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Summary

• Urban citizenship is the process of urban residents making demands and negotiating the future of 
the city and its parts.

• People’s willingness and ability to engage in urban politics can be influenced by their residential 
stability and tenure type: homeowners are more likely to invest their time and effort in the improve-
ment of their living environment. Feeling at home, belonging contributes to increased participation.

• Diversity of urban neighborhoods creates some advantages (diversity of resources and expertise 
among neighbors) as well as challenges (difficulties overcoming cultural differences) for local 

• collective action. 

• Formal and informal civic infrastructures enabling urban civic participation differ across cultural and 
national contexts. In traditionally democratic societies, these infrastructures are available to citizens 
as a routine engagement tool; in other contexts, citizens need to create them from scratch.
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Introduction

Classic definitions of citizenship interpret it as membership in a polity that comes with a set of rights: 
civil, political, and social (Marshall 1950). These include freedoms (such as freedom of speech), access 
to voting, and some securities and welfare, respectively. In this classic understanding, citizenship is a 
formal institution providing the approved citizens with a legal platform to claim and defend their rights.

Urban citizenship, therefore, can be defined as the process of urban residents making demands and 
negotiating the future of the city and its parts. In this process, different players (residents, powerhold-
ers, businesses) engage with one another to decide the fate of particular urban territories and projects. 
Their visions of a good city and a good urban citizen clash, interact, and sometimes give rise to some-
thing new.

People don’t always actively engage with urban development processes, just like they don’t always 
show interest in politics more broadly. Urban scholarship provides some insights into the reasons for 
uneven civic participation in cities. 

What affects civic participation in cities?

Scholars of civic participation have identified several key factors that may boost or hinder people’s 
involvement in urban politics: tenure type, belonging and diversity, generational differences, and 
availability of participatory tools and infrastructures.

Tenure type

Tenure type affects urbanites’ willingness and ability to engage in local politics and civic activism: 
homeowners are more likely to do it than tenants (Chen and Webster 2005; McCabe 2013; Pfeiffer and 
Morris 2017; Zhang 2012). One reason for the higher level of civic engagement among homeowners may 
be that the residential stability that comes with homeownership helps people establish stronger local 
social ties and join local groups (Manturuk, Lindblad, and Quercia 2012; McCabe 2013). 

Robert Putnam hypothesized that residential stability and homeownership are associated with greater 
civic engagement because “[m]obility, like frequent re-potting of plants, tends to disrupt root systems, 
and it takes time for an uprooted individual to put down new roots” (Putnam 1995:75). Residential 
stability, whether it is homeownership or stable long-term rent, allows people to plan their futures 
and their communities’ futures. Residential stability positions someone in the web of social and 
political relations and allows them to control the present situation, strategize, and make plans for the 
future. 

Scholarship on cities, however, has challenged this legalistic definition of citizenship. Research on urban 
social movements, protests, and urban politics has shown that urban dwellers modify and stretch the 
meaning of who has rights and what these rights are on a daily basis. Questions of belonging (who is 
the proper resident entitled to have a say in urban development?) and rights are central to the mech-
anisms of urban change, as increasingly diverse populations of big cities try to negotiate their often 
varying visions of what a good city should be.
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Belonging 

Homeowners are more invested in their place of residence financially (McCabe 2013) and emotionally 
(Becher 2014): they may seek to maximize the value of their property, but also feel more connected to 
the place and entitled to deciding its fate. Feeling at home, belonging is related to the embeddedness 
in local life and communities. This feeling has political implications: it motivates people to feel more 
responsible for their habitat and more entitled to have a say in its development, but it may also have 
some tradeoffs. For example, Duyvendak (2011) shows that “feeling at home” for some groups can 
come at the expense of others. Others, the excluded groups, may be seen as not entitled to decide the 
city’s or the neighborhood’s future: newcomers, immigrants, minorities, and even renters.

Diversity 

The increasing diversity of the urban neighborhoods across the world creates a set of challenges to 
urban citizenship and collective action. There is evidence of both advantages and shortcomings of 
social and ethnic heterogeneity in collective action and organizing for the common good. In line with 
the social movement theories, diverse players can benefit from the variety of resources available to 
different groups of neighbors: some may contribute their knowledge of the community and its needs 
to the cause, others are skilled in oral and written communication, and some may be able to provide 
financial support, hiring lawyers or printing materials (Zhelnina 2020). 

On the other hand, there is rich evidence of barriers and misunderstandings that the ethnically and 
socially diverse neighbors may face when trying to improve the quality of life in their shared environ-
ment (Habyarimana et al. 2009; Vigdor 2004).

Availability of participatory tools and infrastructures

Another factor of civic participation in urban development is the skills and routine knowledge of urban-
ites. People may feel entitled to participate in the decision-making processes and know how to do it to 
a different degree. In some cultures, civic participation is a routine, everyday practice, embedded in the 
socialization process; it is part of the cultural toolkit (Swidler 1986). In other cultural contexts, it may be 
seen as something out of the ordinary, a measure of last resort. 

Generational differences 

Cultures of participation and civic engagement differ across national and political systems, but they 
may also differ across generations. Studies have shown that, in many countries, young people feel 
detached from formal and traditional ways of civic engagement, looking for something more 
creative, innovative, and entertaining (Pilkington and Pollock 2015). The life circumstances of younger 
generations also differ significantly from their parents and grandparents, which may affect their 
willingness to get involved in urban politics. 

Worldwide, younger generations in big cities struggle to become homeowners, including in Finland 
(Statistics Finland 2019). A Finnish study has found a significant age difference in how homeownership 
affects voter turnout, one of the popular measures of citizens’ involvement in politics. While homeown-
ership remains a significant factor for the older generations, for younger people, a better predictor of 
whether they vote is education (Martikainen, Martikainen, and Wass 2005).
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How do citizens participate in the making of a city?

