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Praise for Citizen You


“Citizen You is a refreshing, sparkling challenge to all of us to seize the day and do something to change the world. You can’t read this book without feeling inspired, energized, and motivated to get engaged in your school or your community, in issues local and global, in what it takes to help build a future worth dreaming about.”

—Jacqueline Novagratz, CEO of the Acumnen Fund




“Citizen You inspires readers to get involved in a way that’s right for them—whether in their own community or a village on the other side of the world. Now more than ever, it’s important to recognize that philanthropy takes many forms and that every person has something to contribute.”

—Pierre Omidyar, founder and chairman of eBay, and
Pam Omidyar, cofounder of the Omidyar Network
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For Lizzie, Charles, Henry, and Mason …
Your love and support have allowed me to
pursue more than I ever dreamed possible.
Thank you for doing your part
to change my world for the better.
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It is time to recapture that sense of a common purpose: I am my brother’s keeper, I am my sister’s keeper. I’m tired of hearing about how America is on the wrong track—I want us to come together to put it on the right track. I’m tired of hearing about red America and blue America—I want to lead a United States of America. I’m tired of talking about what we can’t do, or won’t do, or won’t even try—I want all of us to stand up and start reaching for what is possible.

That’s what history calls us to do. Because loving your country shouldn’t just mean watching fireworks on the Fourth of July; loving your country must mean accepting your responsibility to do your part to change it. And if you do stand up, I promise you that your life will be richer, and our country will be stronger.

—PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA



Freedom and responsibility,
Liberty and duty,
That’s the deal.

—JOHN W. GARDNER, FOUNDER,
   COMMON CAUSE AND INDEPENDENT SECTOR





Foreword

America is a great nation because generation after generation has put forth new ideas to face an increasingly complex and challenging world. Our generation can be no different. Today, we are facing unprecedented challenges, from a worldwide economic slowdown and global climate change to health care and education systems that are failing to serve the genius of our children and prepare them for our twenty-first-century economy. It is time for the next generation of Americans to embrace new ideas, approaches, and innovations to address our problems and seize the profound opportunities before us.

Citizen You is a book for these times. My friend Jonathan Tisch has long been engaged at the crossroads where business, government, philanthropy, and civic activism meet. He has been a leader of the travel and tourism industry, a socially responsible business leader, an advocate for the poor and disadvantaged, a supporter of many of New York’s (and America’s) most important charitable efforts, an outspoken voice for progressive politics, and a practitioner of creative public-private partnerships. Jon knows the seriousness of the problems our society faces, and he understands our need to search for new solutions. Citizen You is his latest contribution to that effort.

In these pages, Jon and his coauthor Karl Weber have gathered the stories of some of today’s most remarkable citizen activists. They come from every walk of life—students who are using their classroom learning to shape innovative approaches to social problems; businesspeople who are finding ways to serve both profit and human needs; social entrepreneurs who are creating new kinds of organizations that empower citizens to improve their lives and their communities; and government officials who are breaking through bureaucratic rules to improve services while cutting costs and promoting individual freedom.

I’m inspired by stories like these. I know they’re real because we’re transforming life for the people of Newark through similar alliances among business, government, nonprofit groups, and citizen alliances. Our public-private partnership, GreenSpaces, has brought public parks within reach of thousands of our citizens for the first time in decades. We’ve made basic health care and prescription drugs available to hundreds of families through Newark Rx and Newark Health Plus, two more partnerships between the private and public sectors. And with the help of local law firms, venture philanthropists, and a national think tank, we’ve developed innovative programs that are helping ex-offenders build new lives and contribute to their communities.

In times like these, we can’t afford to waste a single mind. Everyone has something to contribute to solving the daunting challenges we face. Citizen You is a powerful introduction to some of the many ways individuals are changing our world for the better. I hope it will be read by people all over our country, and the planet, and that many will be inspired, like me, to join the movement it describes so eloquently.

