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Social capital has become a popular concept in 
the civic/political culture debate. The extensive 
literature in the field of political culture has often 
emphasized the individual autonomy and the in
dependence of modem man in relation to other 
free and autonomous individuals. In the ideal so
ciety, the social structures that the individual be
comes a part of are considered as a consequence 
of a free choice guided by the individual's effort 
to realize his/her own personal aims (Milner 
1990, p. 52). An important effort in such a soci
ety must e.g. be to increase the educational level, 
because this would increase the individual's op
portunities to choose and mould his/her own life 
and social network according to his/her own ex
pectations and taste (Wilensky 1975, p. 3). 

The liberal and individualistic standpoint is of 
course not objective or free of ideological con
tent. The ideal society of this literature is mainly 
represented by the civic culture of Anglo-
sachson countries, e.g. the United Kingdom and 
the United States, in the same way as the litera
ture in itself is mostly of Anglosachson origin. 
The prerequisites for the appearance of a civic 
culture in England was the liberation from the 
catholic church, the by this act aquired cultural 
pluralism, and the appearance of a new strong 
mercantile class that was independent in relation 
to the aristocracy. According to Almond and 
Verba, the appearance of the "civic culture" in 
England was not a break with tradition. In Al
mond and Verbas view, the old and the new is 

instead all the time united in an endless process 
of change (Almond, Verba 1989, p. 5). 

What kind of new values are the objective ac
cording to important parts of the civic culture 
literature, and what kind of values have been at
tained so far? The answers to especially the sec
ond question seems to widely differ. According 
to Inglehart, particularly the younger genera
tions are often said to have developed a new set 
of values throughout the latest three decades per
meated by non-materialistic, internationalistic 
and altruistic thinking, in contrast to the materi
alistic values of former generations (Inglehart 
1990, p. 66). Other authors like e.g. Bo Reimer 
have, however, opposed these conclusions, be
cause many investigations concerning attitudes 
have shown a general decrease of all sorts of val
ues among the young. According to Reimer, 
there has been a decline of both materialistic and 
non-materialistic values. The younger genera
tions can rather be characterized by an increas
ing lack of all types of values (Reimer 1988, pp. 
347ff). 

The aim of the literature has been to impose the 
individualistic civic culture society, despite dif
ferent signs of dissolution of both traditional and 
more modem values as the basis for functioning 
social networks and social relations. In the be
ginning of this century, Oswald Spengler called 
this change-oriented, restlessly individual-cen
tred and imperialistic attitude "ethical social
ism". According to Spengler, "ethical social
ism" is guilty of a high degree of double standard 
of morality: 

Ethical socialism is- despite its illusions in the 
foreground- not a system of compassion, pea
ce and care, but of the desire for power. The 
other is self-deception. The aim is totally im
perialistic: welfare, but in an expansive sense, 
not for the sick, but for the energetic, who 
must be given the freedom to act, and this by 
the means of violence, without the obstruction 
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of ownership, ancestry or tradition. Morals 
based on sentiment, "happiness" or utility 
have never been the deepest human instinct, 
even if the persons with such instincts try to 
persuade themselves that they are (Spengler 
1996,p.375f). 

In fact, the individualistic liberal standpoint 
has in some cases been taken for granted to the 
extent that no other theories than different liberal 
theories have been considered to deserve a priori 
attention. E.g. Mill, Rawls and Nozick have 
been compared to each other without reference 
to any other ideologies or theories than the lib
eral (see e.g. Slaug, 1996, pp. 147-151). 

Robert D Putnam's book "Making Democ
racy Work" (1993), adresses typical empirical 
research problems in the tradition of the civic 
culture literature. Italian society in the period 
1970-1990 is analysed in the setting of a reform 
that implemented regional governments and a 
high extent of regional independence in the 
twenty Italian regions in the beginning of the 
1970s. Italy hade formerly been a highly central-
istic state. The study of the reform and its effects 
highlighted historically inherited differences be
tween the north and the south of Italy. While the 
regional governments of the north worked in a 
highly developed and modem social and eco
nomic environment, the regional governments 
ofthe south had to try to implementtheirpolicies 
in a social and economic environment that was 
much less developed and highly traditional. 
Consequently, the same regional reform led to 
very different results in terms of policy outcome 
and citizen participation in different parts of the 
country. Putnam concludes that the south is 
caught in a political culture that hamper the proc
ess of modernisation: The "reason for thisf ac-' 
cording to Putnam, seems to be that the political, 
economic and social system of the south is 
authoritarian characterised by vertical power re
lations, which results in a state of dependence 
and passivity for the ordinary citizens. In con
trast, the system of the north is characterized by 
interpersonal trust, generalised reciprocity, a 
rich variety of networks of social participation, 
and equality of power and influence between 
citizens, i.e. horisontal power relations. These 

characteristics of the north represent different 
aspects of social capital, according to Putnam. 

