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Civil society is increasingly being viewed as a site of civic
engagement which is necessary for the development and
maintenance of a democratic political culture. It is a
contestable concept which can be used to argue for the role of
civil society organisations in limiting the power of the nation
state and also their working in partnership with nation states to
bring about economic and social development. According to
Michael Edwards in his recent stimulating book on civil
society (Edwards, 2005) there are three major schools of
thought on the role of civil society in contemporary society and
politics. One school of thought views civil society as a
normative ideal or vision of what society should look like.
From making poverty history to realising the potential of
universal human rights civil society is seen as the space where
such ideals will be achieved. A second school of thought

identifies civil society as the location of the activities of
primarily the voluntary and community sectors although it also
includes the role of religions and other informal associational
activities. The third school of thought views civil society in
terms of constituting a public sphere where within this space
active citizens engage in deliberative democratic practices. It is
this space where citizens can engage in non formal and
informal ‘political activities’ and debate and campaign for
competing normative ideals and visions of the good society. It
is also in this space where development educators have an
important role to play in facilitating an education for
democratic citizenship which promotes social justice and a
democratic global civil society.

Development education for democratic citizenship can take
place in schools, colleges, higher education and in NGOs (eg.
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Oxfam) which promote community based learning. The
Development Education Association provides for a wide range
of development educators across all these sectors a crucial
focal point for debate, discussion and dissemination. The
pedagogy of development educators engaging with civil society
involves active learning, experiential learning and the challenge
of participatory learning where the voices of the learners are
both a guide and a resource for learning. From community
education in Scotland to the WEA in England there has been a
strong tradition of innovative ‘Adult and Community
Education’ which has based itself within the community and
which can inform the practice of development education.
Recently, the Civil Renewal Unit of the UK Home Office has
established the ‘Active Learning for Active Citizenship’
programme and several of the articles in this issue are linked to
it. Having become the chair of its advisory committee I have
been involved in the dialogues of its regional hubs about what
constitutes an active learning for democratic citizenship in all
its diversity. What is striking is the connection between active
citizenship on the local and regional levels with that of global
civil society. It doesn’t take a PhD in rocket science to
recognise that engagement in UK civil society involves
questions of global interdependence, environmental
sustainability, and the possibility of linking local civic
engagement with that of broader social movements and global
civil society.

In this issue we have a fascinating variety of examples of
how development educators are engaging with civil society.
The first contribution of Garrick Fincham provides a useful
introduction and call to action while Don Harrison provides an
insightful historical account of the genealogy of development
education. Val Woodward, who is the manager of the ‘Active
Learning for Active Citizenship’ programme at the Home
Office not only provides an excellent account of the
programme, she also develops some key points about the
radical pedagogies underlying it. In the last article in the first
section Lynn Davies and Hiromi Yamashita demonstrate, on
the basis of a research project on ‘Global citizenship’, how
addressing issues of war and conflict needs to be central for an
education for social cohesion and active citizenship. 

The thematic articles are followed by a number of wide
ranging articles on different aspects of how development
educators engage with civil society from the professional
development of engineers, to an overview of civil society and
education in the Arab region, to the Swapping Cultures
Initiative, to an excellent account of the activities of the WEA,
to higher education, third age education and co-operative
education. At the end of the issue we also are invited to
participate in some key debates that development educators are
involved with.

In the ‘in my view’ section there are two important
reflections of the importance of faith based community action
and the role of faith in education for social justice and the
campaign for trade justice. Although the UK is increasingly
becoming a more secular society we must more fully
understand the role of faith traditions and the activities of faith

communities in civil society in the UK and globally and this
should more critically inform the theory and practice of
development educators. 

By focussing on the role of engagement in civil society by
development educators we must go beyond the view of civil
society as a space for civic engagement. Following Michael
Edwards, we must also view civil society as a contestable set of
normative ideals based on what it ought to be like and
recognise the role of development education in stimulating the
moral and political imaginations of its learners. Learning for
active citizenship and the realisation of social justice and a
democratic global civil society requires not only critical
knowledge and civic skills it should also involve experiential
learning in the community and a critical understanding of key
values involving the imagination.  
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