Cory A. Booker,
mayor of Newark
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Social Mindstorms


Fresh Thinking Shakes Up the World of Civic Activism



We’re living in an extraordinary moment in history—a time when the world is calling out for a new corps of citizen activists who are prepared and willing to tackle the global challenges we face. In response, we’re seeing the birth of a new model of civic engagement—a model of active citizenship, being shaped by thousands of individuals and organizations that are exploring new ways of addressing social problems.* It’s an exciting explosion of practical creativity that is already demonstrating how seemingly intractable problems can be set on the path to solution through innovative thinking that breaks free of old constraints.

The emergence of this new activism couldn’t be happening at a better time. We live in an era when millions of people are eagerly searching for new sources of meaning and purpose in life. These questing individuals include young people, the estimated seventy-six million members of the Millennial Generation who are coming of age in a troubled world and are filled with the idealism of youth, yet lack the clear political and economic purposes that motivated early generations of Americans; members of the middle cohort, Generation X, who are struggling to find their role in a world where the economy is struggling, resources are scarce, and rewards seem to be restricted to a lucky few; and the vast numbers of baby boomers, now nearing retirement, who are looking back on their turbulent, promising early days in the 1960s and 1970s and wondering what happened to their dreams of reshaping the world.

Each in its own way, these generational groups are all looking for opportunities to apply their restless energies to the pressing needs of society. For many, the new activism may hold the answer.

•  •  •

The story of Scott Harrison offers a vivid example of the power of active citizenship to transform lives—the lives of those who find new meaning in service to others, as well as the lives of the less fortunate who are benefiting from today’s new spirit of civic engagement.

Next to the air we breathe, water is surely the most basic of human necessities. In the developed world, we take for granted the availability of clean, safe water for drinking, cooking, and washing. But more than 1.1 billion people in the global south—one-sixth of the world’s population—lack access to clean water. The result is epidemics of disease, tens of thousands of deaths every week (many from conditions that may seem trivial yet are often deadly, like severe diarrhea), and the destruction of countless lives from the ancillary effects of water shortages. Those effects range from warfare over water supplies to the inability of millions of children to attend school because they must spend their days gathering water for their families instead—for example, hiking up to three hours to get to the nearest well or, in some cases, a dirty riverbed where they fill a bucket with water swirling with mud and raw sewage.

Solving this global problem is obviously an enormous challenge, far too big for one person or even one organization. But three years ago, a young man named Scott Harrison decided to find out what kind of impact a single individual could have on the lives of millions of thirsty people around the world. The answer has amazed even him.

Harrison’s organization, known as charity: water, has become one of the fastest-growing nonprofit groups in the world. In its short lifetime, it has attracted fifty thousand donors from two hundred countries who have contributed over $10 million, which has gone to fund more than thirteen hundred water projects in fourteen developing nations. These projects, managed by local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) with proven track records of integrity and efficiency, like the International Rescue Committee and Living Water International, are modest and human scaled. Rather than massive dams or desalinization plants, charity: water funds wells, village clinics, and filtration systems for local ponds in countries like the Central African Republic, Bangladesh, and the Ivory Coast. The individual projects are small, but taken together, their impact is huge. So far, almost a million people have been provided with potable water through the efforts of charity: water … and if Scott Harrison has anything to say about it, this is just the beginning.

Yet almost as remarkable as the humanitarian impact of Harrison’s work is Harrison’s own story. The creation of charity: water represents not the first but the second personal transformation this thirty-three-year-old New Yorker with the shy smile and the hipster style—jeans, black sweater, scraggly beard—has experienced in his young life.

“I was raised in a very religious home,” Harrison recalls, “and my mom was severely disabled due to an autoimmune disorder. She had to wear a face mask, stay in rooms where the windows were shielded with tin foil, and couldn’t even take a ride in a car. Everything from air conditioning to the electromagnetic field created by a TV set might make her sick. My dad and I spent years caring for her. Because of her illness, her life was incredibly restricted—and so was mine.”

