consideration in 

contemporary planning approaches if people’s diverse needs and aspirations are to 

be effectively responded to and importantly, if fear of difference is to be reduced. In 

this context, planning is inherently linked to the practice of citizenship in promoting 

positive experiences of participation and in understanding the range of individuals 

and groups who make up community and society. We need to continually forge the 

links between planning and citizenship and utilise good practice examples of 

organisations and programs where these positive citizenship experiences are 

fostered. 

 

Neighbourhood houses are not the only settings where such experiences take place. 

My point, however, is that if people have no accessible, affordable local forums to 

express themselves, or regularly engage with the processes and means that affect 

their participatory experiences, they remain passive citizens and recipients of 

predetermined programs or policy initiatives – or worse, they are left on the periphery 

of society and do not get to realise their potential nor be productive members of 

public life.  

 

These are not desirable outcomes and yet there are growing numbers of people who 

feel left out and are alienated from the very communities and local settings that form 

the majority of their world. Under such a scenario, citizenship would become an 

instrument of social closure (following Garcia, 1996) because the capacity of people 

to practice its aspirations become would be so limited. Furthermore, planning 

responses would not be maximising the spaces where people ‘enact their rights to 
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the city’ (following LeFebvre, 1996). The long term implications for our citizens and 

cities are enormous.  
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Australian Citizenship 
 

Why citizenship is important 
 

Citizenship is a common bond which brings together the people of Australia. Becoming a Citizen is an 
important way of showing your pride in being part of Australia’s dynamic and diverse society. And 

Australian Citizenship brings with it significant additional rights and responsibilities. 
 

What Citizenship means to people 
 

Australia is a diverse society, one that celebrates the richness of its community. Citizenship is a way of 
uniting and gathering the people of Australia together as one. It is about people sharing in the 

common goal of making Australia an even better place, building on their diverse heritages. 
 

Australia’s commitment to its Citizens 
Australia makes the following commitment to its Citizens: 

• The right to equity and freedom from barriers based on race, ethnicity, cultural, gender and other 
differences 

• The right to participate fully in the community and to achieve your full potential, regardless of your 
background. 

 
Citizen’s rights and responsibilities 

As an Australian citizen, you are a formal member of the Australian community. You make a 
commitment to Australia and to the values and principles that underpin Australia’s democracy and its 

public institutions. In turn, you are expected to: 
 

• Accept the basic structures and principles of Australian society. 
• Observe the rule of law, tolerance, equality of opportunity, Parliamentary democracy, freedom of 

speech and religion, English as the national language, and equality of the races and sexes. 
• Acknowledge that expressing your own culture and beliefs means that you also have the 

responsibility to accept the right of others to express their views and values. 
 

As an Australian Citizen, you will enjoy the same rights as all other Australian Citizens: 
 
• The right to vote to help elect Australia’s governments; 
• The right to apply for any public office or to nominate for election to Parliament (subject to s44 of 

the Australian constitution); 
• The right to apply for an Australian passport to re-enter the country without a resident return visa; 
• The right to seek assistance from Australian diplomatic representatives while overseas; 
• The right to apply to enlist in the defence forces and for government jobs requiring Australian 

Citizenship; and 
• The right to register your child (under 18 years of age born overseas) as an Australian Citizen by 

descent. 
 

With Citizenship, there are also certain responsibilities expected of all Australians. You will, for 
example, be required to: 

 
• Obey the laws and fulfil your duties as an Australian Citizen; 
• Enrol on the Electoral Register to vote at Federal and State/Territory elections and referenda; 
• Serve on a jury if called on; 
• Defend Australia should the need arise. 

 
These privileges and responsibilities are subject to the same rights and exemptions as Australian born 

Citizens.  
(Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, 2001). 

Overhead 1: Mandate of Australian Citizenship 
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