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Active Citizenship
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    Active citizenship has become one of the key phrases used in political circles during the past decade. The rights we used to think we had, especially to full employment and a well-funded welfare state, were gradually dismantled during the 1980s by conservative governments in Britain and elsewhere. By the mid-1990s, the centre-left in Britain had ceased talking about the return to significant levels of state intervention and began to talk instead about the benefits of active citizenship. Rather than rely upon the government to see to our every need, we were asked to take responsibility for ourselves and dedicate at least some of our time and concerns to the broader welfare of the community (See Taylor, 2001). Whereas the Conservative governments of the 1980s and early 1990s preached the doctrine of individual self-interest, what became known as New Labour saw in the notion of active citizenship a way to remind us that we are members of communities and that this confers upon us both rights and responsibilities.

Citizenship

    Debates on the nature and responsibilities of citizenship have been taking place in political discourse since the time of the Ancient Greeks. The Athenians pioneered a system of direct democracy in which all citizens were invited to participate in public affairs. Whereas Plato dismissed this as the rule of amateurs (Plato, 1955), Aristotle recognised that the success and fate of democracy depended upon the quality of its citizens. For Aristotle, citizens have an obligation to cultivate their powers of reason and participate in the life of the community. Aristotle believed that in doing so citizens can develop and exercise their civic virtues (Aristotle, 1912). The Aristotelian view of the relationship between the individual and the community still has relevance today. Although the franchise has been extended far beyond Aristotle’s small band of citizens, his belief that human association is natural and that citizens should participate in public affairs can be applied to contemporary society. The Aristotelian tradition sees that through participating in society we develop as citizens and can make significant contributions towards the common good. This line of argument recognises that we need to find ways to reconcile the interests of the individual with those of the collective. It is clear that individuals can and do have a range of private interests that might be inconsistent with those of other members of society. It could be argued, however, that individuals are prone to make serious errors in judgement when they consider their own interests in isolation of any collective interest. If our characters are influenced (or even determined) by our relations with others, then our long- term development rests in no small measure upon the fate of the community.

    But how can citizens be encouraged to participate? It could be argued that in a representative democratic system we have representatives to legislate on our behalf and that we are under no obligation to participate politically. It is clear that many people have become alienated from politics and from the political process and that they often feel powerless to the extent that there is ‘… a chasm opening between government and citizens’ (Civil Renewal Unit, 2005, p. 4). Frazer describes this as a process of `political disengagement’ and argues that if people `... emphasise and underscore their difference from those who typically have political power, that can reinforce any disinclination to participate politically’ (Frazer, 2000, p. 208). Moves to encourage active citizenship can be seen in this political context. The more people disengage, the harder it is for the government to gain compliance and cooperation for its policy agenda. It might therefore be in the interests of governments to get citizens involved in their economic and social programmes. One way of doing this is by using the education system to advance understanding of the responsibilities of citizenship.
Citizenship and Education

    Education has numerous social functions. In addition to providing the tools and opportunities for individuals to develop and pursue their interests, educators are often in a position to select and promote a range of social values. When the state has control over the curriculum, these values can be very narrow indeed. One of the great advantages of the higher education system is that we are at present relatively autonomous. Although there are certainly ways in which our activities are monitored and funnelled through the audit trail, individual academics are still able to investigate diverse value systems and introduce their students to a broad range of ideas. One of the ways in which we can make a contribution towards the social and political education of our students is to ask them to consider what it is to be a citizen. What are our rights and responsibilities? How can we scrutinise the information we receive and how can we engage in meaningful social reform? These are at least some of the questions that we can ask and address in citizenship education.

    In discussing the value of citizenship education, the views of T.H. Marshall and Bernard Crick are particularly important. Although they were primarily interested in using education to promote the virtues of citizenship in the current social and political order, they displayed an interesting degree of respect and sensitivity for their subject matter. Both seemed aware in the language they used and in the warnings they gave that education is a powerful weapon and one that is potentially dangerous. Marshall (1950) argued that education was important for citizenship and that the state should provide education with '... the requirements and the nature of citizenship definitely in mind' (Marshall, 1950, p. 16). Marshall believed that one of the principal aims of education should be to cultivate the development of citizens and he regarded the right to education as a 'genuine social right of citizenship' (Marshall, 1950, p. 16). For Bernard Crick (1998), and for his working party on teaching citizenship, citizenship education should help people prepare for adult life. It was not seen as an end in itself but a means by which we can learn a variety of skills, values and knowledge. It was argued that debate was essential and that we should be willing and able to discuss controversial issues. These debating skills were considered '... vital for a healthy democracy' (Crick, 1998, p. 8). Crick pointed out that the aim of citizenship education should not be to disseminate any set body of knowledge but to develop awareness and understanding of the changing relationship between individuals and government and the changing nature of 'civic cohesion'. In Crick's view, citizenship education should aim to prepare people for 'informed participation' (Crick, 1998, p. 14). In this we see an important caveat. Citizenship education should not be about promoting specific values. If it has an over-riding or primary aim it should be to equip people with analytical skills and to encourage us to see ourselves within the context of the community. We need to be able to understand our socio-political environment and be willing and able to intervene in the political process if moved to do so. Clearly this does not mean that we need to take an active interest in parliamentary politics and in the activities of mainstream political parties. Indeed, to be an active citizen might mean turning our back on such things and associating with smaller groups of people and causes to which we feel some affinity.

