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Abstract

A dynamic social life is of vital importance to the health of democracy. There is growing concern about the declining stock of socio-political capital in advanced capitalist countries like Britain. Numerous studies have documented the falling levels of formal civic engagement, particularly among the disadvantaged groups (Putnam 2000; Hall 1999; Li et al 2002, 2003, 2005; Li and Marsh, 2006), yet systematic research on informal social capital is sketchy (although see Li et al., 2005; Li, Savage and Warde, 2006). Furthermore, while research has pointed to class differences as underlying the differential generation of social capital (Li et al 2005), there is little systematic research on ethno-religious differences in different forms of social capital and their impacts on political trust and efficacy.

This situation arises mainly from a lack of good (national representative) data and appropriate research methods. Most social surveys do not contain questions that permit detailed analysis of formal and informal social (civic) involvement, and political trust/efficacy; and most surveys do not contain large enough samples for detailed analysis of ethnic and faith groups. However, in the recent years, more and more large-scale datasets have been made available to the academic community, thus providing a unique opportunity for conducting systematic and rigorous sociological analysis of the interplay between socio-cultural-demographic attributes, forms of social capital, and impacts on trust and efficacy. Yet the data availability seems to carry a mixed blessing. When there were no data, we could not conduct good empirical analysis. When such data do become available, the extremely rich details are so overwhelming and formidable that one is presented with an embarras du choix, namely, one is put at a loss what to do or how to best summarise the data in a way that carries conceptual vigour and methodological rigour, and allows easy interpretation at the same time. This kind of situation is frequently seen or sensed when one reads official reports which lists dozens of tables with a few lines of explanation for each, but which frequently fails to ‘establish the phenomena’ (Merton, 1987), yielding little insight into the generative mechanisms for the explanada. This talk will give an example in the case of ‘machers’ and ‘schmoozers’: the two main forms of social capital.

We all know in our daily experience that some people are more likely to join formal civic activities such as joining the BSA or the trade union whereas others are more likely to lend a helpful hand to the old and the sick, or to show tender and caring concern for the weak and the vulnerable, or to send a postcard to colleagues when travelling abroad. There are, of course, people who are much better at doing all or most of these than others and they may be people who rarely, if ever, do any of these things. 
It is Putnam (2000) who had the eye to call the two groups, borrowing from the old Yiddish, ‘machers’ and ‘schmoozers’ to indicate formal and informal types of engagement in socio-civic activities. Underlying both types of engagement is the social connectedness which has, arguably and demonstrably, the capacity of yielding high levels of trust and reciprocity as the foundation stones of the socio-economic and political edifice of the modern world. Yet it is also true that Putnam’s contribution is more conceptual than empirical, for his data did not allow him to fully explore the composition of the two types of ‘social capitalists’.
I will use the Home Office Citizenship Survey (HOCS) of 2001. There are 14057 respondents (9486 core interviews and a boost sample of 4571 for ethnic minority groups) in the survey which also contains very detailed information that can help us to address the research questions raised above. I will use latent factor analysis based on item response theory (IRT) for discerning dimensions of social capital (‘machers’ and ‘schmoozers’) from the whole suites of categorical indicator variables, and latent class analysis for discerning distinct types of social capitalists (pro-activists, pauci-activists and non-activists). These will be analysed as a function of the socio-demographic attributes, paying special attention to class, ethnicity and religion. Further analysis will then assess the effects of the different types of social capital on political trust and efficacy, holding constant the socio-demographic attributes. As trust and efficacy are again abstract properties indicated by numerous categorical component variables, similar technique (IRT) will be used to obtain the latent scores as the propensity for trust and efficacy. Overall, the study will assess the role of class, ethnicity and religion in the generation of different forms of social capital in Britain in their impacts on political life at the turn of the new millennium.