When Harrison turned eighteen, he decided to change his lifestyle—not a little, but by 180 degrees. He moved from the New Jersey suburbs to New York City, enrolled in film classes at NYU, began spending his evenings checking out the downtown music scene, and wound up creating a career as a nightclub promoter and party planner. Harrison remembers:


I was throwing events for some of the hottest magazines, hosting parties in the trendy clubs in the city, and traveling around the world for fashion week celebrations. I was selling drinks for sixteen dollars and bottles of Absolut for three hundred and fifty dollars, and watching bankers dancing on tables with pretty girls and spraying champagne around the room. It was fun, going to work at ten o’clock and coming home at five in the morning. But it was also a radically unhealthy lifestyle, not just physically but psychologically and spiritually.



For ten years, Harrison worked his way up the social food chain, rising in jet-set circles, dating a string of models, and amassing a personal Rolodex with the private phone numbers and e-mail addresses of fifteen thousand of the most beautiful and pampered young people in the country. He stayed in touch with his parents mainly through brief messages bragging about his glitzy new lifestyle: “Hey, I’m in Paris for the weekend, flying down to Rio next week …”

But all the while, an inner voice from his boyhood was whispering a message that he couldn’t completely ignore—a message that this life of luxurious selfishness wouldn’t satisfy him forever.

That simmering inner conflict bubbled to the surface during a three-week getaway in South America. One morning, hungover after a night of partying with fireworks and champagne, Harrison pulled out the book he’d brought along for the trip—an inspirational tome titled The Pursuit of God by pastor and self-taught theologian A. W. Tozer. Harrison started to read, and got hooked. The next thing he knew, he’d decided to start rereading the Bible he’d abandoned ten years earlier. For the first time in his life, he began thinking about issues like faith, community, and service from the perspective, not of a child, but of an adult.

Harrison became convinced that it was time to change his life again. And once again, he decided to take a 180-degree turn. Eager to shift from a life of self-indulgence to one of service, and remembering stories from his boyhood about the good works of religious missionaries in places like Africa, he began researching charitable organizations that sought to help the poor in the developing world.

Harrison lacked any skills that would be of obvious use to such a group; he wasn’t a doctor, a nurse, an engineer, or a schoolteacher, and there’s not much call for party planners at organizations like CARE or Oxfam. His first attempts to find a useful role were fruitless. But then he learned that Mercy Ships, a global charity that sends floating hospitals staffed by medical volunteers to serve poor people in the developing world, was looking for a photographer to record and publicize their work. Although Harrison had never done any professional camera work, he talked them into giving him the assignment. As for salary, Harrison paid them $500 per month from his savings to cover his own expenses.

His stint with Mercy Ships was eye-opening. In war-torn Benin, he saw a crowd of seven thousand poor, desperate people lined up outside a stadium, hoping to be among the fifteen hundred lucky people selected to receive free surgery to treat life-threatening tumors and horrendous deformities. He visited a leper colony in Liberia and accompanied doctors on their rounds in villages with no electricity, no sanitary facilities, no drinking water. All the while, he was snapping photos and sending some of them home, via e-mail, to his party-loving friends back in the States. Some were repulsed and asked to be taken off Harrison’s e-mail list. But others were moved and asked, “How can we help?”

When Harrison returned home to New York, an old friend from the nightclub business told him, “Scott, these photos you’ve been taking are important. Our group needs to see them.” The friend helped to organize an exhibition at a gallery on Eighteenth Street called the Metropolitan Pavilion. Within nine days, visitors drawn largely from Harrison’s personal trove of names and addresses donated $96,000 to benefit the work of Mercy Ships.

Harrison had found his calling. He couldn’t help the suffering the way a doctor or a nurse could, but he was a gifted marketer—the years he’d spent luring New York’s beautiful people to visit the clubs and parties he promoted had demonstrated that. Now he would apply those same skills to a more vital mission. After several months of research to determine where the greatest need and opportunity existed, Harrison founded charity: water, and his life’s work truly began.

