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The Role of Volunteers in Civic Activities
in Japan (1) :

From a Look at the Ideas and Definitions of “Volunteerism”

Shinobu OSAWA
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Abstract

“Civic activity” is generally described as embracing not just volunteer activities, but also
any activities by citizens or nonprofit organizations in which there is extensive citizen
participation. This paper focuses on “volunteerism” as a specific kind of civic activity.

It is widely accepted that the essence of volunteer activity is defined by the basic charac-
teristics of spontaneity, absence of payment, communality, and pioneering purpose. Through
the generations, however, contradictions in these basic concepts have come to light. One
example is the notion of “paid volunteerism”, which emerged in the latter half of the 1980s.

We suggest that an additional and useful function of volunteers could be that of “con-
structive critic”.  Such a role is important both for ensuring clear separation between public
and private spheres, as well as for the “financial independence” of volunteer organizations to
secure the independence of the organizations themselves, so that they do not depend on gov-
ernment more than necessary.
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