This article first describes Putnam's definition 
of social capital, and his interpretation of how 
social capital works and becomes historically in
herited. However, certain aspects of social capi
tal are highly incompatible with the liberal indi
vidualistic standpoint of important parts of the 
civic culture literature. In the second section of 
the article, I will illustrate and discuss Robert D. 
Putnam's solution to this problem, which he 
deals with by using the dichotomy liberal indi
vidualism versus republicanism. According to 
Putnam, a high degree of social capital (general
ised reciprocity, social networks that enhance 
networks of civic engagement- social participa
tion, equality and trust) is the prerequisite for an 
economically and socially well-functioning so
ciety. In a third step, however, this article also 
discusses the shortcomings of this dichotomy 
and demonstrates some of the very sensitive pre
conditions that are required to be able to attain 
Putnam's republican ideal. The reason seems to 
be the intermediate status of republicanism be
tween the extreme liberal standpoint of autono
mous individuals and the extreme traditional 
standpoint with almost no room for individuality 
at all. 

Social Capital: the Concept and its 
Components 

The key concept of Putnam's work is social 
capital. Social capital is created when the rela
tions among persons change in ways that facili
tate social interaction, social participation and 
cooperation: 

Physical capital is wholly tangible, being em
bodied in observable material form; human 
capital is less tangible, being embodied in the 
skills and knowledge aquired by an individu
al; social capital is even less tangible, for it is 
embodied in the relations among persons 
(Coleman 1990, p. 304). 

Putnam analyses a society in northern Italy that 
is permeated by high levels of social capital. But 
why is social capital so scarce in southern Italy? 
Why are not all societies characterised by mu-
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tual understanding and cooperation? Failure to 
cooperate for mutual benefit does not necessar
ily imply ignorance or irrationality. Putnam dis
cusses how several games of the Public Choice 
theory end up with solutions that are rational for 
each of the individuals, but suboptimal for the 
individuals as a collective or as a society. 

In the tragedy of the commons, no herder can 
limit grazing by anyone else's flock. If he li
mits his own use of the common meadow, he 
alone loses. Yet unlimited grazing destroys 
the common resource on which the lively-
hood of all depends. A public good, such as 
clean air or safe neighborhoods, can be enjoy
ed by everyone, regardless of whether he con
tributes to its provision. Under ordinary cir
cumstances, therefore, no one has an incenti
ve to contribute to providing the public good, 
and too little is produced, causing all to suffer. 
In the dismal logic of collective action, every 
worker would benefit if all struck simultane
ously, but whoever raises the strike banner 
risks the betrayal by a well-rewarded scab, so 
everyone waits, hoping to benefit from some
one else's foolhardiness. In the prisoner's di
lemma, a pair of accomplices is held incom
municado, and each is told that if he alone 
implicates his partner, he will escape scotfree, 
but if he remains silent, while his partner con
fess, he will be punished especially severely. 
If both remained silent, both would be let off 
lightly, but unable to coordinate their stories, 
each is better off squealing, no matter what the 
other does (Putnam, 1993, pp. 163-164; see 
also McLean, 1987). 

In all these games, everyone lose by acting only 
as egoistic individuals. However, the game the
ory also suggests that cooperation would be en
hanced if players were engaged in many re
peated games, since this would make possible 
the use of experience and consequently the pun
ishment of defectors (Putnam, 1993,p. 166). Ac
cording to Putnam, a high degree of social capi
tal is needed in society to be able to achieve such 
repeated situations that would identify defectors 
and punish them. 

The definition of social capital implies that this 
concept covers a much wider set of laws and 
rules that restrain individual human action than 
just written laws sanctioned by the official ju

ridical system. Social capital is a public good, 
embedded in all activities in a society. 

