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Preface

Every day, millions of people perform a myriad of services in their
communities for free. They might look after the elderly, clean parks, or
risk their lives to put out a fire in a neighbor’s house. These volunteers
form the core of civil society, the organized element of society that lies
between the family and the government. As such, they not only play an
invaluable role in preserving and protecting their communities but, by
acting as channels of communication with the government, also help
keep democracies accountable to their publics.

Thus far, studies of comparative civil society have used three general
approaches to explain why some communities or countries have much
higher volunteer participation rates than others. They have examined
how individual characteristics, such as education or income, increase
the likelihood of individuals to volunteer; how social characteristics,
such as levels of trust and social capital in a community, shape
levels of volunteering; and how characteristics of government, such
as levels of spending on social services, influence volunteer participa-
tion rates. All of these approaches have given us greater insights into
volunteer behavior, but none of them can explain why volunteering is
widespread in some communities whereas in others only a select few
participate. Current approaches also cannot explain why one commu-
nity might volunteer for organizations that work closely with their
local governments, such as neighborhood associations or volunteer
fire departments, whereas another might concentrate its resources on

xi
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xii Preface

advocacy or service organizations that tend to avoid significant gov-
ernment involvement.

This book takes a different approach to the study of volunteering.
It argues that people do not volunteer in their communities because of
their education level or level of social trust, or because the government
spends a lot (or little) on social services. Rather, people around the
world volunteer these valuable services for their communities because
they think it is their civic responsibility to do so. Volunteers are per-
forming a civic duty when they volunteer their time, their resources,
even their lives for their communities. In the pages that follow, this
book explores how this sense of civic duty is developed in different
communities, and why it varies — in both content and intensity — from
one community to another.

Ever since Robert Putnam’s startling revelation in 1995 that Ameri-
cans were “bowling alone,” participating less and less in group activi-
ties, academics and the public have been reexamining democracy and
the civic associations that were believed to be its immutable foun-
dations. Although some of these inquiries took place in democracies
outside North America, much of the understanding of citizen partici-
pation is based on an implicit model derived from the U.S. experience.
This book joins in the dialogue about the relationship between citi-
zen activities in voluntary and civic associations and the democracies
they create. It does this, however, with a twist. Rather than taking the
American democracy as its starting point, it begins its story in Japan.
By placing the Japanese experience in a comparative perspective, the
book comes to a very different understanding of volunteer participa-
tion, one that includes types, found across the globe, that go undetected
or underappreciated in the American model.

Japanese have very high rates of participation in neighborhood asso-
ciations, parent-teacher associations, volunteer fire departments, and
other organizations that are locally based and work closely with the
government. This type of volunteer participation, while present in the
United States, is generally overlooked in favor of examining associa-
tional groups that build “social capital” (Putnam 2000), such as bowl-
ing leagues or book clubs; advocacy groups that promote particular
political causes (Tarrow 1998; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995),
such as the AARP or NAACP; or nonprofit organizations that pro-
vide social welfare services (Salamon et al. 1999), such as nonprofit
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hospitals or schools. By overlooking groups like neighborhood associ-
ations, which work closely with the government, civil society scholars
have mischaracterized volunteer participation in Japan and have mis-
interpreted the nature of civil society itself.

This book begins with the premise that civil society exists at the
nexus of state and society, so patterns of participation can be explained
only by exploring how civil society is shaped by the interaction of state
and society. To this end, it explains participation patterns across as
well as within countries. Citizen attitudes about individual and gov-
ernmental responsibility for dealing with social problems determine
the types of organizations that are prevalent in a community, and the
practices of social and governmental institutions determine the rates of
participation in a community.

This examination of the nature of civil society highlights the preva-
lence and importance of civic organizations that target the bureau-
cracy, rather than politicians or the courts, in their attempts to inject
citizen accountability into government policy making and implemen-
tation. Additionally, it demonstrates how community-level factors can
encourage (or discourage) volunteer participation by contributing to
the development and transmission of norms of civic responsibility.
Civic organizations lie at the heart of the state-society relationship, and
understanding why volunteering patterns emerge as they do provides
important clues about the dynamic relationship between democratic
citizens and their governments.
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