Although Harrison claims not to be much of a manager—he recently hired a chief operating officer to manage the dozen employees and assorted unpaid interns who now work at charity: water—he has used his communications skills and his instinctive creativity to build the organization into a highly effective outreach tool. He travels constantly, visiting sites in Africa and Asia where water projects are under way so that their stories can be vividly, compellingly told on the organization’s website. He has introduced innovative ways of connecting donors to their beneficiaries—for example, granting naming rights to wells and providing links to Google Earth’s satellite images that allow donors to actually see their projects being constructed. And he devised what he calls the “100 percent model,” under which a separate group of donors agrees to cover all of charity: water’s operating expenses, so that everyone else can be assured that every penny they give will provide direct benefits to the poor people of the world.

Obviously, the nearly one million people in the developing world who are gaining access to the life-giving water they need through the work of charity: water have seen their world transformed by Scott Harrison. Harrison’s personal transformation has been just as great. When he left behind the party scene, he quit smoking (something he’d tried and failed to do twenty times previously), quit using drugs, and got his drinking under control. He’s married to a young colleague from charity: water with whom he expects to work on humanitarian causes for decades to come. And in an amazing and happy confluence of events—whether you choose to call it a miracle, as Harrison does, or just a wonderful turnaround—even Harrison’s disabled mom has recovered after twenty-eight years of suffering. They recently had dinner together in a restaurant for the first time in their lives. And although Scott has not returned to the traditional, conservative religion of his boyhood, he definitely sees his new life of service as a response to a spiritual calling.

Scott Harrison’s journey is an extreme example. He went from a life of total self-indulgence to one of complete dedication to the needs of the least fortunate. But his actions have also engaged the lives of thousands of others whose devotion is less extreme. Through his photographs, the videos on his website, his newspaper and TV interviews, and the speeches he gives in schools and churches, Harrison has helped educate countless Americans about the problems faced by the “bottom billion” in Africa and Asia. And through the work of charity: water, he has enabled thousands to help shoulder the responsibility for alleviating that suffering, giving ordinary citizens, most of modest means, the opportunity to make the world a better place, one village well at a time.

Not everyone who chooses to become involved in the new activism will find his or her life transformed as Scott Harrison did. For many, active engagement in the needs and challenges of society will simply be a rewarding new element in a life that’s already busy and productive. For others, it will bring new meaning to an existence that may have felt humdrum or uninspired. But for everyone who chooses to contribute in ways large or small, there will be the satisfaction of knowing that their gift to the community can have a multiplying effect, giving hope to others and helping to spread the enlivening spirit of shared citizenship throughout our entire society.

•  •  •

Today’s new activism is emerging at a time when a fresh definition of citizenship is sorely needed—a time of unprecedented challenges on the national and world stage, when citizen engagement is not a choice but a necessity.

Within the last generation, the cold war ended and the fear of nuclear annihilation receded. Today new technologies are enabling cross-cultural connections and business opportunities that were never before possible, and expanding economies like those of China, India, and Brazil have lifted millions of poor people into middle-class status. But growth in the developing world has worsened global pollution, increasing the risk of disastrous climate change, and age-old problems from terrorism to racial and religious hatred to poverty and disease have continued to defy solution. Now a worldwide financial and economic crisis threatens to reverse the gains of recent decades and return millions to lives of desperate poverty.

Here in the United States, a generation of young people is on the rise that is better educated and better equipped for the future than any in our history. Having largely shed old forms of bigotry—racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia—they are eager to play their part in helping to solve the great challenges of our time. And in 2008, they took a momentous step in that direction by helping to elect our first “citizen activist” president—Barack Obama, a former community organizer who harnessed the power of idealism and citizen engagement to create what many have called the best-run, most innovative, and most broadly inclusive political campaign in our nation’s history. But today’s youth also face challenges more daunting than any since the Second World War—economic collapse, looming environmental disaster, crumbling infrastructure, dysfunctional health and educational systems, and festering international tensions.

Rarely has the world been faced with such momentous opportunities and dangers. The election of a smart, charismatic young president is a hopeful sign. But the problems we confront are too enormous to be solved by any one person or even by the massive powers of government alone. The question is: Will we the people dare to reshape the social, political, and intellectual structures that have confined us, making it all but impossible for us to make the right choices for our world’s future? Or will “old thinking” doom us to repeating the same mistakes that made the twentieth century an era of both enormous technological advancement and horrific human suffering?