Trust is an essential component of social capi
tal. Trust enhances cooperation, and increased 
cooperation enhances trust in a process of mu
tual dependence. This process of mutually en
hancing results in an accumulation of social 
capital, according to Putnam. In contrast to 
physical capital, more social capital is created 
when the social capital of a society is used more 
diligently. Social trust between people in a com
plex society can arise from two sources, accord
ing to Putnam, norms of reciprocity and net
works of civic engagement. Norms of reciproc
ity capture a wider range of "externalities", i.e. 
consequences of actions that have positive or 
negative effects on others. Such norms of reci
procity are sustained by modeling and socialisa
tion, according to Putnam: 

An example may clarify: Novembers here are 
windy, and my leaves are likely to end up on 
other people's yards. However, it is not fea
sible for my neighbors to get together to bribe 
me to rake. The norm of keeping lawns leaf-
free is powerful in my neighborhood, how
ever, and it constrains my decision as to whet
her to spend Saturday afternoon watching TV. 
This norm is not actually taught in local 
schools, but neighbors mention it when 
newcomers move in, and they reinforce it in 
frequent autumnal chats, as well as by obses
sive raking of their own yards. Non-rakers 
risk being shunned at neighborhood events, 
and non-raking is rare. Even though the norm 
has no legal force, and even though I prefer 
watching the Buckeyes to raking leaves, I usu
ally comply with the norm (Ibid, p. 171). 

In the ideal society, these norms of reciprocity 
involves all citizens in order to achieve a state of 
"generalised reciprocity", according to Putnam. 
This generalised reciprocity reconciles self-in
terest and solidarity (Ibid, p. 172). The social 
networks that are characterised by generalised 
reciprocity are also characterised by horisontal 
power relations in the interpersonal communi
cation and exchange within these networks. 
Horisontal power relations means that the per
sons involved in these formal or informal forms 
of communication are equal in power, i.e. one 
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individual is not above or below the other in any 
form of hierarçhial power relationship. Instead, 
every participant is equal in their status as citi
zens. In contrast, vertical networks of social re
lationships means that one of the participants is 
more powerful than the other. A society charac
terised by many vertical relationships of power 
has a low level of social capital, whereas a soci
ety characterised by many horisontal relation
ships of power has a high level of social capital. 
Small farmers in e.g. a feudal society with many 
vertical relationships of power cannot easily 
band together to oppose the landlord, because 
their only firm relationship is with the landlord 
and not with each other. 

Networks of civic engagement, e.g. neigh
bourhood associations, cooperatives, sports 
clubs, political parties, represent intense hori
sontal networks. They constitute an essential 
form of social capital, because 

Networks of civic engagement increase the 
potential costs to a defector in any individual 
transaction. 

Networks of civic engagement foster robust 
norms of reciprocity. 

Networks of civic engagement facilitate com
munication and improve the flow of informa
tion about the trustwordiness of individuals. 

Networks of civic engagement embody past 
success at collaboration, which can serve as a 
culturally-defined template for future colla
boration (Ibid, pp. 173-174). 

Kinship ties also play an important role in crea
ting social capital. Family firms and some close
ly-knit ethnic minorities were e.g. important as 

. - j. .. sources of social capital in.the.early.stages of.the 
commercial revolution. As we will see in more 
deetail in the next section, Putnam also regards 
loss of family and kinship ties as one of the im
portant reasons for the declining social capital of 
many Western countries in recent decades. The 
strong kinship ties of smaller groups are regar
ded by Putnam as an important prerequisite for 
the weaker ties that are represented by the social 
networks of civic engagement. These weaker 
ties constitute the social networks of much lar
ger groups of people. 

Weak ties are more likely to link members of 
different small groups than are strong ones, 
which tend to be concentrated within particu
lar groups (Granovetter, 1973,p. 1376). 

However, as in southern Italy, strong family ties 
in a society characterised by vertical power rela
tions might foster "asocial familism", i.e. strong 
within-group ties without the weak ties of social 
networks of civic engagement. The norms of 
generalised reciprocity and the networks of civic 
engagement also generate social capital in a 
process that is self-reinforcing and cumulative, 
according to Putnam. The accumulation of so
cial capital creates a stable social equilibrium of 
mutually reinforcing cooperation, trust, reci
procity, civic engagement and collective well-
being that permeates a society, and can be inher
ited throughout the history of that society. Fur
thermore, the importance of social capital in
creases as economic development proceeds. 
However, another historical equilibrium is also 
possible. This equilibrium is characterised-by 
the lack of trust, reciprocity, civic engagement 
that also permeates society and is inherited in a 
similar way of "path dependency" (Putnam, 
1993, pp. 176ff). 

