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Place, Community Development, and Social Capital

Jeftrey C. Bridger and Theodore R. Alter

Over the past decade, the concept of social cupital has become an important compuonent of many
community development strategies. fn this article we argue that social capital is predicated on
assumptions that raise a number of yuestions aboud its usefilness in a variety of different settings. The
most important features of social capitad- teust and norms of reciprocity—emerge fiom repeated aned
regulurized interactions that are hounded in space and time. They depend on an existing, relatively
utproblematic relationship berween pluce und social interaction. In many conmunities, this is not
a tenable assumption. We conclude by suggesting that an interactional approach o comnunin:
development can be u useful alternative.
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liver since the industrial revolution, and the rapid urbanization it spawned, the demise
of place-based communities has been a popular theme in the sociological literature. By
the middle of the twenticth century, local life was being so rapidly transformed that many
scholars began to question the longstanding assumption that the community was a basic
unit of social organization. Roland Warren (1972), in his well-known theory of the “Greal
Change,” argued that as communitics became more reliant on extra-local institutions and
sources of income, they were engulfed by forces that they could not control; important
local decisions were increasingly made by people and organizations located hundreds or
thousands of miles away. In his view, the local community was becoming merely a stage
where outside groups pursued specific interests with lirtle concern for the consequences
their actions might have on local life.

Overthepastfew decades, cconomic globalization and rapid advances in communication
technologies have led many scholars to argue that place-based communities have been even
further undermined. Harvey (1973, 1996, 2001), for instance, argues that increasing capital
mobtlity has engendered fierce competition for jobs and various forms of investment.
Capital is always seeking more profitable ventures, and in the course of this search, social
and economic landscapes can be radically and rapidly transformed:

The tension between place-bound fixity and spatial mobility of capital erupts into

generalized crisis, however, when the landscape shaped in relation 10 a certain phase of

development... becomesabarrierto furtheraccumulation. The geographic configuration
of places must then be reshaped around new transport and communications systems
and physical infrastructures, new centers and styles of production and consumption,
new agglomerations of labor power, and modified social infrastructures ... Old places
... have to be devalued, destroyed, and redeveloped while new places are created
(Harvey, 1996, p. 206).
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Of course, there is nothing new about this process of uneven development. What is new
15 the pace of change. Since about 1970, spatial reorganization has accelerated, threatening
the security of individual communities and restricting the range ol acceptable development
options (Molotch & Logan, 1987; Harvey, 1996). When fcaders and cilizens face a threat 1o
the existence of their community, they are likely to be more concerned with maintaining a
favorable bustness climate than with issues such as social justice, equity. or environmental
protection. After all, there is almost certainly another community willing 1o offer investors
a more enticing incentive package.

Given this gloomy scenario, it would also be casy to conclude that place has become
an irrelevant concept. On the contrary, pface has been rediscovered by both scholars and
the public. Perhaps, as Harvey (1996, p. 296) suggests, this is because “we worry about
the meaning of place in general and of our place in particular when the sccurity of actual
places becomes generally threatened.” And in fact, the political and economic processes
that destroy. commodily, and homogenize places have sparked interest in alternative
conceptions of local community life. Movements such as the New Urbanism, Sustainable
Community Development, and Smart Growth all reflect a desire to gain control over the
forces that threaten (o undermine local forms of community,

One of the most important recent attempts 0 provide a blueprint for reconnecting
community and place can be found in Robert Putnam’s (2000) influential book, Bowling Alone:
The Collapse and Revival of American Conmunity, In his view, community revitalization
depends on rebutlding our stocks ol'soctal capital, which he defines as ... a dense network of
reciprocal soctal relations™ (p. 18). Community development, [rom this perspective depends
crucially on increasing participation in civic affairs. As Putmam (p. 403) puts it, we must
“... address both the supply of opportunitics for civie engagement and the demand for those
opportunities.” This in turn will require the construction ol new institutions and the redesign
of existing ones. And ol equal importance, it we hope to build strong local communitics, we
... must resolve to become reconnected with our lviends and families™ (p. 414).

