Civically Engaged Youths in the Americas

Chicago, Rio de Janeiro and Mexico City

Introduction 

The Project

The research aims to gain an understanding of how young people from different urban areas in global cities (Chicago, Rio de Janeiro, Mexico City) perceive citizenship and public action as well as their own participation in society. What are the similarities and difference among actively engaged youths in these three cities? Is there any shared background experiences which led these youths to become involved in their schools and/or communities?  

The central question of this project is how young people from middle and low-income families see themselves as citizens and their place in society. The research teams in the three cities are conducting a series of in-depth ethnographies of about 20 youths, 13 to 24 years old from different communities and with different social and economic statuses. The youths themselves will also write their personal narratives of how and why they became involved with their schools and/or communities.

The research asks how the two key terms, citizenship and public action, are understood and constructed and what are the histories of public involvement of young people living in different communities in the cities of Chicago, Rio de Janeiro and in Mexico City. What is their conception of politics including notions of citizenship, justice, equality, rights and responsibilities? What are the models upon which these understandings are based (religious, ideological) and who are the significant actors who have helped to catalyze this understanding (family, peers, religious organizations, community activists). How do they locate themselves in these changing global cities? 

In regards to participation, the questions asked concern the nature of this action, such as, what are the significant spaces of public action (school, community, city, nation, global); what are the roles of groups, organizations or movements in these public actions; what is the history of activism of individual actors and what are the particular responses to issues of inequality, poverty, discrimination, violence and privilege of the differently situated (in terms of class, region, ethnicity and gender) groups of young people.

The project started in 2004 in Chicago, coordinated by Maria de los Angeles Torres, currently at the University of Illinois. At the moment, the research is taking place in Rio de Janeiro and Mexico City, two of the most renowned unequal cities in the world. Both cities also afford incredible opportunities of charged political changes: it is a good time to involve young people in telling their stories of engagement. In this context of unabated inequality and rising violence the issue of how young people from different social backgrounds conceive of and engage in issues of citizenship and public action and how organizations and movements have taken on board these points of view is a particularly timely question.  Conducting these projects in three cities of the Americas can lay the groundwork for a hemispheric understanding of similar and differences in terms of democratic opportunities for youths. 

Methodology

The idea is to engage youths in self-reflection through interviews that are being used as the basis for in-depth essays they were asked to elaborate. The initial outreach was done to community organizations that works with youths. They were asked to help identify engaged youths. Then interviews were set up with young people. These were guided by a series of thematic questions. They follow the protocol used by Maria de los Angeles Torres, in her project on Global Youth in Chicago, thus providing the basis for comparative work. 

After the interviews, the idea is to have the youths write down narratives about their trajectories of participation and to engage them in a series of conversations. 

During the project, the youths will be invited to attend the meetings; workshops and the final event to release their publication.
The Programs and the Collaborators

The Latin American and Latino Studies (LALS) program at the University of Illinois at Chicago was the first program in the United States to build a curriculum which included both the US and Latin America. Establishing research collaboration among Latin American and Latino scholars and establishing collaborations with community organizations in Chicago’s Latino communities will be the main program goal of the next five years. Maria de los Angeles Torres is  professor of Political Science and will be directing UIC’s Latin American and Latino Studies Program. She was principal researcher of Global Youths and Their Politics, Chicago Project. Her publications include The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro Pan, Cuban Children in the US and the Promise of a Better Future, Beacon, 2004.

CIESPI (International Center for Research and Policy on Childhood) is a research center affiliated with Rio de Janeiro’s PUC University (Pontificia Universidade Católica do Rio de Janeiro). CIESPI has been working within some of the communities that will be part of this research and will provide access to local organizations and key individuals. CIESPI will also provide access to their own research projects and research findings that have bearing on the present theme. 

CIESPI, together with the network of organizations and initiatives concerning the rights of children and adolescents in Rio of which it is part, will provide a base for stimulating debate and exchanges with other researchers and local activists. CIESPI is also part of a larger research project Children's Perspectives on Citizenship and Nation-Building occurring in six countries (Brazil, South Africa, New Zealand, Palestine, Norway and Australia) through the coordination of Chidwatch International. This broader research community will also contribute to the proposed project through the exchange of ideas and research methodologies. Irene Rizzini is a Professor and a researcher at the Pontifical Catholic University of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil and Director of The International Center for Research and Policy on Childhood (CIESPI). Professor Rizzini serves as President of Childwatch International Research Network. She is the author of several books, among which are: The art of governing children: the history of social policies, legislation and child welfare in Brazil; Desinherited from society: street children in Latin America); The lost century: the historical roots of public policies on children in Brazil; Images of the child in Brazil: 19th and 20th centuries; Children and the law in Brazil- revisiting the History (1822-2000); Globalization and children (www.ciespi.org.br).

The Research Program on Infancy and Childhood is a center located at the Universidad Metropolitana de Mexico. (See their website http://www.uam.mx/cdi/piingles/indexvi.html.)  The members of its three campuses have created networks with local, national and international organizations that work with the most vulnerable sectors (migrants, indigenous, special needs children) and are committed to the promotion of changes in social policies, education and juridical issues consistent with the application of the Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC). One of the main lines of research is child participation and one of its members is actually coordinating a special transnational issue of the Journal Children, Youth and Environments for the Latin American Region on “critical perspectives on children and youth participation.” As part of the Latin American Network of Childwatch International, the Program will coordinate the next LA Conference next year which will provide an opportunity of discussion and diffusion of the project with other researchers in the field.   Norma del Rio, director of the Program, will be the coordinator of the Mexico City project. 