These are the principal traits that separate the 
historical and the contemporary characteristics 
of the north as opposed to the south of Italy. The 
aim, according to Putnam must be to leave the 
state of affairs that characterize the south of Italy 
in order to achieve a state of society charac
terized by 1) engaged citizens (civic engage
ment/high social participation), 2) political 
equality, 3) solidarity, trust and tolerance, and 4) 
social structures that serve to enhance coopera
tion between the citizens (Ibid, pp. 87ff.). 

~» Social capital.hasoften been defined andop^ - — 
erationalised (Kawachi et. al. 1997, pp. I491ff., 
Putnam 1993 (The Prosperous Community), 
pp.35-42) as the 1) (social participation) and 3) 
(trust in others) points mentioned above. How
ever, unlike many other authors in the civic cul
ture tradition, Putnam realizes that at least some 
of these goals are problematic or even com
pletely incompatible with the individualistic 
aims of important parts of the civic culture tradi
tion. There seems to be an inherent contradic
tion. How can individual autonomy (and indi-
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vidual utility maximization) be compatible with 
a society characterized by solidarity and mutual 
trust? Why is the social participation of ordinary 
citizens in organisations, unions, political par
ties, political elections etc. declining throughout 
the Western world, despite Francis Fukuyama's 
statement that liberal democracy is on its way to 
conquer the world (Fukuyama 1992, pp.42f.)? 
This discussion is not new. It traces its origins 
back to the original version of the book "The 
Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democ
racy in Five Nations" (1963) by Almond and 
Verba (Almond, Verba 1963, p. 65). However, 
the questions concerning the relationship be
tween the potential anarchy of liberal individu
alism and the social cohesion of society seems to 
be gaining in importance. 

Liberal Individualism versus 
Republicanism 

Putnam observes that the participation in organ
isations, political parties, political elections etc. 
has declined in American society in recent dec
ades: 

... the advanced Western democracies and 
above all the United States have typically 
been taken as models to be emulated. There is 
striking evidence, however, that the vibrancy 
of American civil society has notably decli
ned over the past several decades (Putnam 
1995, p.65). 

This statement sharply contrasts the observa
tions of Alexis de Tocqueville when he visited 
the United States in the 1830s: 

Americans of all ages, all stations in life, and 
all types of disposition, are forever forming 
associations. There are not only commercial 
and industrial associations in which all take 
part, but others of a thousand different types-
religious, moral, serious, futile, very general 
and very limited, immensely large and very 
minute... Nothing, in my view, deserves 
more attention than the intellectual and moral 
associations in America (de Tocqueville 
1970, p. 72). 

Putnam finds several reasons for this recent and 
obvious decline in civic engagement. In his view 

U.S. social capital is eroding for four reasons. 
First, the recent movement of women into the 
labour force has significantly increased the aver
age American working hours. Putnam regards 
this as the main cause. Second, the increased 
mobility of people (the "re-potting" hypothesis) 
has had the same effect. Mobility, like frequent 
re-potting of plants, tends to disrupt root sys
tems. The possibility to punish defectors disap
pears. Third, the demographic transformation of 
the American family meaning fewer marriages, 
more divorces, fewer children, lower real wages 
etc has also led to a decline of social capital. Fi
nally, the technological transformation of lei
sure (television, computers) has enabled indi
vidual tastes to be satisfied more fully, but at the 
cost of the more positive social externalities as
sociated with more primitive forms of entertain
ment (Putnam 1995,pp.74f). 

The solution suggested by Putnam first and 
foremost is to conduct more research and scien
tific investigations concerning the nature of so
cial capital (both social participation and trust), 
and how social capital can be promoted in mod
em society (Ibid, p. 76f.). But suggestions to 
conduct research to improve the understanding 
of a phenomenon is not a solution in itself. Put
nam consequently hints at a plausible and more 
definitive suggestion. This comprises the di
chotomy liberal individualism as opposed to re
publicanism. 

Putnam suggests that the tradition of republi
canism has its origins in sixteenth century 
Florence and the writings of Niccolo Machiav-
elli and some of his contemporaries (Putnam 
1993, pp. 86f). The ability of the citizens to co
operate, the virtue of citizenship, was by far the 
most important factor that determined whether 
the institutions of society would succeed or not. 
According to a well-established interpretation, 
this "republican school" that stressed commu
nity and citizenship lost the battle against liberal 
authors like Hobbes, Locke and their successors 
who stressed individualism and individual rights 
(Ibid, pp.86f). However, in later decades, a re
newed interest in the virtues of modem commu
nity and citizenship has manifested itself (Her-
zog 1986, pp. 473ff.), but it has not remained 
unopposed by authors in the liberal tradition 
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(Hirsch 1986, pp. 423ff). According to Putnam, 
the liberal authors have not been able to contra
dict that 

As the proportion of nonvirtuous citizens in
creases significantly, the ability of liberal so
cieties to function successfully will progressi
vely diminish (Galston 1988, p. 1281). 

