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The Civic Service Corps as Social Infrastructure in a Fragmenting Europe

In the summer of 2024, riots spread across parts of England following false rumours about an asylum
seeker attack. Content spread through X and WhatsApp and crowds assembled faster than police
could respond. Within days, mosques, hotels housing asylum seekers, and community centres were
attacked. Only a few years earlier, in Leicester and Birmingham, street clashes erupted between
Hindu and Muslim groups, similarly fuelled by social media and ethnic tension.

The clashes were not merely political or economic; they were social. They were the product of people
who lived side by side but not together. Coming from an immigrant background in Britain, one that
integrated successfully, shapes how | see the problem. So does my experience working in City Year in
East London, a programme that sends young adults into under-resourced schools for a year of
service. That year took me out of a bubble and placed me in classrooms where social breakdown was
not an abstraction. It was also the birth of my civic commitment. Working alongside people from a
different socio-economic background toward a shared purpose was a radically humanising
experience. | saw both the division and inequalities in British society but also a path forward.

The summer of 2024 was in miniature what happens when rapid demographic change collides with
technological fragmentation and is filtered through political institutions built for a more homogeneous
age.

The Problem

European democracies are undergoing rapid demographic diversification at the same time as
technology dissolves shared public space, while politics remains organised around a fading model of
social cohesion.

In Britain, France, Germany, and across Western Europe, demographic change has been historically
compressed. In England and Wales, the foreign-born population rose from roughly 7% in 1991 to over
15% by 2021, with London now majority-minority in ethnic terms." At the same time, European states
generally are aging rapidly. Dependency ratios are rising, care systems are under strain, and fewer
young people are being asked to support more retirees.?

Technology has not smoothed this transition. The dominant digital platforms are optimised for
engagement, not understanding. They reward outrage, flatten nuance, and allow conflicts from Gaza,
Kashmir, or the Horn of Africa to be imported emotionally into Birmingham, Marseille, or Berlin in real
time. Politics, finally, struggles to mediate this collision. Party systems fragment, legitimacy thins, and
shared narratives weaken. When institutions cannot translate difference into workable compromise,
citizens search for belonging elsewhere—in religious communities, ethno-cultural networks, or online
micro-publics. The result is not simply polarisation; it is a crisis of political community.

The Collidision of Issues

Demography: diversity without contact

Europe’s demographic transformation is double-edged. Migration offsets aging workforces and can
renew societies but integration mechanisms have lagged behind. In many cities, people increasingly
live parallel lives: separate schools, social spaces, and civic institutions. The problem is not diversity
per se, but diversity without the institutions that convert proximity into solidarity.

' Office for National Statistics, Long-Term International Migration, Provisional: Year Ending December
2022, UK Government, 2023, Long-term international migration, provisional - Office for National
Statistics

2 Eurostat, Ageing Europe, European Commission, 2023, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php?title=Ageing_Europe.
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Social science suggests this matters deeply. Robert Putnam’s landmark work on diversity and social
capital found that, in the absence of meaningful interaction, diversity can initially reduce trust—both
within and across groups—even if longer-run outcomes can improve.® The key is not to deny the long-
run possibility of inclusive identities, but to acknowledge that trust does not arise automatically. It is
produced—slowly—through repeated cooperation, shared norms, and credible institutions.

Political behaviour increasingly reflects this fragmentation. When communities feel politically unseen,
or when distant conflicts become identity-defining, politics can become expressive rather than
constructive: elections become vehicles for signalling solidarity rather than mechanisms for governing
shared problems. The emergence of independents elected largely on Gaza-related mobilisation in the
UK is best read as a symptom of frayed civic integration, not as an indictment of any community’s
moral instincts.*

Technology: fragmentation at scale

Technology intensifies these trends. Platforms privilege emotionally charged content, and
recommendation engines narrow interpretive communities. In the age of Al-generated media, the cost
of producing persuasive misinformation approaches zero while the speed of distribution remains
instantaneous. The core danger is the replacement of shared reality with competing realities that map
neatly onto identity lines.

Niall Ferguson has compared our moment to the disruption caused by the printing press:
decentralised information systems that weaken hierarchies before new forms of order emerge.® The
difference today is velocity and micro-targeting. Algorithms collapse distance instantly while amplifying
grievance, making it easy to experience strangers as enemies and to experience politics as perpetual
cultural threat.

