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Introduction
Active Learning for Active Citizenship (ALAC) focuses on
citizenship as a capacity within people, rather than
something that people do, or do not do, or posses at any one
time, in any one place. The project is based on ideas of
empowering education contributing to a healthy democracy.
Some commentators, such as the National Council for
Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), claim such ideas run
counter to those of the current Government (Jochum et al,
2005), yet the programme forms a key aspect of the
Government’s civil renewal agenda, engaging civil society in
government activity but also in broader aspects of decision
making and power. There are now 7 ALAC ‘hubs’ across
England, operating within a framework suggested in the
‘Active Learning for Active Citizenship’ report (Woodward
2004) published by the Civil Renewal Unit at the Home
Office. Community based learning on engaging in civil
society is being developed and evaluated to produce lessons
for further action by the government working in partnership
with the voluntary and community sector. The Civil Renewal
Unit’s ‘Together We Can’ action plan stresses that the
government needs to work together with the community and
voluntary sector in order to achieve real change.
(www.togetherwecan.homeoffice.gov.uk) 

To maximise learning the hubs embrace diverse methods
within diverse settings. However all work to the core values
emphasised within the report; social justice, participation,
equality and diversity, and co-operation. The hubs provide
SPACE – ‘social, political, and active citizenship
educational’ space for critical reflection. Participants are
encouraged to delve more deeply into issues of particular
interest to them, using their own experiences as part of the
data being considered but widening this in the light of
further research and discussion. Indeed, a hub suggests
continual multi-directional learning amongst all participants,
including practitioners and government bodies. Each hub has
a geographically located core with links (spokes) to local
partner groups, as well as broader organisations, through the
national programme. 

ALAC learning hubs are therefore active and dynamic
structures. They have been established in South Yorkshire,
Greater Manchester, the Black Country, Lincoln, London,
Tees Valley and the South West.

ALAC practice
Learning at the hubs embraces the local and the global,
engaging civil society in understanding better the worlds
around them, 

• enabling people to understand the links between their
own lives and those of people throughout the world

• increasing understanding of the global economic, social
and political environmental forces which shape our lives

• developing the skills, attitudes and values which enable
people to work together to bring about change and to
take control of their own lives

• working to achieve a more just and equitable world in
which power and resources are equitably shared 

Global citizenship is embedded into practice at the hubs. For
example, a ‘Globalisation and Local Action’ course is being
run in South Yorkshire. This builds on previous work
organised by the Workers Educational Association (see p19
for further details). Participants are encouraged to consider
food and shopping in the context of their local experience
and the global economy. This in turn has been linked to
redevelopment plans to replace small local shops with a
cheaper superstore. Different aspects are researched,
collecting material from the local press and other sources of
information such as the world-wide-web, and then discussed.
Critical reflection is encouraged about the global political
economy of supermarkets, their part in the food chain and
their impact on local shopping. Such material provides a
counter to the powerful domination by supermarkets of ways
of thinking and acting (discourse) about food. The outcomes
do not provide an answer to inequalities or the politics of
food production and distribution, but they do provide
possibilities for counter cultures that may weaken the
seeming inevitability of globalised supermarket behaviour.
This may encourage participants to consider personal and
political strategies for action towards change. The South
Yorkshire hub involves people from local Liberian and
Sudanese communities, enabling participants to stretch their
understanding and knowledge about international
interdependence in many interesting ways. 

This is particularly apposite as, at the time of writing this
article, the G8 summit is about to meet and Live8 concerts
are being held across the world. Healthy controversies are
raging in the media about, for example, the value of ‘doing
good to’, ‘giving to’, the power of regimes and political
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cultures, globalisation, empowerment, how ‘we’ can change
power and material relations in the world, and who ‘we’ are.
People power, governance and the G8 are being debated, or
at least raised as discussion topics. ALAC provides space to
take such reflection further; especially in the light of a
‘Together We Can’ philosophy suggesting that no one set of
actions is as powerful as a series of complementary actions.
Indeed, Gordon Brown claimed that ‘acting together’ we
‘have the power to shape history’ (2005).