The modem authors of what Putnam calls the 
republican tradition have stressed the impor
tance of a high degree of both social participa
tion and trust in society. E.g. Michael Walzer 
emphasizes the interest in public issues and the 
devotion to public causes as the key signs of 
civic virtue (Walzer 1980, p. 64). Even acts of 
self- interest have a different characterictic in so
cieties with a high degree of trust (Putnam 1993, 
pp. 87f). Ties of confidence and trust can help 
society overcome situations where individuals 
out of self-interest would otherwise choose not 
to cooperate. 

Putnam derives the political traditions of 
northern Italy back to the Middle Ages. For rea
sons that have yet not been completely answered 
by historical research, a system of small city re
publics developed and persisted throughout the 
centuries from the Middle Ages onwards in 
northern Italy, while the centralised authoritar
ian monarchy became the characteristic of the 
political and administrative system of the south. 
Even when the authoritarian monarchy became 
weaker, this only meant a rising influence for the 
landed aristocracy, and a deepening of feudal 
bonds. A culture of distrust and egoism devel
oped over the centuries in this part of Italy, ac
cording to Putnam. In northern Italy, on the other 
hand, a mercantile system of trade and merchan
dise developed.. The citizens; of the, republics 
constantly traded and made contracts with each 
other. The administration of the northern repub
lics was run by professionals. Respect for the 
law, for written contracts and for agreements as 
well as a combination of individual freedom and 
devotion to the common interests of society 
characterised these republics, which also meant 
that they at a very early stage had found a non
violent solution to the dilemma of collective ac
tion. Even if the republics lost their inde
pendence during the seventeenth century, the 

political, social and economic cultural traditions 
persisted to some extent throughout the centu
ries. This fact explains the differences between 
the north and the south even today, according to 
Putnam, and why the north has managed to sieze 
new economic, international and technological 
opportunities (Ibid, pp. 12Iff.). 

Putnam's discussion of liberal individualism 
versus republicanism is close to the liberal ver
sus communitarian discussion. The participants 
in this discussion have ranged from very clearly 
anti-liberal communitarians to very consequent 
liberals. For some communitarians, e.g. Alisdair 
Maclntyre, the communitarian standpoint is a 
part of a broad attack on liberal society. Accord
ing to Maclntyre, modem man 

.. .is a citizen of nowhere, an internal exile 
where he lives... Modem liberal political so
ciety can appear only as a collection of citi
zens of nowhere who have banded together 
for their common protection (Maclntyre 
1981, p. 147). 

This lack of interest in community as a basis and 
a prerequisite for the existence of human society 
has been admitted even by a liberal author like 
Hirsch: 

It is not an accident, no failure of imagination, 
that causes liberalism to have no strong theory 
of community, for the conditions that would 
bring a community into existence, or maintain 
it over time, are precisely those conditions that 
liberalism is designed to avoid, or the absence 
of which create a void that only liberal politics 
can fill (Hirsch 1986, p. 435). 

It appears that even Putnam's work represents a 
step away from the individualistic and liberal 
standpoint. The reason seems to be that liberal 
individualism.has.become Jess tenable JILWest-
ern societies that are increasingly characterised 
by the dissolution of social cohesion. 

The republican ideal of active and participat
ing citizens rests on the assumption that the right 
of the individual as opposed to majority deci
sions are based on political and social participa
tion in public matters. Discussion and participa
tion is thus the core ingredience of republican
ism. On the other hand, the democratic ideal and 
citizenship of liberalism states in advance the 
rights of the individual against majority deci-
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sions. To liberalism individual rights come prior 
to any social or political concerns. Conse
quently, the liberal concept of citizenship a priori 
requires no common social environment or 
shared values (Miller, 1995, p. 449). The repub
lican and liberal citizens are two different crea
tures: 

The liberal citizen is not the same as the civic-
republican citizen. In a liberal polity there is 
no duty to participate actively in politics, no 
requirements to place the public above the pri
vate and to subordinate personal interests to 
the common good systematically, no commit
ment to accept collective determination of 
personal choices (Galston 1988, p. 1284). 