The new activism holds a possible hopeful answer to this fateful challenge.

•  •  •

Today, newly engaged citizens are busy on dozens of fronts experimenting with new ways to solve long-intractable problems. In particular, they are exploring ways of transforming old models of civic activism into new ones that may have the power to create more meaningful, far-reaching change. In the process, they are also transforming their own lives, becoming not just engineers, lawyers, or teachers, but citizen engineers, citizen lawyers, and citizen teachers—models of the kind of engagement to which everyone can and should aspire.

Today’s new activism is transforming old ways of thinking about citizenship and social change in the following seven ways.

From Volunteerism to Active Citizenship

For millions of concerned citizens, the old model was about volunteering—“giving back” a portion of your time and resources as a way of expressing gratitude for the blessings you enjoy and, perhaps, of improving the lives of those who are less fortunate. Volunteerism is a proud American tradition, but its impact is inherently limited.

The new model is about active citizenship—taking part in the life of the community, not out of noblesse oblige but because you care about the health of the society in which you live and share a responsibility for its future with every other citizen. Active citizenship doesn’t just mean giving time to the local soup kitchen on a Saturday night (although efforts like that may be helpful, even admirable); it also means examining the root causes of problems like hunger and considering the entire range of actions you can take as a citizen to help eliminate those causes. Where volunteerism tries to alleviate the symptoms, active citizenship strives to cure the disease.

From Charity to Social Entrepreneurship

In the old model, affluent individuals and companies who cared about the welfare of society were urged to donate money and other resources (time, talent, goods, services) to benefit the needy. Those who contributed received nothing in return other than a sense of personal virtue and, perhaps, a tax deduction. And when their generosity ran out, or the stock market took a dip, the donations would usually dry up, often leaving the poor worse off than ever.

In the new model, problems like poverty, hunger, homelessness, and disease are tackled by self-sustaining organizations run according to sound business principles and designed to generate revenues even as they help those in need. Powerful examples of social entrepreneurship include Bangladesh’s Grameen Bank, which turns a profit even as it provides small loans to millions of rural poor, helping them earn their way out of poverty, and the Clinton Foundation’s UNITAID initiative, which has brought medications at affordable prices to 750,000 AIDS sufferers while enabling pharmaceutical manufacturers to make a reasonable profit on each sale.

From Targeted Philanthropy to Systemic Change

In the heyday of traditional philanthropy (approximately 1920 to 1985), major donors like the great foundations would award financial grants to individual not-for-profit organizations, which would use the money to support programs aimed at alleviating specific effects of social dysfunction. These efforts helped reduce human suffering and fostered incremental improvements, but they usually did little to bring about large-scale, lasting change.

In the new model, activist leaders are stepping back to examine entire social structures, looking for the organizational problems that prevent them from serving human needs. The goal, however, is not heavy-handed “social engineering” like something out of the Soviet era, but rather a search for leverage points at which a realistic investment of resources can trigger broader, positive change. Consider, for example, the Harlem Children’s Zone project, which targets kids in a sixty-block area of New York for a broad array of interventions, from parenting workshops and pre- and postschool programs to charter schools and job training, all aimed at reshaping the future for an entire generation of inner-city youth.

From Helping a Few to Building to Scale

In the old model, a relative handful of lucky beneficiaries were helped by charitable programs. Often the founders of these programs hoped that their successful efforts would become models for more widespread campaigns—but this rarely happened.

No longer content with piecemeal improvements, today’s citizen activists are taking seriously the challenge of building successful change efforts to scale. They are involving global corporations from Walmart to Procter & Gamble to apply their systems-building expertise to the problem to finding ways to bring needed goods and services to entire countries, even continents. And a younger generation of philanthropists, led by high-tech billionaires like Bill Gates and Pierre Omidyar, are sponsoring programs designed to alleviate suffering among hundreds of millions of people using simple, practical, scalable techniques like inoculations, water safety programs, and microcredit.

From Lobbying Governments to Energizing the Private Sector

It was once assumed that only national governments (or international agencies) had the financial clout and political influence required to address major social problems. That assumption has largely fallen by the wayside.