Structures and institutions enabling citizens’ participation in urban change and stability vary greatly 
across cities, not to mention national and cultural differences. Most of these enabling institutions are 
formal or informal to a different degree (Zhelnina and Tykanova 2019). Formal, legally regulated 
participation tools available to citizens include, for example, voting, membership in voluntary associa-
tions, municipal self-governance, homeowner associations, and participatory budgeting. 

A significant share of civic-minded practices, however, are not formally regulated and sometimes 
even invisible to governmental structures: informal associations, networks of family and friends 
focusing on the creation and maintenance of some common good; activists themselves, their skills, 
ideas, and their vision of their place in the system of urban governance.

Both kinds of civic infrastructure are important when citizens try to influence the urban environment 
and housing. By seeking improvements to mundane things, such as housing, plumbing, daycare, “or 
other aspects of residential life” (Holston 2008:246), citizens also assert their right to have a say in their 
city’s future, to be proper citizens. The right to the city is “far more than a right of individual or group 
access to the resources that the city embodies: it is a right to change and reinvent the city more after 
our hearts’ desire” (Harvey 2012:4). 

The right to the city is “far more than a right of individual or group access 
to the resources that the city embodies: it is a right to change and rein-
vent the city more after our hearts’ desire” 

David Harvey 2012



Routine urban citizenship

In some contexts, formal civic infrastructures are already in place and allow urban residents to get 
involved in the city-making without turning to protest actions and street politics. The role of voluntary 
associations in shaping the cities has been researched in the North American (McKenzie 1994) and 
Western European (Luhtakallio 2012) cities.

Some grassroots initiatives and civic innovations, like participatory budgeting, have conquered the cities 
worldwide relatively recently, becoming a part of the formal civic infrastructures allowing the urbanites 
to shape their cities (Jabola-Carolus et al. 2020). It is worth remembering that such civic innovations 
often result from grassroots efforts and street politics. It is particularly important in the age of growing 
disappointment in and avoidance of formal politics, especially among younger generations. 

However, not only contentious or consensual politics is a tool for urban transformations. Several 
studies have focused on the continuity between everyday life and urban politics (Auyero 2004; 
Boudreau, Boucher, and Liguori 2009). Most of them have emphasized the importance of the routine, 
unarticulated aspects of everyday life. Even seemingly personal choices and stylistic preferences of 
urbanites can have far-reaching consequences for how cities – and even nations – operate. For example, 
Zhang (2012) demonstrates how lifestyle preferences of Chinese urban middle classes and their desire 
for homeownership have transformed Chinese cities. New architectural types of housing emerged to 
satisfy their needs, accompanied by the social composition, security, and privacy these middle classes 
were looking for.

Urban problems and grassroots politics

People’s assertion of their right to the city takes different forms in different cultural and political envi-
ronments. In some urban contexts, urbanites have to develop the necessary civic infrastructures from 
scratch, building activist networks, learning civic skills, and formulating civic identities. There is 
significant literature on these processes in Latin American cities, where urban mobilizations were central 
to the demands of marginalized populations to be seen and treated as proper citizens (Holston 2008; 
Murphy 2015). 

Initiatives addressing housing and the quality of the living environment emerge even in seemingly 
apolitical societies and in societies where politics is considered risky; for example, in authoritarian 
states. In contemporary Russia, urban civic initiatives are widespread and, in many cases, effective. 
Many of them refuse to be labeled “political,” but they still manage to influence the decision-making 
regarding controversial urban development projects, and some even develop into formal civic infra-
structures, for example, by electing activists into local councils and legislative bodies. 

Paradoxically, urban redevelopment and the resulting threat of displacement can trigger the develop-
ment of resilient and active civic infrastructures; for example, the infamous urban redevelopment in New 
York in the 1950s and 60s lead to the creation of a vast and active system of organizations addressing 
historic preservation, quality of urban life, and tenants protection (Gold 2014).
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Future research in Helsinki region

Finnish society is permeated by civic practices: voluntary associations structure multiple aspects of life 
in cities and beyond, offering urbanites a range of formal tools to participate in urban development 
(Eranti 2017; Luhtakallio 2012). These well-established practices, however, function in an increasingly 
globalizing world, and Finnish cities are connected to international trends, discourses, and practices 
through networks of global knowledge exchange, immigration, and market relations. In this context, two 
themes can be identified as promising directions for future research: 

Inclusion/ exclusion dynamic in mixed and minority neighborhoods. Are there any differences in how 
Finnish-born and immigrant neighbors practice their urban citizenship? Above we have seen that some 
people may feel more empowered than others to exercise their urban citizenship based on their feeling 
of belonging. Due to differences in their “civic socialization,” some neighbors may lack proficiency in 
some of the tools of civic engagement or lack understanding of the value of such practices.

Influences of globalization on urban citizenship. While there are well-established Finnish ways of 
participating in urban development, there is also some evidence of global diffusion of new practices and 
attitudes. Luhtakallio (2012) provides examples of how the squatters’ international networks influence 
their local practices and choices in Finland; for example, some of the squatters may be less willing to 
cooperate with the governmental structures because of their belonging to the international subculture 
in which autonomy is one of the core values. 

The October 2020 incident of police violence against another global movement, the Extinction 
Rebellion, in Helsinki also raises the question of how the local practices of both the citizens and the law 
enforcement are changing in the globalized political era. Given the centrality of local civic participation 
to social cohesion of residential neighborhoods and overall citizens’ well-being, it is crucial to monitor 
and study this domain of urban life, with the effects of globalization, economic crises, and political shifts 
in mind. 
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