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Abstract

Civil society is often viewed as the cornerstone of democracy. At its core, civil society is what
Tocqueville has called “the art of association,” or voluntary associations initiated by citizens to
cope with their common problems. Recently neo-Tocquevillean theorist Robert Putnam puts
forward the thesis of “social capital” to underscore the proposition that dense and trustworthy
interpersonal networks are conducive to the health of democratic regimes. While most literature
agreed on the positive functions of civil society, this paper points out its limit. By taking a close
look at an environmental controversy, | demonstrate that the bonding function and the binding
function of social capital are not infrequently at conflict so that the middle-class conservationism
often excludes the participation of lower-class members. In addition, the notion of social capital
presupposes a larger community with shared values, and thus a particular group’s art of
association is often the source of social conflicts with other groups. As a result, a healthy
democracy needs robust associational life, but the result of association is not necessarily good for
democracy.

Keywords : civil society, art of association, social capital, environmental politics.
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