This description of the liberal citizen sharply 
contrasts the republican standpoint represented 
already by Niccolo Machiavelli: 

Politics, according to Machiavelli, is not 
something you can avoid if you want to live 
well, even if one happens to prefer the private 
sphere of life. Political action to Machiavelli 
is an existential condition for the welfare of 
man in modem society. And modem society 
according to his stance, was a society where 
the organisational conditions were compel
ling conditions for living a vigil and assertive 
life, that is, according to Machiavelli, a suc
cessful life (Bryder, 1990, p. 126). 

We have now illustrated that the ever ongoing 
discussion and participation of republicanism 
require a common social setting, a set of shared 
norms and values among the citizens. The indi
vidual is not entirely autonomous in relation to 
society. The individual is socialised into a spe
cific society and a specific culture which sets the 
limits for his opinions and values (Bevir, 1996, 
p. 108). This limitation also constitutes the com
mon frame of references for the discussion that 
is so essential to republicanism. At the same time 
these limitations provide the basis for the repub
lican discussion, the common references with
out which no republican discussion or political 
participation could take place. What might the 
contents of these shared values required to ob
tain the republican ideal of citizenship be? It has 
been suggested that the most prominent weak
ness of the communitarian literature is the hard

ness to find a basis for a common set of norms or 
values shared by all citizens in modem Western 
society (Näsström, 1998, p. 273). However, this 
difficulty to find generally shared norms and 
values, from which e.g. the norms of generalised 
reciprocity can be derived, might just as well be 
regarded as a weakness of modem Western so
ciety itself, rather than an inherent weakness of 
the communitarian literature. Maclntyre sug
gests that the citizens of modem Western socie
ties have lost the uniform sense of virtues and 
norms that were formerly shared by all citizens 
(Maclntyre 1984, p. 149). These virtues and 
norms were inherited from generation to genera
tion throughout the history of Western society. 
Galston also stresses that in the sense that mod
em liberal virtues exist, they differ from the clas
sical virtues of Western society: 

The liberal virtues demand less self-discipline 
and sacrifice than do the virtues of classical 
antiquity, of civic republicanism, or of Chris
tianity, and the practise of many of these social 
virtues will simultaneously make it easier for 
individuals to succeed within liberal commu
nities (Galston 1988, p. 1281). 

It seems that the republican ideal requires a 
source from which the norms and values to 
shared by all citizens can be derived. This is nec
essary in order to achieve a state of generalised 
reciprocity instead of the autistic and asocial re-
sponselessness of liberal individualism. The 
generalised reciprocity that is obtained through 
repeated similar situations needs to be institu
tionalised by norms and values that have their 
basis in a common culture. The arguments for 
this are historical and empirical as well as theo
retical. Christianity is an example of such a cul
tural basis for society. Christian tradition and re
ligion represents an essential basis for the inher
ited virtues of the culture of Western society. 
However, this inherited moral basis is ambigu
ous in relation to republicanism as discussed by 
Putnam. On the one hand, the Christian tradition 
with its ethical and moral contents has histori
cally provided the basis for Western society. On 
the other hand, the same tradition might hamper 
all forms of free discussion or participation, if the 
tradition is too strong and characterised by ver
tical instead of horisontal power relations be-
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tween individuals and groups of individuals. In 
the next section, I will discuss this problem with 
particular reference to Putnam. It also appears 
that some contradictions are inherent in Put
nam's works.According to Putnam, social capi
tal has been declining in the USA and through
out the Western world during later decades. The 
reasons seem to be the decline of the family and 
the consequent demographic decline, the in
creased mobility of individuals, and the techno
logical progress. How can the social system of 
the north of Italy that is characterised by these 
changes be recommended as an example of a 
society to be copied? 

Putnam's Republicanism between 
Liberal Individualism and 
Traditionalism 

A group of people must apprehend and interpret 
phenomena and events in a fairly similar way to 
be able to function together as a community or a 
society. There must be a common set of refer
ences or, to put it in another way, a common cul
ture. Daun defines culture as a combination of 
conscious rules founded on reason, unconscious 
values founded on reason and irrational symbols 
(Arnstbergl991,p.71): 

Culture is the common rules, values and sym
bols of a group of people. 