    Citizenship education in schools is thought to have a number of clear benefits for pupils, schools and for society. In the early stages of discussing the possible shape of citizenship education in Britain, Crick and his team argued that pupils will benefit as citizenship education will help them to become '... active, informed, critical and responsible citizens' (Crick, 1998, p. 9). Citizenship education could help schools by forging links between the school and the local community. It was also believed that society will benefit from having '... an active and politically literate citizenry convinced that they can influence government and community affairs at all levels' (Crick, 1998, p. 9). This could, for example, help to make local government '... more democratic, open and responsive' (Crick, 1998, p. 9). Crick recognised that citizenship is given true meaning when it is active. Citizenship is not a single thing. If citizenship is more than the possession of defined rights or a legal status, it is something that is defined and redefined constantly as a result of our own activities. 

The three themes

    The fluid nature of citizenship in general and active citizenship in particular creates a significant challenge for educators. There are many ways in which we can be active and Crick’s recommendations for citizenship education provide us with an interesting place to join the debate. Crick (1998) states that in order to achieve 'effective education for citizenship', it was necessary to explore three main themes:

· Social and moral responsibility

· Community involvement

· Political literacy

It was acknowledged that these themes were 'related to each other' and that they were 'mutually dependent on each other' (Crick, 1998, p. 11). But we can go further than this. Each of Crick's three themes is a form of activity.
    Social and moral responsibility calls upon us to think through the implications of our activities upon others. Theorists and practitioners who recognise the importance of the community as a context for individual and social development also see that as individuals we have responsibilities as well as rights. It is thought that these responsibilities should influence the way we interact with fellow members of the community and have an impact upon the demands we place upon the statutory sector. Crick (1998) was clear that he wanted pupils to learn 'socially and morally responsible behaviour' towards each other and towards those in authority. This was proposed in the belief that '... guidance on moral values and personal development are essential preconditions of citizenship' (Crick, 1998, p. 11). It was argued that it is important to encourage a sense of responsibility and that this involved us gaining an understanding of the importance of caring for others, how our actions affect others and that our actions have consequences (Crick, 1998, p. 13). It is believed that by encouraging a sense of social and moral responsibility it might be possible to nurture respect for the rights of others and strengthen the connection between individuals and the communities in which they live. 

Crick’s second theme, community involvement, invites us to participate in communal endeavours. Marshall recognised that local loyalties are often more important than loyalties towards the national community. Although we might have an obligation to serve the general welfare of the community, this obligation could be a little unrealistic especially if '... the community is so large that the obligation appears remote and unreal' (Marshall, 1950, p. 45). It is possible, however, for schools, colleges and universities to engage with the local community and in so doing help to forge links on a number of levels. Crick (1998) argued that a lot could be learned through working in voluntary groups in the community. In particular, such work could provide people with an insight into the organisation and delivery of public services, the importance of social networks and how to raise funds for community projects (Crick, 1998, p12). There are clearly many ways through which universities can also be involved in the community. Work-based learning is becoming increasingly popular. Universities could also draw upon expertise within the local communities and embed this in the courses they offer. Access to higher education could be given to a broad range of students through widening participation programmes. What is important for the development of active citizenship is that universities and their students find ways to engage with the community. In this way, students will gain invaluable skills and experience that could contribute towards community development.
The final theme, political literacy, is likewise active in that it requires us to develop our understanding of the political system and sharpen the tools necessary to make sense of connections within the political process rather than passively assimilate political information. For Crick (1998), becoming politically literate involved such things as gaining a true understanding of how decisions are made, how resources are allocated and how conflicts can be resolved. Indeed, he argued that that political literacy should help pupils '... make themselves effective in public life through knowledge, skills and values' (Crick, 1998, p. 13). It should be noted, however, that political literacy can mean far more than learning how to participate in mainstream politics. It is also possible to gain a great deal from our own political activities, whether this involves participating in the mainstream political process or exerting pressure from the fringes. As active citizens, we need to be able to scrutinise the information we are given, make sense of the forces at work and if necessary take action. Political literacy is indeed necessary for individuals to engage effectively in the political process. Although the government of the day will not necessarily approve of all forms of political activity, the higher education system would be in a sorry state indeed if it deferred to any particular government agenda on the nature and scope of true citizenship.
Conclusion

    It could be argued that social and political elites have an active interest in keeping citizens passive. We are told in the run-up to general elections that we have the power make a difference, though it is clear that many of the mainstream political parties want to limit this power to selecting who will govern rather having any direct say in determining the priorities of the government. Passive citizens know their place. They tend to their own interests and leave politics to those who are skilled (or foolish) enough to seek public office. Passive citizens may well regard society and political process as external to them and feel that politics is something that is done to them. The current political climate, however, has forced the government to invite citizens to participate in political affairs. It is recognised increasingly that social problems can be alleviated to some extent by involving citizens in the planning and implementation of policies, especially in the areas of community development and crime prevention. The development of active citizenship has the potential to alter the political tone of the age. By empowering citizens to participate in politics, it might even transform for the better the relationship between political parties and the electorate. In the belief that the education system can contribute something towards this, the authors contained within have come together to consider the importance and relationship between active learning and active citizenship.
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