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Social Capital: Its Origins and Applications in
Modern Sociology
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Abstract: This paper reviews the origins and definitions of social capital in the
writings of Bourdieu, Loury, and Coleman, among other authors. It distinguishes
four sources of social capital and examines their dynamics. Applications of the
concept in the sociological literature emphasize its role in social control, in
family support, and in benefits mediated by extrafamilial networks. I provide
examples of each of these positive functions. Negative consequences of the
same processes also deserve attention for a balanced picture of the forces at play.
I review four such consequences and illustrate them with relevant examples.
Recent writings on social capital have extended the concept from an individual

asset to a feature of communities and even nations. The final sections describe
this conceptual stretch and examine its limitations.
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(1) Pierre Bourdieu, «The forms of capital,» in: J. G. Richardson (ed.), Handbook of Theory and Research for the

Sociology of Education (New York: Greenwood, 1985), p. 248; Pierre Bourdieu, «Le capital social: Notes provisoires,»

Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales, vol 31 .(Janvier 1980), pp. 2-3.
(2) Bourdieu, «The forms of capital.»

(3) Ibid., p. 249.
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(4) Pierre Bourdieu, «Les trois états du capital culturel,» Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales, vol. 30 (November
1979), pp. 3-6; Bourdieu, «Le capital social.»

(5) Glenn Loury, «A Dynamic Theory of Racial Income Differences,» in: P. A. Wallace & A. M. LaMond (eds.),
Women, Minorities and Employment Discrimination (Lexington, MA: Heath, 1977), pp. 153-186; Glenn Loury,
«Intergenerational Transfers and the Distribution of Earnings,» Econometrica, vol. 49, no. 4 (July 1981),
pp. 843-867.
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(16) Dennis H. Wrong, «The Oversocialized Conception of Man in Modern Sociology,» American Sociological Review,
vol. 26, no. 2 (April 1961), pp. 183-193.

(17) Georg Simmel, «The Metropolis and Mental Life,» in: K. H. Wolff (ed. & trans.), The Sociology of Georg Simmel
(New York: Free Press, 1964 [1902]), pp. 409-424.

(18) George C. Homans, Social Behavior: Its Elementary Forms (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1961).
(19) Peter Blau, Exchange and Power in Social Life (New York: Wiley, 1964).

(20) Schiff, pp. 157-175; James Samuel Coleman, «A Rational Choice Perspective on Economic Sociology,» in: N. J.
Smelser & R. Swedberg (eds.), Handbook of Economic Sociology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994),
pp. 166-180.

(21) Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 3 (New York: International, 1967 [1894]); Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels, The German
Ideology (New York: International, 1947 [1848]).
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