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Preface

Alan Mittleman

Recent American social and political thought has been much con-
cerned with civil society. Civil society is the hard-to-define realm
situated between the government and the marketplace. It straddles
the public and the private. It is a sphere of associations, of voluntary
groups and of primordial connections without which neither demo-
cratic life nor personal life can flourish.! As concern over the state
of American democracy has grown, many theorists look to civil so-
ciety as a source of democratic renewal. Two centuries ago Alexis
de Tocqueville found that a rich network of voluntary associations
animated American civil society. He thought that the American tra-
dition of voluntary association could offset the powerful centrifugal
forces of unrestrained individualism, a lurking danger for the
American experiment. Communal associations could channel self-
interest to serve public purposes. Ever since Tocqueville, the health
of associational life and the vitality of democracy have been paired.
At the dawn of the new century, there are important reasons to
worry about the health of American associational life. The debate
has been focused by Harvard scholar Robert Putnam, whose contro-
versial article (and subsequent book), Bowling Alone, charts a pre-
cipitous decline in membership of many of the organizations that
organized civil society in the twentieth century. Groups such as the
PTA, service clubs such as the Lions, Elks, Kiwanis, and Masons,
bowling leagues and sport clubs, religious fraternal organizations
such as Knights of Columbus, and women’s groups such as the
League of Women Voters have lost their centrality in civic life.
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