The similarity between this definition of culture 
and the definition of generalised reciprocity ac
cording to Putnam is striking. To be able to ap
prehend and rightly interpret the unwritten rules 
of society and the norms of the generalised reci
procity there-must be a-common culture -

In "The Revolt of the Elites-and the Betrayal 
of Democracy" (1995) Christopher Lasch ar
gues that the new political and, maybe even 
more, economic elites of the Western world in
creasingly act in an asocial way against the rest 
of the population and society as a whole. Com
panies, factory plants and capital are moved 
across borders without any social or human con
siderations. Earlier, traditional Christianity 
played an important role by providing society 
with a common basis of morals and ethics. The 

new elites of the Western world are, to the con
trary, often clearly hostile to Christianity and re
ligion: 

The elites' attitude to religion ranges from in
difference to active hostility (Lasch 1995, p. 
215). 

Furthermore, the new elites have not in any 
deeper sense tried to build any new moral and 
ethical basis for common values to be shared by 
everyone in a living community: 

The postmodern sensibility rejects much of 
modernism as well, but it is rooted in the mo-
demist ideal of individuals emancipated from 
convention, constructing identities for them
selves as they choose, leading their own lives 
(as Oscar wilde would have said) as if life it
self were a work of art. (Ibid, p. 234) 

Robert Bly highlights the same problem in "The 
Sibling Society" (1996). Modem economic, in
dividualistic and secularised man has lost all ties 
to former and coming generations, all cultural 
roots, by denying the culture of his ancestors 
without replacing it with any new fabric that ties 
people together in mutual understanding. 

When colonialist administrators take over tri
bal society, their first task is to prove to the 
indigenous population that nothing in their 
culture works. It is important also to prove that 
tribal ways, such as consensus, do not work, 
and the old ways of talking with the gods, the 
ways the shamans practise, do not work... 

... We can say that our destruction of the tribal 
systems, their elderhood and religions, has 
now come back on us. We now see an entire 
generation of students living in an impoveris
hed landscape. The eldersare.withoutpower, 
and the Christian religion is no longer vigo
rous. The young, black or white, tend to be 
rationalists and sceptics, and have nothing to 
live up to; the mutual dependence of genera
tions breaks down. (Bly 1996, p. 161) 

In contrast to this view, Putnam argues that re
ligion, and especially the Catholic church, is one 
of the alternatives, or even one of the enemies, of 
the virtues of citizenship. As late as during the 
period between the two world wars, the Catholic 
church adviced its members to abstain from in-
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volvement in political engagement. In the post
war era, the Catholic church cooperated with the 
Italian Christian Democratic party, although the 
pattern of low civic engagement in areas and re
gions of high religiosity and clericalism among 
the citizens remained. Vertical bonds of author
ity also remained more typical for the Catholic 
church than horisontal bonds of community, ac
cording to Putnam (Putnam 1993, p. 107). But is 
Christian religion really in absolute terms the en
emy of the republican ideal, as Putnam himself 
states? 

Putnam's own description of the northern re
publics of Italy during the Middle Ages includes 
a high level of religiosity and Christian beliefs 
(Ibid, p. 127). The republics of the north seem to 
have been permeated by virtues of citizenship 
and shared values that were well anchored in a 
tradition of religion and metaphysical beliefs 
(Pocock 1975, pp. 31ff). The republican ideal 
represented by the small city republics of north-
em Italy in Putnam's "Making Democracy 
Work" are in fact a remarkable example of the 
interdependence between on the one hand the 
cultural roots inherited from Antiquity and 
Christianity, and on the other the ideal of repub
licanism. The sources from which the shared 
norms and values are derived could of course be 
other than Christianity, but this tradition all the 
same seems to be the historically inherited. 
Christian religion also preserved and fostered 
many of the characteristics of Greek and Roman 
Antiquity in juridical, political and social mat
ters that are close to the republican ideal. 

Yet Christian men continued, in one way and 
another, to be Romans: civic beings, intensely 
concerned with the events of political history, 
the civil and military happenings which befell 
them and of which they from time to time as
ked God the meaning (Pocock 1975, p. 36). 

Similarly, Christian religion had particular traits 
that in the long run served to facilitate active po
litical and social participation in public matters 
among the citizens. In contrast to some other re
ligions, matters concerning the material world 
and society on Earth were already in the middle 
ages to some extent left to the citizens and not to 
the priesthood. 