This is a laudable objective. In our view, however, it is predicated on problematic
assumptions about the relationship between community and place, The most important
features of social capital—trust and norms of reciprocity  emerge from repeated and
regularized Interactions that are bounded in time and space. In short, they depend on
routing and consistent relationship between place and social interaction, Given the changes
that have occurred in many communities, this constancy is not a realistic assumption,

in this paper. we begin by defining social capital and the relationship between social
capital and place. Following this, we provide several examples that illustrate the complex.
contingent, and turbulent relationship between people and place that now characlerizes many
localities. We conclude that social capital is not theorctically inclusive cnough to provide a
solid basis for development policy in many communities. We suggest that an allernative
approach, based on the interactional theory of community organization (Wilkinson, 1991:
Bridger & Luloff, 1999) is more relevant (o the issues facing contemporary communilics.

What is Social Capital?

Although the term “social capital™ appears 1o have first been coined in the carly
twentieth century by L. | Hanilan, the state supervisor of rural schools in Wesl Virginia
(Putnam. 2000, p. 19}, its recent popularity can be traced 1o the Tate Y980s, when James
Coleman published an influential article entitled “Social Capital in the Creation of Human
Capital.” According to Coleman (19885, p. 98).

Social cupital is defined by its (unction. [tis not a single entity but a variety ol different

entities with two clements in common: they all consist of some aspects of social

structure. and they facilitale certain actions of actors ... within the structure. Like

O
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other forms of capital, social capital is productive, making possible the achievement

of certain ends that in its absence would not be possible.

This is a vague definition: and, as DeFilippis (2001) argues, it suggests that social capital
consists simultancously of outcomes, actions, and relationships. Despite this confusion,
Coleman (19885) is clear on two important points: social capital is a resource that is
available to individuals, and it is morally and ethically neutral (Delitippis, 2001; Edwards
& Foley, 1998). Simply put. social capital is a resource that facilitates action—and that
action can be positive or negative.

Because of its individualism and moral neutrality, Coleman’s definition of social
capital did not generate much interest in community development circles when it first
appearcd. All this changed when Putnam (1993, 1995, 1996, 2000) redelined social capital
in three important ways. Fiest, and most important. he argued that it was a resource that
could be aggregated 1 the level of the community or even the nation state. Second, it
became almost synonymous with civil society, specifically a neo-Toquevillean view of civil
society in which ... voluntary, non-government associations, bused on trust, become the
institutions through which social capital is generated” (DeFillippis, 2001, p. 785). Finally,
in Putnam’s hands, social capital became normatively appealing, and it was credited for alt
sorts of desirable outcomes ranging from good government, to reduced crime, to economic
development (Delillippis, 2001).

To understand the importance of the conceptual shift social capital has undergone and
its implications for community development. it is uselul to examine Putnam’s definition in
more detail. According to Putnam (2000, p.19):

Whereas physical capital refers to physical objects and human capital refers to

propertics ol individuals, social capital refers 1o connections amony individuals ~

social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise {rom them.

In that sense, social capital is closcly related to what some have called “civie virtue.”

The dilference s that “sociaf capital™ calls attention (o the fact that ¢ivic virtue is most

poweriul when embedded in a dense network of reciprocal social relations.

The norms ol generalized reciprocity und trustworthiness are the key components of
this definition. The norm of generalized reciprocity is embodicd in the idea that “I'il do
this for you now. without expecting anything immediately in return and perhaps without
even knowing you. confident in the “... expectation that you will help me out in the
future™ (Putnam. 2000, p. 135). Generalized reciprocity is characterized by a continuing
relationship of exchange that at any one point in time is probably unbalanced. What is
important is that there is a mutual expectation that a favor or benefit performed now will
be repaid in the future. When the norm of generalized reciprocity is followed, opportunism
can be more easily restrained and the potential for collective action enhanced. It works
lo reconci

¢ sell=interest and social solidarity because cach act involves a combination of
short-term altruism and long-term sell-interest. In communities where this norm is widely
followed, soctal and cconomice life is Tess Tractious because “transaction costs™ are greatly
reduced (Putnanm, 2000).

