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Social capital has become a popular concept in
the civic/political culture debate. The extensive
literature in the field ofpolitical culturehasoften
emphasized the individual autonomy and the in-
dependence of modern man in relation to other
freeandautonomous 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 thatwas 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
ofvalues throughout thelatest threedecadesper-
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 showna generaldecreaseof 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.).

Theaimofthe literaturehasbeentoimposethe
individualistic civic culture society, despite dif-
ferent signs of dissolution of both traditional and
more modern 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”isguiltyofahighdegreeofdoublestandard
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
themeansofviolence,without theobstruction
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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 thatnoother theories thandifferent liberal
theorieshave beenconsidered to deserveapriori
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. Italyhade formerlybeenahighlycentral-
istic state. The study of the reform and its effects
highlightedhistorically inheriteddifferencesbe-
tween the north and the south of Italy. While the
regional governments of the north worked in a
highly developed and modern social and eco-
nomic environment, the regional governments
of thesouthhad to try to implement theirpolicies
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 inapoliticalculture thathamper theproc-
ess of modernisation. The reason for this, 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
socialcapitalworksandbecomeshistorically 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
anddemonstrates someof theverysensitivepre-
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
standpointwithalmostnoroomfor 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,
eachisbetteroffsquealing,nomatterwhat 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-
ishmentofdefectors(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.

Thedefinitionofsocialcapital impliesthat 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 tospendSaturdayafternoonwatchingTV.
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
watchingtheBuckeyes torakingleaves,Iusu-
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 hierarchial 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 civicengagement facilitatecom-
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
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
generalisedreciprocityand thenetworksofcivic
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 has often been defined and op-
erationalised (Kawachi et. al. 1997, pp. 1491ff.,
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-
alismand 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
obviousdecline incivicengagement. Inhisview

U.S. social capital is eroding for four reasons.
First, the recent movement of women into the
labour forcehassignificantly increasedtheaver-
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-
ern 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
whostressedindividualismandindividual rights
(Ibid, pp.86f.). However, in later decades, a re-
newed interest in the virtues of modern 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 modern 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- interesthaveadifferentcharacterictic inso-
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 thathaveyetnotbeencompletelyanswered
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, thisonly 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 toPutnam. InnorthernItaly,on theother
hand, a mercantile system of trade andmerchan-
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 tosieze
new economic, international and technological
opportunities (Ibid, pp. 121ff.).

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
MacIntyre, the communitarian standpoint is a
part of a broad attack on liberal society. Accord-
ing to MacIntyre, modern man

…is a citizen of nowhere, an internal exile
where he lives… Modern liberal political so-
ciety can appear only as a collection of citi-
zens of nowhere who have banded together
for their common protection (MacIntyre
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 liberalismtohavenostrong theory
of community, for the conditions that would
bringacommunity intoexistence,ormaintain
itover time,areprecisely thoseconditions that
liberalism is designed to avoid, or the absence
of which create a void thatonly liberalpolitics
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 less tenable in West-
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 liberalconceptofcitizenshipapriori
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 toplace thepublicabovethepri-
vate and to subordinate personal interests to
thecommongoodsystematically,nocommit-
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 modern society. And modern 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
issoessential to republicanism.At thesametime
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 modern Western
society (Näsström, 1998, p. 273). However, this
difficulty to find generally shared norms and
values, from which e.g. thenormsofgeneralised
reciprocity can be derived, might just as well be
regarded as a weakness of modern Western so-
ciety itself, rather than an inherent weakness of
the communitarian literature. MacIntyre sug-
gests that the citizens of modern Western socie-
ties have lost the uniform sense of virtues and
norms that were formerly shared by all citizens
(MacIntyre 1984, p.149). These virtues and
normswere inherited fromgeneration togenera-
tion throughout the history of Western society.
Galston also stresses that in the sense that mod-
ern liberalvirtuesexist, theydiffer fromtheclas-
sical virtues of Western society:

The liberalvirtuesdemandlessself-discipline
and sacrifice than do the virtues of classical
antiquity, of civic republicanism, or of Chris-
tianity,andthepractiseofmanyof thesesocial
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 formsoffreediscussionorparticipation, 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 onreasonand irrational symbols
(Arnstberg 1991, 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-
dernist 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). Modern 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
cultureworks. It is importantalso toprovethat
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…