In Medieval Europe, on the other hand, the 
validity of secular laws was always fully 
recognised, indeed Roman law was someti
mes accorded almost scriptural respect (Black 
1993, p. 61) 

Thisjact does not exclude the possibility that 
even Christianity had and in some cases still 
have its own metaphysical traditionalists. The 
strive for a complete union between the religious 
dogmas and their total implementation in soci
ety is of course possible even in Christian relig
ion. Had these aspirations succeeded, it would 
have meant almost total social cohesion and the 
absense of almost all individual freedom. How
ever, such aspirations did not succed in the par
ticular Christian cultural setting: 

Certainly, concerted attempts were made to 
subordinate one wholly to the Other; in the 
West, popes made a bid for political leaders
hip of a united, almost umma-like "Christian 
commonwealth (república Christiana)", but 
this failed (Ibid, p. 62). 

Even during the first decades after the second 
world war, there was a strong Catholic move
ment mainly in the north of Italy, the Catholic 
Action that Putnam mentions as an example of 
religious horisontal civic engagement. The 
Catholic Action has now almost completely dis
appeared because of recent secularisation. How
ever, the republicanism of northern Italy, mani
fested in a high degree of coherence and sense of 
community, is now a secularised society, ac
cording to Putnam (Putnam, 1993, pp. 107ff). 

The society of northern Italy is obviously still 
working well in terms of economical and tech
nological progress, trust in financial institutions 
and material prosperity. Putnam also stresses 
that not all forms of social capital are benevolent 
to society, i.e. highly traditional forms of tightly 
knit social cohesion and social capital might pro
duce discrimination and intolerance (Putnam 
1995, p. 76). But how much of coherence and 
sense of community is really left in a society like 
the one in northern Italy, where the total fertility 
rate in later decades has been as low as 0.8-0.9 
(2.1 is the required number for reproduction in a 
modem society)? Is a society that is socially ar
ranged in such a way that the population will be 
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demographically eliminated in only a few gen
erations really something that should be recom
mended or copied? As already mentioned, these 
are demographic factors that Putnam himself 
has put forward as the main explanations to the 
observed decline of social capital in the United 
States and most of the rest of the Western world. 
Advanced stages of secularisation first and fore
most means that a non-economic, cultural basis 
of society has been lost, without having been re
placed by any other basis of equal importance. 
The demographic decline means that the eco
nomic strains on the working population due to 
an increasing proportion of old-age pensioners 
will increase continuously and immensely in the 
future, causing antagonisms and a lack of soli
darity between generations never experienced 
before. Both the increased rapidity of secularisa
tion and the demographic decline seems to be 
logical consequences of the individualistic and 
liberal standpoints themselves. Although Put
nam acknowledges the dissolution of the family 
and other social networks as a causal factor be
hind the declining social capital, he does not 
draw any further conclusions from this observa
tion. In fact, Putnam's republican ideal seems to 
represent a very sensitive intermediate stand
point between extreme liberalism/ liberal indi
vidualism and traditionalism. Western society 
developed from a mainly traditional and tightly 
knit form of social cohesion towards a liberal 
and individualistic organisation. Christianity 
possessed preconditions for a republican society 
that were inherited from Greek and Roman An
tiquity. The republican ideal seems to have been 
possible to maintain during an intermediate pe
riod of varying longevity in different countries 
and regions during this continuing process. <But 
the sensitive equilibrium of on the one hand in
dividual freedom and on the other social cohe
sion seems to be about to be lost as the progress 
of liberal individualism of Western society con
tinues. 

Conclusion 

The civic culture literature has often professed 
the ideal of liberalism and individualistic free

dom. This ideal is incompatible with some of the 
components of Putnam's definition of social 
capital. These components of social capital are 
engaged citizens (civic engagement/ high social 
participation), solidarity and trust, and social 
structures that serve to enhance cooperation be
tween citizens. Putnam's dichotomy liberal in
dividualism versus republicanism in itself sug
gests that the liberal and highly individualistic 
standpoint is increasingly difficult to defend in a 
Western world where the basis of a common cul
ture and a functioning social cohesion seems to 
be about to be lost. However, even Putnam's re
publican ideal appears hard to maintain in the 
long run in the historical process of advanced 
secularisation and modernisation. It may be that 
this republican combination of a high degree of 
civic engagement in politics, organisations, 
elections, sports clubs etc, a high degree of par
ticipation, and at least some degree of preserved 
sense of traditional virtues and anchorage in re
ligion, implying a high degree of shared values 
as the basis for participation and discussion, rep
resented the ultimate height of civic culture. 

Martin Lindström 
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