When people are committed (o the norm of gencralized reciprocity. a very specific and
valuable form of trust emerges. This is what Putnam calls sociad trust, which he defines as
a witlingness to give people, even those we don’t know, the benefit of the doubt. Or, put
in stightly different lerms, social trust is embodied in the beliel that people are essentially
good and can be expected 1o do the right thing. According to Putnam, social trust leads to
healthicr, more active communities because it produces better citizens:

Other things being equal, people who trust their (ellow citizens volunteer more often,

contribute more to charity, participate more ofien in politics and community organizations.

serve more readily on juries, give blood more frequently, comply more fully with their
tax vbligations, are more tolerant ol minority views. and display many other forms of’
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ctvic virtue... In short, people who trust others are all-round good citizens, and those

more engaged in community life are both more trusting and more trustworthy (p. 137).
The crucial question, especially for community development, is: how does the norm of
reciprocity and the social trust to which it gives rise, develop? Putnam argues that the norm
ol reciprocity grows out of dense networks ol social interaction. When people interact
frequently with onc another, they tend to develop strong norms regarding hehavioral
expectations. At the same time, repeated encounters across projects and activities decrease
the likelihood that people will engage in opportunistic behaviors because this would pul at
risk the benefits they expect to receive from {uture transactions. Finally, a dense network
facilitates the How of information and gossip about the trustworthiness ol its members

Place, Community, and Social Capital

Critics (Ldwards & Foley, 1998; Foley & Edwards, 1998; DeFilippis, 2001) have
argucd that Putnam’s emphasis on trust, norms, and the shared values that grow out of
social networks is based on a highly selective reading of civil society  specifically the
views expressed by de Tocqueville (1833) tn Demaocracy in America. As DeFilippis (1997,
p. 791) argues, in the America de Tocqueville visited.

... | V]oluntary associations arosc as win-win situations preciscly because the interests

of people involved were shared. De Tocqueville visited the United States before the

emergence of industrial capitalism and the classes it created. Putnam’s view is possible
only if you erase the very real material interests that divide us. .. and create a vision of
civil society as solely constituted by people and groups with mutual interests.
And, even in de Tocqueville’s day, participation in civil society was limited to a rather
narrow segment of the population (Barber. 1999).

In our view, such a mutuality of interests also arose because of a historically specific
relationship between community and place. To sce why this is so, it is important to
understand that networks, norms, and trust are context dependent. Social neiworks are
not free foating:; they are bounded by space and time. The networks that give rise to
social capital depend heavily on face-to-face interaction over time. To the extent that
this 18 an accurate assessmenl, il suggests that the kind of networks and norms that
social capitalists cefebrate depend, almost by definition, on particular conceplion of
community—a place where the physical boundaries are well defined, where the people
share common institutions, and where there are few social cleavages. This description, of
course, more closely resembles the small agrarian communities ol the nineteenth century
than those of today.

As sociological studies of community life have documented repeatedly, the relationship
between community and place has become increasingly tenuous and contingent {Leach,
1999; Sennett, 1998; Runstler, 1993; Wilkinson, 1991). In addition to such well-known
forces as urbanization, modernization, capital mobility, and advances in transportation and
communication, the transformation of work has made it increasingly diflicult [or people to
remain in one place for long:

Business leaders and journalists emphasize the global marketplace and the use ol new

technologies as the hallmarks of the capitalism or our time. This is true enough. but

misses another important dimension of change: new ways of organizing time, particutarly
working time ... The most tangible sign of that change might be the motto “No long
term.” ... Today, a young American with at least two years of college can expect to
change jobs at feast cleven times in the course of working, and change his or her skill

base at least three times during those forty years of labor (Senncelt, 1998, p. 22).

With people changing jobs this often, it is unlikely that they will remain in the same community
long enough to build the strong social networks upon which social capital depends.
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But what about workers with less than a college cducation? 1t seems that they too move
oflen 1o labor in a series of temporary jobs. This trend is clearly reflected in the growth of
temporary employment agencies. There were 800 such firms in 1956. By 1993, there were over
16,000 (Leach, 1999). By the late 1990s, many of these firms merged. producing what Leach
(1999, 1. 68) calls ™ ... one stop shopping able to satisfy any temporary-staffing necessity.”

One of the most serious consequences ol the widespread use of temporary labor is that it has
given rise o large pools of people who, although they may reside in a common location, have
precious little in common. As Leach (1999, p, 75) explains, the new economy has created

... huge urban agglomerations whosc very character has been determined by the growth

ol contingent labor pools and whose identity as places is the very placelessness that

afflicts them ... The intormal work economy. which operates generally underground

or beyond convention and law, and involves mostly recent immigrant labor (iflegal and
legal, children and adults), has brought together masses of people from every point in
the world, people whose only bond 1s their contingency.