Lifelong learning and empowerment
Learning cannot be isolated from relations of power. While
learning cannot simply be classified as emancipatory or
oppressive, opportunities can be structured in ways that tend
towards each end of such a classification continuum.
However, such a continuum does not need to consist of a
fixed line of boxed categories, but can rather be likened to a
piece of bendable string.
There is no one straight, easy,
discernible and fixed path to
lessening inequalities and
improving democracy. ALAC
strives to provide empowering
learning opportunities within a
band aiming towards the emancipatory end of such a
continuum. 

Such approaches embrace ideas that although there are
power inequalities in society, people are not powerless.
Participants are encouraged to understand better how they
already resist oppressive forces that surround them in their
everyday lives but how ignoring such forces upholds
inequalities. Devising exercises for people to engage in,
developing critical situations to research and enact, provides
a lived experience to reflect on barriers and possibilities for
action, connecting the local to the global. Empowerment is
not something that is done to participants, rather it is a more
subtle process whereby people come to recognise their own
situation and develop the ability to do something about it.
People become subjects of their own development. 

Teaching people to gain skills to join in society as it
exists provides people with ways to survive and prosper, but
is not enough to promote Active Learning for Active
Citizenship. Acquiring skills may obscure and exacerbate
inequalities in power. Knowledge is needed to make
judgements, but underlying this there needs to be an
understanding of possibilities and restrictions in the world in
which we live. Gaining knowledge in itself does not create
the power to change conditions in everyday worlds.
Knowledge needs to be accompanied by understanding and a
willingness to critically review knowledge in light of other
knowledge. As dominant concepts and values are not neutral
but reflect gendered and other inequalities, alternative
perspectives need to be explored to sustain a healthy
democracy striving towards equality. Democracy is another
contested concept and is dynamic and changeable. A
particular perspective can be mistaken as impartial, silencing

alternative perspectives. Therefore alternative knowledge can
provide ripe grounds for deeper, critical understanding.
ALAC attempts to provide alternatives within constantly
shifting power relations. 

Civil renewal as improving democracy
Citizenship is malleable as individuals decide what is inside
or outside their spheres of interest and therefore what
inspires them to increase their understanding about possible
ways to react over issues of concern to them. Citizenship is a
quality and a capacity for people to individually and
collectively contribute to a healthy democracy.

Civil renewal is about people power and this may involve
participation in existing structures (civic participation) but
ALAC also works towards much broader participation in
power relations, and therefore politics. Civil society forms
the sector of society where people experience and act out

many power relations that fall
outside the narrow concerns
of the political elite and could
be seen to further extend
ideas that the ‘personal is
political’. Feminists in
particular, highlight how

narrow definitions of politics as power relations being acted
out in national and international institutions, pay no attention
to power inequalities between people in interpersonal and
community relationships (Sperling, 2001). 

However, so many decisions that impact upon our lives
are now made by multinational companies, rather than
government, that mainstream politics may seem irrelevant
anyway. Recent research found ‘only a minority link
‘politics’ with their own personal involvement; it tends to be
seen as something done by, and for, others or as a system
with which they are not particularly enamoured’ (Electoral
Commission and Hansard, 2005: 21). Yet, while both
politicians and citizens may think the majority of people in
Britain ‘don’t do politics’, there has been ample evidence to
show that people ‘do’ once the use of the word politics is not
confined to the rather passive activity of voting for members
of elite representative structures. In particular, women
participate far more readily in their communities than in
spheres traditionally defined as political. A rich history of
women’s actions to alter power relations can be discovered
but only if the researcher is willing to delve deeply into
hidden accounts, as is being done at several of the ALAC
hubs. 

Citizenship therefore should not be viewed as an elite
realm of action attained by those willing and able to
participate in macro politics but rather a domestic, practical
realm of action relating to people’s everyday lives. Active
citizens are a crucial part of a healthy and vibrant democracy
where individuals are motivated to care about others and the
world around them. As David Blunkett has said ‘our
challenge today is to provide a meaningful sense of
belonging and community engagement’ (Blunkett, 2003: 22).
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Such approaches embrace ideas that
although there are power inequalities in

society, people are not powerless.