With the collapse of most former communist regimes, the scaling-back of socialist systems in Western Europe, and the downsizing of government programs in the United States, more and more people are realizing that the private sector—including for-profit businesses, nonprofit organizations, universities, and other institutions—must carry the main burden of most future efforts to improve society. Thus, in recent years, the major turning points of social progress have involved not the launching of government programs but private efforts, from the launching of health-care programs by the Gates Foundation to the peacemaking and democracy-building efforts of the Carter Foundation. And leadership in global citizenship is being exercised not by presidents or prime ministers but by private individuals from many walks of life—inspiring figures like Al Gore, Bono, Nelson Mandela, and Warren Buffett.

From Modest Reforms to Entirely New Models

Citizen activists once contented themselves with encouraging government, business, and individuals to undertake small improvements in the way they conducted “business as usual.” For example, they might urge corporations to donate funds to help the poor, or to provide products at discount prices to those in dire need.

Today, the greatest energies are being focused on creating entirely new models in both the public and private spheres, often blending social activism, business systems, and government support in novel ways. For example, the private initiative known as One Laptop per Child (OLPC), founded by experts at the MIT Media Lab and funded by high-tech companies, is building powerful, low-cost computers for sale to school systems in such developing-country markets as Brazil, Cambodia, and Pakistan. It’s a way of bridging the “digital divide” that combines the best capabilities of business, academia, and government in a way never seen before.

From Paternalism to Community-Based Action

Finally, the new activists have learned the pitfalls of traditional top-down, paternalistic forms of social change. They’ve seen how massive aid programs like those administered by the World Bank and other global institutions often fail to meet their goals due to a lack of real understanding of conditions on the ground and the needs of local people.

Today’s smartest citizen activists are partnering with individuals and groups who were once relegated to the role of passive recipients, from Native Americans to indigenous peoples of Africa to inner-city youth in the United States, drawing upon their insights, needs, and preferences when designing programs to foster social progress.

•  •  •

There are so many incredible opportunities for determined, creative individuals to literally change the world—sometimes in giant leaps, more often in small yet significant steps. Scott Harrison discovered his niche. But additional, equally inspiring examples are all around us.

For example, there’s Will Allen, the famed “urban farmer” who has taught thousands of inner-city residents how to grow nutritious, delicious, natural foods in vacant lots. Son of a South Carolina sharecropper, Allen played pro basketball briefly in the ABA, then settled down with his wife and kids on a small plot of land in the suburbs of Milwaukee. Like many others, Allen became aware of the phenomenon of “food deserts” in America’s cities—neighborhoods where there are fast-food outlets, convenience stores, and liquor stores aplenty, but no places to buy fruits, vegetables, and other healthy foods. But Allen didn’t just fret about the problem or hope for a solution from city hall. He founded Growing Power, which has created farms in Milwaukee and Chicago and training sites in five other states, each creating neighborhood jobs and producing tasty, good-for-you produce that’s available in local markets, schools, and restaurants. Allen’s programs are improving the nutrition of some ten thousand people and providing a practical model of reform that he hopes to spread to locations around the country. “Chicago,” he tells a visitor with a grin, “has seventy-seven thousand vacant lots.” Imagine how many malnourished people could be fed with the produce of seventy-seven thousand block-size urban farms! Will Allen and his supporters are working to make it happen.

For a very different image of an active citizen, there’s Alex Green, a twenty-year-old high school graduate from Topeka, Kansas, whose mom pushed him into signing up for the National Civilian Community Corps. NCCC is a federal program that provides young people with a modest stipend ($80 per week, plus $4.50 per day in food money) in exchange for essential services—disaster relief, nature conservation, infrastructure repair, and the like. In his two years working for the NCCC, Green has built houses in communities destroyed by Hurricane Katrina, cleaned up after floods in West Virginia, and cleared fallen timber that blocked hiking trails in a state park in Maryland. Perhaps equally important, Green has grown on the job. As a teenager, he’d experimented with drugs and drinking, and he’d had some scrapes with the law. “I saw community service as a punishment,” he admits. Now he’s become a team leader, supervising a crew of other service volunteers that includes college graduates with business degrees. Green has turned his life around and is busy helping others do the same, while contributing his time, talent, and energy to making America a better place to live.