As critics (Bridger & Luloff, 2001; DeFillipis, 2001) have noted. it is difficult to
explain how social capital can arise in places with such diverse and ephemeral populations.
To solve this problem, Putnam (2000) makes a distinction between bonding and bridging
sociat capital. Bonding social capital is a “sociological superglue™ found in very dense
networks such those characteristic of some ethnic groups and religious organizations.
Bonding social capital tends to reinforce solidarity and promotes specific reciprocity. The
cthrrie niche that emerges wheun a particular group restricts employment opportunilies by
controtling a seclor of the local labor market is a good example ol bonding social capital.
This solidarity might provide substantial benefits to one part of the population, but it hardly
promotes the interests of the larger community.

Bridging social capital. on the other hand. is similar to Granovetter’s (1973) concept
ol weak ties. Instead ol creating tight bonds of solidarity, it provides people with access
1o outside resources and promotes information diffusion by creating linkages across * ...
diverse social cleavages™ (Putnam, 2000, p. 22). Most importantly, by fostering relationships
across class, ethnic, and religious lines, bridging social capital creates broader identities
and fosters social trust and norms of generalized reciprocity.

Social Capital in Rural and Urban Communities

Social capital theorists argue that communities depend on a balance between both
kinds of social capital (Putnam, 2000; Woolcock, 1998). Unfortunately, however, a variety
of forces makes such a balance very difficult to achieve. In fact, the appropriate blend
ol bording and bridging social capital is much more casily identified in theory than in
practice. This is especially true in the places most in need of community development—our
rural and urban localities.

Rural Conununitios

Consider rural arcas first. Historicafly, in many rural communities, bridging social
capital has been in short supply, primarily because rurality affects the probability
distribution ol different kinds of interpersonal relationships (Wilkinson, 1984: 1991). The
maore rural the location, the greater the distance between population units. As the distance
between unils increasces, the probability of contact between any two units decreases. What
this means is that the kind and number of contacts that give rise to bridging social capital
are reduced. According to Wilkinson (1991, p. 85), © ... a rural settlement pattern restricls
the presence of strungers or nearstrangers with whom to interaet. Available contacts tend o
be repeated and thus become strong tics. Indeed, there appears to be no shortage of strong
ties associated with ruralness but a decided shortage. .. of weak ties.”

9
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At first glancc, the disproportionate number of strong ties in rural arcas would seem to
bode well for social well-being. After all, dense networks promote high levels of solidarity
and strong norms of reciprocity. At the same time, however, the lack of weak ties mililates
against the development ol a complete focal society because there are relatively few
linkages between clusters of strong ties. Moreover, because ruralness creates an opportunity
structure Jor certain forms of contact, it can foster certain kinds ol social problems. The
idea here is that different kinds ol social and personal disruptions (end to occur in different
types of social contacts. A substantial number of homicides, for instance, are committed
by an intimate associate of the victim (Paulozzi, et al., 2001). Other problems can be
traced to isolation from larger social structures. Studies of suicides have consistently have
implicated social isolation as a causative [actor (Trout, 1980: De Leo & Spathonis, 2004).
Similarly, isolation from the community and social service agencies is an imporlant risk
factor in child abuse and ncglect (Garbarino & Kostelny, 1992; Hashima & Amato, 1994).
And whilec much rescarch remains to be done, there is evidence to suggest that the social
structure of rural areas may contribute Lo these and other social disruptions. Suicide rates,
for instance, are consistently higher in rural areas, especially for white males (Wilkinson,
1991; Kaplan & Geling, 1998).

Even in those instances when the prevalence of social problems in rural arcas is similar
to the nation as a whole, the lack of bridging social capital may make it more difficult
to address them effectively in rural communities, Domestic violence provides a good
example. Although there have been few comparative studies of domestic violence, the
best data available suggests that rates are similar across rural and urban arcas (Weisheit
& Donnermcyer, 2001). There are, however, rural urban differences in police responses 1o
domestic violence and disputes. In a study of domestic abuse in rural Kentucky, Websdale
(1998) found that because the police are often part of the victim and victimizer’s social
network, they were less likely to arrest the victimizer:

Susan reported that nearly the whole community knew that her hushand beat her

brutally on a regular basis. However, the local police officer in the small town where

they lived in Western Kentucky did not offer her any protection. She told me that the

local constable was her husband’s brother and refused to arrest her husband (p. 103).
Police who were less well integrated into the community were more likely enforee taws
against domestic violence, The women Websdate (1998) interviewed reported that the state
police were more willing to arrest the abuser and remaove him from the home. Perhaps the
state police were better trained and more professional, but their lack of close ties 1o the
communily probably also made it casier for them (0 enforce the law dispassionalely.