Politics: a thinning social contract

Politics determines how societies absorb pressure. Increasingly, it fails to do so. Yascha Mounk
argues that liberal democracy is historically unusual in combining mass diversity with mass
participation; it survives only when institutions intentionally cultivate common identity and trust.®
Without such integration, pluralism risks devolving into permanent low-grade sectarian bargaining:
groups negotiate for resources and recognition, but rarely develop shared projects or shared
sacrifices.

When trust thins, voters are less willing to fund benefits for those they experience as strangers, and
political entrepreneurs can exploit that reluctance. Demography creates pressure; technology
accelerates mistrust; politics struggles to arbitrate—then the social contract frays.

The Benefits and Risks

If managed well, the collision of demography, technology, and politics could yield enormous benefits:
sustained growth, renewed dynamism, and a civic identity that is genuinely inclusive. Societies that
successfully integrate newcomers and renew solidarity can convert diversity into creativity,
entrepreneurship, and geopolitical resilience.

If unmanaged, the risks are severe.

e First, political fragmentation and legitimacy erosion: parties splinter along identity lines,
coalitions become brittle, and governments lose capacity for long-term policy.

3 Robert D. Putnam, “E Pluribus Unum: Diversity and Community in the Twenty-First Century,”
Scandinavian Political Studies 30, no. 2 (2007): 137-174.
4 Dalia Al-Omari, “Who Are the UK’s Five Pro-Palestinian Independent MPs?,” The New Arab, June

28, 2024, https://www.newarab.com/news/who-are-uks-five-pro-palestinian-independent-mps; Samir
Jeraj, “Mapped: the 21 UK Seats Where Labour Could Lose Muslim Voters over Gaza,” Hyphen

Online, June 28, 2024, https://hyphenonline.com/2024/06/28/mapped-the-21-uk-seats-where-labour-
could-lose-muslim-voters-over-gaza-highest-proportion-muslims-uk-election/.

5 Niall Ferguson, The Square and the Tower: Networks and Power (New York: Penguin Press, 2017).
6 Yascha Mounk, The Great Experiment: Why Diverse Democracies Fall Apart and How They Can
Endure (New York: Penguin Press, 2022).
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e Second, chronic low-level unrest: small triggers become flashpoints, stretching policing and
local institutions.

e Third, welfare strain: aging accelerates without the trust required to maintain redistribution.

e Fourth, paralysis: politics hardens into permanent identity negotiation rather than collective
problem-solving.

The Idea: the Civic Service Corps as social infrastructure

European countries have treated social cohesion as a cultural by-product. It should treat it as
infrastructure. The proposal is a Civic Service Corps (CSC): a universal, one-year national service
programme designed explicitly to produce cross-group trust through structured cooperation, while also
addressing deficits in healthcare, education, defence, and infrastructure.

This is not conscription in the traditional sense. It is an attempt to rebuild trust at national scale, using
the same seriousness with which states build transport networks or public health systems. The bold
claim is simple: in a fragmented democracy, the state must create at least one institution where
citizens routinely work with people unlike themselves on tasks that matter.

1) Universal service, plural pathways

At ages 18-20, all citizens and permanent residents complete one year of service. The programme
offers plural pathways to preserve legitimacy and match diverse abilities. Pathways include: care
homes, hospitals, disability services, schools and youth programmes, defence, disaster response,
public engineering and more.

The CSC would therefore offer parity through identical stipends, identical credential value, and
common initiation training across tracks whilst offering specialisation based on interest.

2) Deliberate social mixing as design principle

The CSC’s core mechanism is not service itself; it is engineered mixing. Participants are assigned to
teams designed to maximise social distance crossed—across class, ethnicity, geography, and belief—
while ensuring genuine cooperation. A wealthy Surrey graduate, a working-class teenager from a
coastal town, a British-Bangladeshi Londoner, and a Scottish Muslim might find themselves together
on a Manchester hospital ward, accountable to one another for daily tasks.

This design rests on a robust empirical tradition: the contact hypothesis. Gordon Allport argued that
prejudice decreases when groups interact under conditions of equal status, common goals,
cooperation, and institutional support.” Later summaries by professional associations highlight that
contact works best when it is sustained, cooperative, and backed by norms.2 Britain has plenty of
diversity, but too little structured cooperation across difference.

3) Shared formation: a civic initiation

The first six to eight weeks would be spent in mixed cohorts with shared training: basic emergency
response, first aid, teamwork, civic education, and digital literacy (including misinformation resilience).
Militaries long understood the bonding power of shared initiation; civilian societies have largely
forgotten it. Formation is where a ‘we’ is created—not by slogans, but by shared competence and
shared hardship.