Or consider Paula Lopez Crespin, a fifty-year-old Latina and former banking executive who rose from teller to vice president of marketing—then abandoned her business career to join Teach for America (TFA), the program that trains aspiring educators for jobs in some of the country’s toughest and most demanding inner-city schools. (Maybe you think of TFA as being tailored specifically to new college graduates. That’s the common assumption—yet currently over 80 percent of TFA applicants are either graduate students or would-be career changers.) Inspired to take this leap by her own daughter, who joined TFA after graduating from the University of Colorado, Crespin passed the program’s grueling admissions process (which accepts fewer than one applicant in eight) and, in June 2009, completed her first year as a math and science teacher for third and fourth graders at Cole Arts and Science Academy in a troubled Denver neighborhood. Her typical workweek stretches to sixty hours. Adding to the challenge, Crespin’s husband has recently changed careers as well, leaving the business world to pursue a master’s degree in social work. The family income has shrunk a bit. But Crespin says, “It hasn’t really bothered us. We are happier than we were.”

As these examples and many others like them suggest, you don’t have to be a millionaire or a CEO to contribute something unique to the betterment of our society. You don’t have to be particularly religious, high-minded, or idealistic. You don’t need the unique talents of a music superstar like Bono or the world renown of a statesman like Bill Clinton. The fact is that everyone has a role to play in the emerging world where active citizens are the driving force for social progress.

Students, teachers, and academic researchers can launch or support programs for social change in their local communities or in needy areas around the world, using their research methods and technological savvy to promote innovative ideas with an immediate positive impact on human problems.

Business managers, executives, and entrepreneurs can apply the resources and talents of their companies to community needs, as the workers and managers of Walmart did when they led the disaster recovery effort in the Gulf States after Hurricane Katrina, or as the people of Procter & Gamble are now doing with its Pur water treatment product.

Leaders, workers, and volunteers at nonprofit organizations, NGOs, charities, and foundations can use their experience in tackling social problems to help them develop creative new partnerships with government, business, and citizens’ groups that can do far more in combination to solve humanity’s greatest dilemmas than any single sector could do alone.

And government employees, legislators, and elected officials can put their considerable clout behind the active citizenship movement, providing seed money and other forms of support for promising new programs as well as clearing regulatory and legal hurdles that might otherwise stymie efforts at change.

We hope that everyone who reads this book will be inspired to ask, “What can I do to help make our world a better place?”—and then to devote at least a portion of his or her life to discovering the answer.

Today, the opportunities for individuals to make a real difference are more numerous and varied than ever. When a terrible earthquake devastated Haiti in January 2010, the island country’s neighbors responded with remarkable speed and creativity. President Obama asked Americans to take advantage of new technology by texting their donations to the relief effort. Within a week, users of a single phone network (Verizon) had contributed three million dollars, ten dollars at a time, and the Red Cross reported receiving more than ten million dollars through texting. Dozens of nonprofit organizations rushed to the scene with medical supplies, food, water, tents, blankets, and rescue equipment. Corporations jumped into the fray: employees at Cargill packaged 20,000 meals for earthquake victims; UPS sent members of its logistics emergency team to set up a supply distribution center in the Dominican Republic; Florida-based Seacor dedicated a construction team to rebuilding Haiti’s largest port to facilitate food and medical shipments; and tech companies from Google and Intel to Apple provided equipment, set up emergency communications networks, and lent experts to help repair damaged infrastructure. And countless ordinary Americans—doctors and nurses, construction workers and firefighters, school teachers and psychologists, engineers and clergy—put their personal lives on hold to rush to the scene and offer help.

Are you ready to begin exploring some of the amazing new ways that your fellow citizens are responding to the challenge of civic engagement? Our journey begins on the next page.