As globalization Hattens and shrinks the worltd (Iriedman, 2005), it is arguable that
bridging social capital is becoming more abundant. Alter all, communities and individuals
now have more access to information and more ties to the outside world than ever before. This
shift potentially provides whal Woolcock (1998} calls “linking”™ social capital—relationships
with external institutions that provide access to information, resources, and ideas that are not
available at the local level. At the same time, however, the economic restructuring that is an
intrinsic feature of globalization is fundamentally altering the rural landscape in ways that
have important implications for bonding and bridging social capital. Manufacturing. which
has been the most important cconomic sector in rural America sinee World War 1, has declined
markedly in recent years. Losses have been especially rapid since 2000, Between 2000 and
2003, rural areas suw a 19 % decrease in manufacturing jobs, compared 1o a 14 % loss in
urban locations (USDA, 2003). [n the wake of recent trade agreements and tari{T reductions,
many traditional rural industries such as textiles, apparel, plastics, and wood products have
moved o foreign locations with lower wages and fewer environmental regulations (Falk &
Labao, 2003). And although manufacturing employment has stabilized since 2003, many
rural industries continue o shed jobs at a rapid pace.

10
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Communities that depend on agricullure have also suffcred. Small farms have been
disappcaring for several decades, but recent changes in the structure of agriculture have
accelerated the losses. As Drabenstott (2001, p.10) points out, there has been a decisive
shilt ™ ... from the production of commadities to finely graded products and a shift from
spot and futures markeis to contracts”™ (p. [0). Instead of produecing generic commodities
for sale on the open market, many farmers are now the first link in a business alliance calted
a supply chain (Bultel. 2003). Farmers now find themselves in a buyer’s market where they
have little chotce bul to contract with one of a handlul of large, vertically integrated firms
who control most ol the global food and fiber industry.

Of all the consequences that have flowed [rom the economic transformation of
rural America, two have especially important implications for social capital. First,
and most obviously, industrial restructuring bas led to rapid population losses in
many rural areas. Between 1990 and 2000, 25 % of non-metropolitan counties lost
population. Remate and farm-dependent counties were the most seriously allected.
Over hall ol these places had fewer people in 200 than in 1990, and in over a third
of these places. the loss exceeded 5 % (MeGranahan & Beale, 2002). As population
fosscs mount, businesses and institutions disappear, local societies become more
fragmented. and residents become more isolated from larger social structures. Lack
ol local employment opportunitics has also forced many residents to make long daily
commutes. which reduces the time available to devote to civie aftairs. Under these
circumstances, bridging social capital becomes increasingly scarce.

Atthe same time, many rural communities have become much more ethnically diverse. In
South and Midwest, industrial restructuring has led 1o unprecedented Latino population growth
spurred primarily by employment opportunities in the meat packing and processing industry
{Saenz & Torres, 2003). During the 1980s and 1990s, the meat processing industry underwent
a major transformation, ™ ... leading to the displacement high-wage beef and pork processing
working in the Midwest and poultry plant workers in the South, and the movement of meat
packing plants from urban to rural arcas (Sacnz & Torres, 2003, p. 59). Lmployers have actively
recruited people from Mexico and other Latin American countries Lo ereate a reserve army of
workers willing to labor in dangerous jobs for wages that are substantially lower than twenty or
thirty years ago, when the industry was heavily unionized (Schlosscr, 2002).

A high trnover rate, driven by low pay and dangerous working conditions, has created
a transient labor force that roams from town o town looking for betier opportunitics. [n
most places, the migrants are housed in isofated trailer courts, or they share rooms in
dilapidated hotels (Schlosser, 2002). Not surprisingly, these workers are socially excluded
from the broader community, and what litde interaction does oceur is centered around
commercial transactions ( Preibisch, 2004), In such communities, the presence of a transient
labor force (workers who often speak only Spanish) further hampers the development of
bridging sociat capilal, and it may actually create a more insular mentality among long
time residents who see migrants as a source of erime and other social problems (Schlosser,
2002). And even when these workers become permanent residents, they tend to remain
socially and physically isolated (Preibisch. 2004).

