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Civil society and small groups (1)
— Theoretical and historical analysis of ’social capital’ debate ——

Yasuo Tsui*

The purpose of this article is to examine recent debate on ’social capital’ and
consider characteristics of the associationalism, which is influential these years.
Emphasis of the importance of voluntary, small, face-to-face association is not new in
history of liberal theories; since the time of Tocqueville and Mill, many theorists have
argued that lively associative activities among the citizenry is essential for improving
the function of political and social systems. In spite of this continuity of the tradition,
however, there are important dissimilarities among these theories: each of them was
constructed in its particular intellectual and practical contexts and has unique
characteristics. With this in mind, this article examines characteristics of recent
discussions of social capital, in comparison with theories of the mid and the late 20th
century. Chapter 1 summarizes Putnam’s claims presented in his recent work, Bowling
Alone, and sets the focus of our discussion. Chapter 2 examines several political
theories, which were influential in the mid and the late 20th century. We pay special
attention to the following aspects of each theory: practical concern or problems
addressed by the theory; the roles associations are expected to play in political and
social systems; the type of associations that is regarded as most desirable for this
function. Chapter 3 examines character of contemporary debate of social capital in
comparison with the theories examined in chapter 2. We examine literature of three
fields, where roles of social capital are actively discussed these days; political
participation, economic prosperity, and social welfare. By so doing, we examine
characteristics of social capital debate and consider its significance and limit from

theoretical and historical viewpoint.

*Professor, Schod of Law, Hokkaido University
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