* In this book, we’ll be using the terms active citizenship, civic engagement, and social activism in more or less interchangeable fashion. In our usage, all these terms refer to a way of life in which participation in civil society in many forms—not simply through voting but also through activities on and off the job, in schools, and in the broader community—is considered the norm for all citizens, not just for a select few. And we define such participation, in turn, as including any activity whose primary purpose is the betterment of society as a whole, as opposed to personal profit or other forms of individual or family benefit. The descriptions, examples, and stories in this book are designed to illustrate these definitions.
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A New Breed of Leader


A Generation of Change Agents Ready to Hit the Ground Running



Of all the countries in Central America, Guatemala has had perhaps the most troubled history. Just a decade ago, it emerged from a devastating civil war among left-wing insurgent groups, right-wing paramilitary organizations, and an authoritarian government, which lasted thirty-six years and produced more than two hundred thousand deaths, horrendous human rights abuses, and a number of acts of genocide directed by the government against the country’s indigenous peoples.

Sadly, the United States has played an inglorious role in this tragic story. For decades in the early twentieth century, the U.S.-based multinational United Fruit Company dominated Guatemala economically, controlling the railroads, electrical monopolies, and telegraph system, and deliberately stifling any development that did not benefit the company directly. In 1954, a military coup supported by the CIA overthrew the democratically elected president Jacobo Árbenz, paving the way for the decades of civil war that began in 1960, in which Guatemala became a victim of the cold war rivalry between the United States and Communist rebels supported by the Soviet Union and Cuba.
Most Americans know very little about this history, although it sheds much light on the uneasy relations that have long existed between the United States and our neighbors to the south. Those who do know about it have mostly absorbed the knowledge from history books or a college course. But it’s quite another thing to learn about the civil war of 1960–1996 firsthand, by seeing its devastating impact on men, women, and children living in the villages of rural Guatemala.

That’s the experience that Tufts University student Krista Grace Morris had when she spent a summer living on a cooperative coffee farm run by ex-guerrilla fighters who are trying desperately to save the local people from becoming dependent on the only lucrative industry currently active in rural Guatemala—the trade in illicit drugs. And the shocking insights she developed during that sojourn to the dark side of human history have reshaped her academic and career plans in a way you might find surprising. Rather than study international relations with a special emphasis on Latin America, as she had originally intended, Morris came home from Guatemala determined to attend law school in the hopes of improving the legal controls on pseudoephedrine, a drug that is ravaging communities across America.

As a college junior, Morris’s personal and professional journey is obviously still in its formative stages. But it has already taken some unpredictable twists, thanks to the kind of mind-opening collision between academic learning and real-world experience that students at Tufts University’s Tisch College of Citizenship and Public Service are uniquely positioned to experience. As a result, students like Morris are graduating with both a remarkable firsthand understanding of social problems and an impressive determination to devote their considerable knowledge and talent to bettering the human condition. In effect, they leave the university campus as newly minted active citizens, ready not only to build careers but also to change the world—for the better.

The latest stage in Morris’s personal evolution began, like many journeys at Tufts University, with an amazing course taught by a dynamic teacher. In this case, the course was titled The Anthropology of War and Peacemaking, and the teacher was Jennifer Burtner, a youthful Ph.D. from the University of Texas at Austin. Burtner herself has spent a lot of time in Guatemala and other Latin American countries, studying the impact of poverty, war, political oppression, and violence on local peoples. In Burtner’s class, Morris learned all about the tragic history of Guatemala and made the decision to pursue a research project in the country. But when she arrived “in country,” she discovered that no amount of classroom study could adequately prepare her for the realities on the ground:


There I was, living on a coffee cooperative with a community led by ex-guerrillas from the civil war, people who are really trying to support themselves and build their society legitimately. But the government is providing them with none of the services or support they need, and their coffee plantations were practically destroyed by Hurricane Stan in 2005. Meanwhile there are violent street gangs everywhere, most of them making huge profits off trafficking in cocaine that travels up from Columbia through Guatemala on its way to Mexico and ultimately the United States.

I couldn’t help thinking, “If these coffee growers would just switch to growing cocaine or marijuana, their economic
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