Urbean Connnsitios

Many nner cities also lack social capital, in this case, however, the cvidence suggests
that there are serious shortages of both bonding and bridging social capital (Eggebeen &
Hogan, 1990; Parish, Hao, & Hogan, 1991; Eggebeen, 1992: Furstenberg, 1993; Green,
Hammer, & Tiggs, 2000; Smith, 2005). And as has been the case in rural America, social
capital has been undermined by economic changes that are altering the relationships
between people and the relationships between peaple and place.
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Perhaps the most striking change in contemporary urban life is the growth of high
poverty arcas, which are defined as census tracts with a poverty rate of 40 % or higher
(Jargowsky, 1997). Between 1970 and 1990, the number of these arcas more than doubled
from [.177 o 2,726 (Jurgowsky, 1997). Not surprisingly, the populalion residing in these
neighborhoods also grew - from approximately 4.1 million to 8.0 million. Most of this
growth occurred in our largest metropolises, especially those in the Northeast and Midwest
(Jargowsky, 1997). And although the number of people living in poverty declined slightly
between 1990 and 2000, the poverty rate in our inner cities (18.4 %) is still twice as high
as it is in the suburbs (8.3 %) (Berube & Frey, 2002).

While many factors have contributed to high inner city poverty rates, much of the increase
can be attributed to structural shifts in the global cconomy. Up until the 1960s, low-skilled,
poorly educaled workers could find well-paying jobs in the heavily unionized manufacturing
sector. In the intervening years, urban economies have changed dramatically as service and
admimistrative functions have supplanted manufacturing as the most important source of
cmployment. Kasarda (1993, p. 45) summarizes the processes that underlie this shifl.

Advances in transportation, communication. and industrial technologics have

transformed cities from centers of the production and distribution of goods 1o centers

ol administration, finance, and information exchange. In the process, many blue-collar

Jobs that once constituted the economic backbone of cities and provided employment

oppertunitics for their poorly educated residents have either vanished or moved. These

Jobs have been replaced, at least in part, by knowledge-intensive white-collar jobs

with educational requirements that exclude many with substandard education.

Nowhere can the impact of these economic changes be seen more clearly than in
Chicago. Consider, for instance, the North Lawndale area of the city, which was at one
time a thriving African American working class community. During the 1960s, there were
several factories that provided residents with good paying jobs. By the 1980s, ncarly every
major employer had cither moved to the suburbs or abandoned the state entirely (Wilson,
1996). Almost hail’ of the housing stock has disappeared, and only one bank remains 1o
sctve 66,000 residents. Most of the other businesses that serve the neighborhood are best
described as predatory-—-lottery agents, currency exchange and check-cashing centers, and
over nincty-nine bars and liguor stores (Wilson, 1996, p. 35).

The economic devastation that has been visited on North Lawndale and thousands of
other neighborhoods across the nation set ofl" a series of additional changes that further
underniined the soctal, cultural, and cconomic life of the residents left behind. First, as
soon as redlining and the other illegal barriers that kept Afvican American middle class
residents in ghetto neighborhoods were removed. they foilowed (he example of other ethnic
groups and headed for the suburbs. By definition, out-migration of the non-poor reduces a
neighborhood’s aggregate income and hence makes it poorer. However, the signilicance of
out-migration by the Alrican American middle-class goes far beyond the immediate effects
it had on ncighborhood income. Wilson (1987) argues that the foss of the Black middle-
class {and the Black working-class in many inner-cities), removed an important social bulYer
that could have protected these neighborhoods from the most severe dislocations caused by
macro-economic changes. Even if the most poorly educated segment of the population was
experiencing higher levels and longer spells of unemployment. the presence of a substantial
middle-class would have cnsured the viability of such important community institutions as
stores, churches, quality schools, and recreational facilitics. Without an cconomicaily stable class
to support these entities, the institutional fabric of many communities became threadbare.

The presence of a middie-class would also have provided children—who were
constituting a larger and larger proportion of the population in many ghetto arcas  with
important role models to keep alive ... the pereeption that education is meaning(ul, that
steady employment is a viable alternative to welfare, and that family stability is the norm,
12
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not the exception™ (Wilson, 1987, p. 56). In the absence of conventional role models and
the norms and values they espoused, lawlessness, ruancy, drug abuse, and other forms of
pathological behavior became more acceptable (Wilson, 1987).