…Wecansay thatourdestructionof 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 elders are without power,
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,oreven one of theenemies,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
Christianreligionreally inabsolute termstheen-
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-
ern 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-
mesaccordedalmostscriptural respect (Black
1993, p. 61)

This fact does not exclude the possibility that
even Christianity had and in some cases still
have its own metaphysical traditionalists. The
strive foracompleteunionbetween 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 (republica 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-
appearedbecauseof 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 socialcohesionandsocialcapitalmightpro-
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
modern 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 increasedrapidityofsecularisa-
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
Westernworldwhere thebasisofacommoncul-
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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Om forskningsproblem igen –
svar till Bjereld, Demker och
Hinnfors

I StvT nr 4 1999 bemöter Bjereld, Demker och
Hinnfors (BDH) den kritik som vi riktat mot de-
lar av resonemangen i deras bok Varför veten-
skap? – nämligen pretentionen om att ”inomve-
tenskapliga problem” av typen ”paradox” eller
”gåta” skulle vara en kungsväg till den goda
forskningsuppgiften (se Boström – Uhrwing
1999).

Större delen av artikeln ägnas åt en argumen-
tativ presentation av det egna tänkandet. Den in-
leds med hänvisningar till Karl Popper m.fl. av-
seende betydelsen av problemstyrd forskning.
EftersomviärosäkrapåomBDHanseratt dessa
hänvisningar ger stöd åt deras idé om det ideala
forskningsproblemet vill vi markera att BDH
här talar om ”forskningsproblem”, vilket inte är
detsamma som ”inomvetenskapliga problem”
av det slag BDH vill lyfta fram (jämför t.ex.
Lundquist 1993:58-60, Vedung 1977:31). För-
utsättningslöst faktainsamlande kan och bör ej
förekomma. Forskning bör vara medvetet pro-
blemstyrd. Vi har naturligtvis ingen annan åsikt.
Frågan är istället om endast de slag av problem
som BDH gillar duger.

Texten i övrigt pendlar mellan ett åberopande
av ”de goda exemplen” och den pedagogiska
frågan om hur man skall få studenter att arbeta
som de goda föredömena. Resonemangen om
degoda exemplen tyckscirkulär. BDH åberopar
just sådana forskning som bedrivits i enlighet
med de ideal som BDH hyllar. (Forskningspro-
blemen i exemplen beskrivs i termer av avvikel-
ser från det förväntade.) Här finns således ingen
problematisering. Var är de forskare som skulle
kunna utgöra besvärliga motexempel gentemot
BDH:s tes? Och har deåberopade forskarna må-
hända i sin forskarpraktik iblandavvikit frånden
smala stig som BDH anbefaller, och trots denna
”försyndelse” utfört god och väsentlig forsk-
ning? Vilket är för övrigt BDH:s kriterium på
god och väsentlig forskning? Som vetenskapligt
hantverk lämnar BDH:s argumentation en del i
övrigt att önska. Framställningen andas mer av

väckelse och ”rättning i leden” än vetenskaplig
problematisering och ifrågasättande. Utan att ha
övertygat glider texten så småningom över i ett
pedagogiskt perspektiv. Hur skall vi få studenter
att arbeta som ”vi” vill? Och hur skall man få
studenterna att inte förskräckas inför ett sådant
arbetssätt? Härigenom förstärks på ett försåtligt
sättbildenavattBDH:s förhållningssätt ejbehö-
ver problematiseras. Det vetenskapsfilosofiska
problemet förvandlas till ett pedagogiskt prob-
lem.

Vetenskaplighetär, somvi serdet,väsentligen
en fråga ommetod. Det handlaromhur man stu-
derar de problem man som forskare förelagt sig.
Den ”demarkationsfråga” om frågeställningars
vetenskaplighet som vetenskapsfilosofer disku-
terat kan sägas bygga på, i vid mening, just me-
todologiska ställningstaganden. Vad är möjligt
att veta?Detsomvi iprincipeller ipraktiken inte
kan nå kunskap om kan vi inte ställa vetenskap-
liga frågeställningar om, har varit en vanlig
ståndpunkt. Ståndpunkten kan diskuteras, men
den är inte poänglös. Utifrån denna ståndpunkt
kan vi föra viktiga diskussioner om vetenskapen
och dess ställning. Vi ser dock ingen poäng med
att i någon annan mening kalla frågeställningar
eller problem ”vetenskapliga” – än mindre ”in-
omvetenskapliga”.