Therefore, active citizenship could be seen to develop
Ubuntu, as Nelson Mandela refers to the sense that we can
only be human through the humanity of others. 

ALAC as powerful policy
Active Learning for Active Citizenship promotes distinctive
analyses of both learning and citizenship within a civil
renewal agenda. David Blunkett, the former Home Secretary,
instigated the project as an extension of his previous work as
Education Secretary introducing citizenship education into
schools and the post 16 sector. He worked closely with Sir
Bernard Crick who claimed that Citizenship Education
aimed ‘... at no less than a change in the political culture of
this country both nationally and locally: for people to think
of themselves as active citizens’ (DfEE, 1998: 8). 

Political culture is formed in many complex ways,
involving grassroots attitudes towards politics, politicians
and political structures but also those of the political elite
towards structures and processes for participation. For
example, while Leader of the Commons, Robin Cook
stressed the need to reform Parliament to restore public
confidence in its work (2003: 23). Part of understanding
power is analysing seemingly monolithic blocks of power
and how they may actually contain possibilities for resistance
and change. ALAC is taking on a very complex task, but one
that should not be simplistically categorised as ‘in or against’
the state. The state does not represent a unified or coherent
set of interests, nor is it all-powerful. This is a critical lesson
in itself, contributing to democratic capacity building at
ALAC hubs.

Tensions and synergy between policy development,
radical thinking and concrete action are central to Active
Learning for Active Citizenship. Alternative political cultures
exist in tension with one another, so change is multi-layered.
Elizabeth Frazer suggests that there is a ‘lack of any wide
assent to, consensus on, or even well articulated dominant
account of the nature of politics’ along with a ‘weakness of
the discourse or ideal of citizenship in UK political culture
and institutions’ (Frazer, 2000: 89).

ALAC could be seen as tapping into a demand from
senior officials and politicians, in particular Hazel Blears
and Fiona Mactaggart at the Home Office, for learning from
optimistic, determined, committed and energetic participants
and communities about ways to create a political culture
willing to embrace change. This massive task has been
embarked on with an optimism that does not belittle the
obstacles being faced either by the practice hubs or their
participants. Challenging generally acceptable ways of
thinking, doing and being, as part of a healthy democracy
consisting of interested and engaged citizens, is difficult. 

That problematic challenge is being embraced at ALAC
hubs by focusing on changing understanding of power
relations in a local setting but within a global context.
Therefore the Active Learning for Active Citizenship
programme is engaging civil society in civil renewal and, as
with development education, people are being encouraged to:

• explore links between their own lives and those of
people throughout the world

• increase their understanding of economic, social,
political and environmental forces that shape their lives

• develop the skills, attitudes and values to bring about
change and to work towards a more just and sustainable
world, where power and resources are more equitably
shared (Thompson, 2005)

ALAC is only funded until March 2006 by the Home Office,
but the network built up to develop the project is determined
to become sustainable even if the work at the hubs becomes
less intense. Lessons from the hubs are valuable for the
government but also for many other groups such as
development education workers. These lessons will be
shared at the next and last ALAC conference to be held in
London during the spring of 2006, and any reader interested
is welcome to apply to attend. Reports on previous
conferences, along with other aspects of ALAC, can be
found in the ALAC section of the Active Citizenship Centre
website- http://www.active-citizen.co.uk
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ALAC, as an action research project, formed a key
recommendation in a report written as the first stage of a
secondment to the Civil Renewal Unit at the Home Office. This
part-time secondment was extended to allow implementation
and co-ordination of a series of ‘Active Learning for Active
Citizenship’ hubs across England. The approach taken within
ALAC reflects Val’s background as a practising community
worker, academic and political and community activist, mostly
in Scotland.

The Development Education Journal Volume 12 Number 1 2005 • 11

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E


