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Currently, in Australia, the concept of social capital is attracting much attention and debate from all sides of the polit-
ical arena. Defining and identifying social capital are central issues in the debate. The six books discussed here offer
explanations of how social capital effects not only the quality of life for individuals and families, but also for the 
community and the nation as well.

rust: The Social Virtues and the 
Creation of Prosperity, by 
Francis Fukuyama. Penguin Books,
London, 1995. 

T

This book is the story of how economic life
reflects, shapes and underpins modern
life itself. The link between social capital
and economic success is explored and
explained. Economics is grounded in social
life and cannot be understood separately
from the larger question of how modern
societies organise themselves. Fukuyama
argues that free markets, competition and
hard work are not the sole precursors for
prosperity. Many of the important things
cannot be captured in numbers, even in
economics. There is another key element
– trust. Trust and social capital are closely
aligned. Social capital is the ability of peo-
ple to work together for common pur-
poses in groups and organisations. Out of
these shared values comes trust, and trust
has a large and measurable economic
value. The most effective organisations
are those based on shared ethical values
and mutual trust. In this book the author
examines different cultures and how trust
and culture have effected economic and
political life. Countries that have a high
degree of trust and social capital can cre-
ate large organisations without state sup-
port. Therefore, economists need to take
into account relative endowments of social
capital, as well as more conventional forms
of capital and resources. 

ocial Capital: The Individual,
Civil Society and the State, by
Andrew Norton, Mark Latham, Gary
Sturgess and Martin Stewart-Weeks.
The Centre for Independent 
Studies, Australia, 1997.

S

The essays in this collection arise from a
workshop conducted by the Centre for
Independent Studies in January 1997. The
concept of social capital, defined as the net-
work of conventions supporting trust and
social cooperation, is attracting attention
from all points of the political spectrum.
Each of the authors emphasises a different
aspect of social capital; they all agree that
it deserves to be taken seriously. Andrew
Norton examines the definitions of the
terms social capital and civil society and
cautions against adopting too restrictive a
definition of these concepts. Mark Latham
considers the importance of social capital
for public policy in Australia. Gary Sturgess
argues that it has been a vital factor in the
rise of modern societies and examines its
importance under globalisation. Finally,
Martin Stewart-Weeks examines the role of
voluntary associations as institutions of
social policy.

aking Democracy Work: Civic
Traditions in Modern Italy,
by Robert D. Putnam, with Robert
Leonardi and Raffaella Y. Manetti.
Princeton University Press, Princeton,
N.J., 1993.

M

In the 1970s Italy’s century-long pattern of
centralised government was changed and
unprecedented power and resources were
delegated to the new regional govern-
ments. This study explores the connection
between economic modernity and institu-
tional performance. The link between per-
formance and the character of civic life is
termed the ‘civic community’. ‘The civic
community is marked by an active, public-
spirited citizenry, by egalitarian political
relations, and by a social fabric of trust and
cooperation’ (p.15). Civic communities are
based on mutual trust, and trust is an
essential component of social capital. In the
civic regions of Italy social trust is a key
ingredient in the ethos that has sustained
economic dynamism and government per-
formance. The authors examine why some
regions are more civic, or richer in social
capital than others, and trace the answer
back through history to the Middle Ages.
They conclude that civic involvement and
social solidarity have decisive conse-
quences for the quality of public and pri-
vate life today.
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Truly Civil Society, by Eva Cox.
1995 Boyer Lectures. ABC Books.
Australian Broadcasting Corpora-
tion, Sydney, 1995.

A

In this series of Boyer Lectures Eva Cox
examines the essential elements needed for
a civil society to exist and flourish. Cox
maintains that a civil society will include
the voices and experiences of all people,
not only of men, which has too often been
the experience of the past. She states that it
is cooperation, not competition, that is the
glue that binds a society together. Social
capital is defined as ‘the processes between
people which establish networks, norms
and social trust and facilitate coordination
and cooperation for mutual benefit’ (p.15).
Is social capital more important than finan-
cial capital? Are trust and cooperation more
powerful than competition? Cox raises
these important and fundamental questions
about the good and bad of community,
family, government and personal responsi-
bility for making a truly civil society. Finally
Cox states that ‘we create the ways of act-
ing which become the truly civil society!’
(p.81). She argues that although a lot has
been achieved, there is still a long way to
go: the creation of a civil society is a
process, a way of living and thinking,
rather than a formal destination.

he Spirit of Community: Rights,
Responsibilities and the Com-
munitarian Agenda, by Amitai
Etzioni. Crown Publishers, Inc.,
New York, 1993.

T

Etzioni is the founder of the Communitar-
ian movement – a movement dedicated to
the betterment of the moral, social and
political environment – which aims to
bring about changes in values, habits and
public policies that will safeguard and
enhance the future of society. He lays out
a blueprint for the future that requires a
revival of the idea that small individual sac-
rifices can create large benefits for all.
Etzioni faces the tough issues that arise
when the rights of individuals are weighed
against those of the community. This book
calls for a reawakening of our allegiance
to the shared values and institutions that
sustain us – from our marriages and fam-
ilies to our schools and neighbourhoods,
and extending to our nation itself. It pro-
poses a new balance between our rights as
individuals and our social responsibilities.
Etzioni does not use the term social capi-
tal, but his theory of shared values and
mutual trust, combining to create a better
society contain many of the elements that
make up social capital.

ivilising Global Capital: New
Thinking for Australian Labor,
by Mark Latham. Allen & Unwin, 
St. Leonards, 1998.

C

In this wide-ranging book, Mark Latham,
Shadow Minister for Education and Youth
Affairs, discusses some of the major eco-
nomic and social issues currently facing
Australia and many other western coun-
tries. Latham offers no simplistic single pol-
icy solution: his proposals to nurture and
increase social capital are but one element
in a broad plan for reform. In Part V – The
Search for Social Capital – Latham discusses
the factors that erode social participation
and suggests ways to rebuild mutual trust,
recognition and support. The generation of
social capital and re-establishment of the
feeling of community and place, Latham
argues, requires a smaller and more trans-
parent scale of governance. Governments
should encourage the formation of self-
governing mutual bodies and devolve
some of their public responsibilities in
health care, welfare and civil sector
employment. People need to be able to
interact on an organisational scale within
which they can constantly assess the
behaviour of others and find reasons for
the creation of trust. Latham states that
‘issues concerning the strength and compo-
sition of social capital are critical to the suc-
cessful governance of society’ (p. 259) and
the new thinking needed on public policy. 
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The texts also explore how social capital is created and accumulated in different cultural settings. Social capital is 
a key element in the economic and political health of a society, as well as the cultural and social health of the 
individuals within the community.
The books are seminal texts in the debate surrounding social capital, each exploring a different aspect of that debate. 
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