Active Citizenship and the Big Society

Citizenship is conceived as a right (Bill of Rights, Geneva Convention, Human Rights Act) based in status, or as a duty expressed in practices in the actors’ community. 

ACTIVE citizenship has been articulated as a synthesis of rights based and practice based citizenship – the rights of citizenship being matched by the duty to act upon them.  

It stands in a tradition of working class movements including community self-help, co-operatives and local action – the ‘civic virtues’. These are capable of being owned across the political spectrum. 

Under the previous government active citizenship was articulated in terms of ‘rights with responsibilities’ and the idea of the ‘active citizen’ had considerable currency specifically in area-based programmes to tackle disadvantage. It was criticized for implying its reverse in these areas – inactive citizenship – which was said to collude with the idea of the undeserving poor, failing to take their responsibilities alongside their rights. 

Yet social research suggests that “poverty is time consuming” (Lister 1999) and that far from inaction, poor people are highly active in simply surviving their poverty (because of poor transport links to jobs, shops and services, poor housing and therefore poor health etc).  This has clear implications for the Big Society. Will it, in practice, consist of middle class actors trying to provide solutions to working class problems? This could be both ineffective and divisive. 

Other research demonstrates that grass roots based social action initiatives proliferate in the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods – the very places where citizenship is implied to be least active. But much of this takes place under the radar and goes unnoticed by local and national government. How can such activity participate in the Big Society narrative? 

Big Society can be seen as the latest in a long line of politically generated narratives about active citizenship, representing another attempt to renegotiate the social contract. According to the government, it focuses on three main areas:

· social action (fostering and supporting voluntarism and philanthropy); 

· public service reform (closing central bureaucracies and clearing the space for local solutions); 

· community empowerment (creating communities with neighbourhoods in charge of their own destiny)

But does this conception of the Big Society represent continuity or a break with the past? 

Some key questions:

· On voluntarism, much of this takes place at a distance from local let alone national government and happens because it is supported by infrastructure (eg Local Councils of Voluntary and Community Service, providing training etc). We don’t know what will happen to it when this infrastructure goes – ie, ‘clearing the space for local solutions’. Will active citizenship find its own feet without bodies supporting it? 

· History tells us that philanthropy tends to paternalism. The Big Society should take account of its own critique of welfare dependency, which could shift to dependency on philanthropy. What sort of active citizens will these be – some rich ones as active and the rest as dependant (eg INactive?)

· If philanthropists are themselves ‘active citizens’ this raises the question, what sorts of active citizenship can be exercised by people with different wealth, skills and talents? How can the interests of the poor be articulated in a Big Society which depends on the philanthropy of the rich? 

· There is a strong chance that visible (ie large and established) organisations, for example large charities, NGOs and the Church of England, will take responsibility for active citizenship in their fields and some are already being asked to (eg the CofE). This could be an opportunity – but it also raises questions about how small and less visible voices can be heard. The Big Society is in danger of reflecting the interests of the most powerful at precisely the time the State is withdrawing from a role in the redistribution of wealth, capacity and power. How can active citizenship in the Big Society ensure fairness?  

· Community empowerment is notoriously hard to achieve. There are models (notably Freire) rooted in community development, wherein participative exercises are used in groups to ‘conscientise’ a vision for communities and a method for getting there. This is one way to articulate the interests of the poorest in public policy. But it takes time and results are slow to show – not attractive to policy makers. 

· As a result, Big Society is already showing signs of being much more influenced by community organizing than by community development – that is, encouraging social entrepreneurs to organize (ie systematize) voluntary and community activity in areas to minimize duplication, and maximize effectiveness and efficiency. The Big Society should be mindful of two big caveats: CO and CD are not the same thing, though Big Society implies that CO will result in CD; and CO as it is envisaged by Big Society is unlikely to organize (systematize/strategise) existing active citizenship so much as to generate new kinds of active citizenship which may or may not reinvent the wheel, tread on the toes of experienced and good-willed people and groups, etc. 

· Since “poverty is time consuming”, it is likely that the active citizens will be the middle classes. What though of the squeezed middle? Or the very rich – who could be criticized for being too far removed to understand the problems they want to help address. And how can the poorest be said to be empowered in their communities? 

· In the Big Society based on active citizenship, (drawing on practice based citizenship), what happens to citizenship rights - especially welfare rights and human rights, such as equality?

· What is the balance between competition and collaboration and how is it managed? Beware communities torn apart by competitive active citizenship, rather than stitched together by collaborative versions. 

· How will active citizens rise to the challenge of declining welfare services at the same time as being distressed by their loss? 

And some dichotomies? 
	No money left?
	Therefore no infrastructure to support Big Society? 

Can communities help themselves without support? 

What happens to the capacity built up over the last decade or so? 

How will government ‘enable the enablers’?

Must they be businesses as well as business-like?

	Shift of power – devolution to the local
	Devolution of blame, not power, when things go wrong? 

And an unequal devolution of power to local big players, not local communities?

	Reduction in dependency
	Reduction of support and a resulting increase in dependency?

	Budget release
	De-stabilising the communities which need to rise to the challenge of Big Society?  
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