BDH lyckas heller inte visa vilken denna po-
äng skulle vara. Den slags ”paradox” eller
”gåta” som i Varför vetenskap? beskrivs som
kungsvägen till den goda forskningsuppgiften
har en betydande förtjänst, det skall erkännas.
Den kittlar vår nyfikenhet, och den gör oss be-
redda att vilja utforska den aktuella problemati-
ken, eller att följa en forskare i spåren som före-
lagt sig denna uppgift. En passage i Varför ve-
tenskap antyder att ”paradoxen” skall tjäna ett
sådant pedagogiskt försäljningssyfte (Bjereld
m.fl. 1999:12). Men ett sådant syfte kan natur-
ligtvis inte ge ”paradoxen” någon särskild ve-
tenskaplig status.

Men, som sagt, paradoxen/gåtan väcker in-
tresse, och intresse är förvisso en viktig sak. Ve-
tenskaplig verksamhet bör ägnas år väsentliga
och viktiga ting framför oväsentliga och ovikti-
ga. Därom torde alla vara överens. Vad som är
väsentligt och viktigt råder det mindre enighet
om, men eftersom det inte rör sig om en ren
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smakfråga så är en rationell argumentation möj-
lig att föra. Genom en sådan argumentation sö-
ker vi visa att det vi tänker studera är intressant
att veta något om. En sådan argumentation kan
följa olika linjer. Huvudsaken är att forskaren
kan göra det troligt att han eller hon tänker göra
något som ter sig mödan värt att ägna sig åt. Det
får inte handla om ”knappologi” eller liknande
meningslösa aktiviteter.

En teoridiskussion bör vara just en diskussion
om vilka allmänna och preciserade frågor man
som forskare bör studera. Ett sätt att argumente-
ra för att en forskningsuppgift är väsentlig och
intressant är just att visa på att den utgör den
slags ”gåta” eller ”paradox” som BDH pläderar
för. Det finns emellertid även andra sätt. Vi kan
härvidlag inte se att ett argument om den prak-
tiska nyttan utanför vetenskapssamhället skulle
kunna förtjäna epitetet ”utomvetenskapligt”.
Rimligen bygger ett sådant nyttoargument på
bästa möjliga vetenskapliga kunskap, dvs. kun-
skap framtagen med vetenskaplig metodik. Och
saknasempirisk forskningattbyggaensådanar-
gumentation på, så kan vi ändå förvänta oss att
forskaren ålägger sig sådana restriktioner för sitt
tänkande och sin argumentation som utmärker
ett gott vetenskapligt tänkande. Det handlar så-
ledes inte om löst tyckande, partipolitiska prefe-
renser eller annat ovidkommande. Det handlar
om vetenskaplig teoribildning.

Intressant nog så kan de argument som BDH
benämner ”utomvetenskapliga” klara av en ar-
gumentation för ett forskningsprojekt på egen
hand. Vi kan bli övertygade om nyttan av att be-
driva en viss typ av forskning, och till och med
omatt forskningenbörbedrivaspåvisst sättmed
vissa speciella frågeställningar, om forskaren
lyckas visapå projektetsnytta för samhället – till
exempel i formavförbättradmiljöellerökatväl-
befinnande för svårt sjuka människor. Det slags
argument som BDH vill se som det viktigaste,
förekomsten av en avvikelse från det förvänta-
de, kan däremot inte klara hem en argumenta-
tion om värdet och intresset av en forsknings-
uppgift på egen hand. Det finns gott om dylika
”gåtor” som ej är värda att ödsla forskningstid
på.

BDH:s distinktion mellan ”inomvetenskapli-
ga” och ”utomvetenskapliga” problem tycks

främst handla om var dessa har sin hemvist. De
inomvetenskapliga finns i akademiska semina-
rierum och avhandlingar, de utomvetenskapliga
i ”resten” av samhället. Vi tror inte på värdet av
den distinktionen – framför allt eftersom den
rymmer en enkel ologiskhet. Vetenskapssam-
hället är en del av samhället, och vetenskaps-
männens teorier, metoder och resultat kan där-
med sägas vara hela samhällets teorier, metoder
och resultat – förhoppningsvis de bästa bland de
existerande. Det är väl egentligen just detta upp-
drag som forskarsamhället har – att ta fram bästa
möjliga kunskap. Och forskarsamhällets idéer
och föreställningar skall naturligtvis inte stanna
inom forskarsamhället. Om föreställningarna
således redan från början tillhör hela samhället,
och sedan skall spridas såväl inomsom utomve-
tenskapssamhället så ser vi ingen poäng med att
tala om ”inomvetenskapliga” problem eller fö-
reställningar.