4) Technology as counter-fragmentation

Crucially, the CSC does not bypass technology; it repurposes it. Algorithmic matching would be used
deliberately to maximise difference rather than similarity, with transparent constraints to prevent
discrimination. Participants would receive secure digital service records—minimal-data credentials
verifying completion, skills, and evaluations—portable across employers and universities.

7 Gordon W. Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1954).
8 American Psychological Association, “Can Contact Reduce Prejudice and Discrimination?,” Monitor

on Psychology (November 2001), https://www.apa.org/monitor/nov01/contact
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Unlike social platforms that monetise homophily, CSC technology would monetise none of it. Its
purpose is to create bridging ties that persist after service: alumni networks, mixed-region cohorts, and
cross-class mentorship.

5) Education and labour-market spillovers

The CSC can also correct distortions in opportunity. In the UK, reliance on predicted grades has long
raised concerns about bias and unequal signalling across schools; admissions processes can
inadvertently reward inherited advantage.®

Post-service evaluations based on observed performance in real teams provide an additional signal of
maturity, reliability, and leadership. Universities and employers could treat CSC completion as a ‘civic
credential’ and a partial substitute for traditional markers.

The Implementation

Institutional home

The CSC should sit within a new Ministry of Civic Service with parliamentary oversight, working
through local authorities and accredited civil-society partners. It must be insulated from partisan
capture through an independent board, multi-year budgeting, and transparent evaluation metrics.
Phased rollout

Years 1-2: voluntary pilots in high-need regions (care, schools, resilience) with rigorous evaluation.

Years 3—6: partial compulsion via randomly selected birth-month cohorts, announced several years in
advance to allow planning.

Years 7-10: full universalisation, with flexible timing windows (e.g., any time between 18 and 22) to
accommodate apprenticeships, caregiving, and religious considerations.

This phase-in matters. Legitimacy must be built before obligation. Early cohorts should be celebrated
publicly.
Financing

Financing is often treated as the fatal objection, yet countries already pay for fragmentation—through
policing, social welfare stress, lost productivity, and political instability.

The CSC can be funded through a mix of

(i) reallocation from existing fragmented youth schemes;

(i) modest payroll contributions shared between state and employers, justified as workforce
development

(iii) targeted ‘care capacity’ budgets, given that eldercare needs are rising structurally. Even a

fiscally neutral programme can be economically expansionary if it increases labour-market
attachment, reduces long-term welfare costs, and stabilises political legitimacy.

The Pushback and Problems

Coercion and backlash

A universal programme risks backlash, especially among young people who already feel burdened by
housing costs and stagnant wages. The answer is to make the bargain explicit with service in
exchange for tangible benefits such as tutition credits, hiring preferences in public-sector roles, and
portable credentials. Non-compliance should trigger graduated consequences (loss of certain
subsidies or public-service eligibility), but coercion should be minimal and predictable.

9 UCAS, “Predicted Grades and University Admissions” (analysis and reports page), accessed 2026-

02-02, https://www.ucas.com.
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Bureaucracy and inefficiency

A CSC could become a make-work programme. Preventing this requires strict accreditation of host
institutions, clear task definitions, and independent performance auditing. Participants should fill
genuine capacity gaps, especially in care, schools support, and resilience—sectors that are labour-
intensive, socially valuable, and chronically understaffed.

Militarisation or ideological capture

Critics will fear forced national identity narratives. The solution is pluralism by design: pathway
diversity, civilian oversight, and a civic curriculum focused on constitutional principles and practical
skills rather than cultural conformity. The CSC should cultivate a shared sense of obligation without
imposing a single story of identity.

Conclusion: a choice to design

Imagine twenty years from now if this works. Care homes staffed by young people who no longer see
aging as alien. Classrooms supported by former CSC cohorts who share a quiet bond across class
and ethnicity. Civil defence teams that reflect the society they protect. Political disagreement persists
but it occurs within a thicker fabric of shared experience, reducing the temptation to see opponents as
existential threats.

European democracies will integrate diversity either accidentally, through crisis, or intentionally,
through design. The Civic Service Corps is a choice to design: a deliberate institution that converts
demographic diversity into civic solidarity, repurposes technology against fragmentation, and gives
politics a sturdier foundation than outrage cycles. In an age of demographic change, technological
acceleration, and political strain, that choice may determine whether pluralistic democracy endures,
not in theory, but in lived experience. The uncomfortable truth is that pluralistic democracy requires not
only tolerance, but enforced obligation: shared service before shared rights.
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