Distinktionen riskerarocksåatt leda tänkandet
åt ett mycket bekymmersamthåll. (Vihoppasatt
det inteär såBDHtänker.)Eftersomvisomfors-
kare, och förmodligen även våra uppdragsgiva-
re, tror på värdet av den slags verksamhet vi be-
driver för att beskriva världen, så vill vi natur-
ligtvis att våra kunskaper och vårt sätt att tänka
skall hävda sig väl i samhället. Det vetenskapli-
ga förhållningssättet och de kunskaper detta
frambringar borde prägla all verksamhet där vi
troratt rationalitetöverhuvud tagetharettvärde.
Att då säga att ”utomvetenskapliga” bevekel-
segrunder (om än i andra hand) skall tillåtas på-
verka valet av forskningsobjekt kan leda tanken
bort från rationell argumentation. Är det oveten-
skapliga och irrationella argument, som skall
tillåtas spela roll? Är det pressens nyhetsvärde-
ringsprinciper som skall få ha ett ord med i la-
get? Naturligtvis inte. Därför föreslår vi att vi
fortsättningsvis rätt och slätt talar om goda och
dåliga argument. De goda är förenliga med den
vetenskapliga metodologin – var den än utövas
i samhället.

Bekymret med många forskningsuppgifter är
att vi inte på förhand kan räkna ut nyttan med
dem. Därför är argumentationen om ”nytta”
vansklig att föra. Risken att vi ratar väsentlig
forskning på grund av att vi inte ser någon ome-
delbar nytta med den är uppenbar. Detta prob-
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lem drabbar emellertid all typ av argumentation
kring vad vi skall bedriva forskning om. Vi kan
inte på förhandveta vilkennytta i samhälletvisst
slag av forskning kommer att ge, men vi kan inte
hellervetavilka”paradoxer”,”gåtor”ellerandra
föreställningar som samma forskning kan lösa
upp – eller skapa. Oberoende av argumentslag
måste vi således alltid föra argumentationen om
olika forskningsprojekts värde med stor öd-
mjukhet, och med en öppenhet som inte riskerar
att hämma intressanta upptäckter. Vi måste vara
beredda att skjuta många pilar som inte träffar
någon måltavla i hopp om att en pil kommer att
träffa en måltavla vars existens vi bara haft vaga
föreställningar om. Så länge viemellertid troratt
en rationell argumentation är bättre än en tom-
bola när det gäller att välja forskningsproblem
måste vi ändå, under iakttagelse av vederbörlig
ödmjukhet, försökaföraendiskussionenomoli-
ka forskningsprojekts nytta och värde.

Självfallet är den oförutsägbara nyttan av
forskning inte bara en angelägenhet för forskar-
samhället. Vår civilisation skulle idag se väsent-
ligt annorlunda ut om enbart forskning vars nyt-
ta man kunnat förutsäga skulle ha bedrivits. Ja,
frågan är om man alls skulle kunnat bedriva nå-
gon forskning om sådana krav ställts. Därför
måste frågan om den oförutsägbara nyttan vara
en angelägenhet för hela samhället.

Slutligen: Vi tror inte på att all väsentlig forsk-
ning kan eller bör motiveras och beskrivas i ter-
mer av ”paradoxer” och ”gåtor”, men vi förne-
kar inte att sådana ofta utgör intressanta pro-
blemställningar. Det är faktiskt just en sådan
gåta som är upprinnelsen till vår kritik av Varför
vetenskap? Hur kan det komma sig att det finns
så mycket intressant och väsentlig forskning
som inte har en paradox eller gåta att utforska,
när BDH menar att sådana problem är de allra
främsta – ja, kanske de enda sant vetenskapliga?

Bengt-Ove Boström – Marie Uhrwing
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