Paradoxically, the growth of high poverty arcas does not mean that the population
of these neighborhoods is increasing, [n fact, in many instances poverly concentration
is accompanted by steep population declines. This phenomenon, which is common in
cilies across the nation, exacerbates the pernicious effects of poverty. For one thing. as the
population drops, it becomes harder and harder to maintain basic services and neighborhood
ingtitutions. The local population cannot support stores and few outsiders are likely to
frequent arcas known to be plagued with drugs and crime. As the organizational structure
weakens, [ormal and informal mechantsms of control begin to disappear, leading to higher
rates of crime and violence, which in turn hastens neighborhood deterioration. And. once a
neighborhood begins to slide, institutional disinvestment almost inevitably lollows,

Declines in population density make it increasingly difficult 1o sustain a sense of community.
especially when the residents lefl behind are those who were least connected (o local instilutions
and least involved in community alfairs (Wilson, 1996). For instance, several studies (Wilson,
1996: Furstenburg, 1993) have found that while the overall rate of social interaction remains
high i inner-city neighborhoods, it appears to differ in important ways from the neighboring
degeribed by Carol Stack in her elassic book. A4 Our Kin (1974). Stack, whose research was
conducted in the late 1960s and early 1970s, describes a socicly characterized by extensive social
nctworks and high levels of material and social support. The residents may have been poor, but
they knew they could count on neighbors and kin for childeare. cash assistance, food, temporary
shelter, and other resources. The residents also maintained a sense of order and community by
monitoring cach other for evidence of shirking responsibility or taking advantage of someone,
and punishing those who did not abey neighborhoad norms (Stack, 1974).

Inferviews with residents in high poverty neighborboods in Philadelphia, Denver, and
Chicago (Wilson, 1996; Furstenberg, 1993) suggest that while they may know and interact
with their neighbors, the bonding social capital documented by Stack has become scarce.
Sharing between neighbors and friends is not as common as in earlier years, and residents
are unable to cooperate and establish effective neighborhood norms. especially around the
behavior ol children and adolescents (Furstenbery, 1993).

As the urban poor have become socially and spatially isolated from the Jarger society.
the worst conscquences of poverly have been exacerbated. Interaction with individuals
from other sociocconomic levels has become very infrequent. distrust has become more
common, mechanisms of social controf have become ineflective, there is little exposure 10
conventional role madels, and illegal sources of income have become acceptabie (Wilson,
1996). Not surprisingly, it is difficult to build social capital in this environment.

In her recent extension of Wilson’s thesis, Smith (2003, 20035) agues that the lack of
social capital among the urban poor (especially the Black urban poor) has less o do with
social isolation and more to do with the way in which macro-structural changes have led
to a deterioration of obligations of exchange among inner-city residents. According to this
line of reasoning, as jobs disappear and material resources become searcer and scarcer,
trust declines and residents become more protective of the few resources they stitl possess.
Under these circumstances, residents feel less obligated to exchange information and other
resources.  When joblessness becomes a pervasive feature of life, residents have fewer
sanclions 1 impose on those who do not abide by norms, and fewer rewards to offer
those who do. As it becomes harder to control noncompliant behavior, crime proliferates,
predalory behavior increasces, and the fear of victimization grows. Once this process gains
momentum, trust and norms of reciprocity break down; residents are afraid ol one another
and unwilling to share scarce resources. Eventually, norms that privilege the individual
over the collective good begin 1o dominate local life and social capital declines.

[



Downloaded by [University Free State] at 04:21 19 August 2012

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT: Jowrnal of the Community Development Sucien

The Interactional Approach to Community Development

Social capital has resonated with a wide range of audiences, fargely because it holds
the promise of effectively replacing the “primordial bonds™ that held communities together
in simpler times (Coleman, 1992). Social capital, in this view, will enable us 1o rebuild the
once harmonious communities that have been undermined by the forces ol modermization.
The problem with this preseription is that the vital leatures of social capital-—trust and
norms ol reciprocity-—depend, in large measure, on stable and predictable social relations.
Unfortunately, the places where many of us live have become anything but stable and
predictable. The trends described above have fundamentally altered tocal social and
ceonomic structures in ways that make it difficult to develop a healthy mix of bonding and
bridging social capital. Instability is now the distinguishing feature of many communitics.
Social capital cannot Nourish in this environment, and this raises serious questions aboul
its role m community development,

[n our view, effective community development policies must be more firmly rooted in a
theory of contemporary community social and economic organization. Although it is beyond
the scope of this article to develop fully such a model, we can offer a lew suggestions for
how to approach this task. Most definitions ol community conlain four elements: a locality.
a local saciety, collective actions, and mutual identity. Fach ol these elements is problematic
in today’s world. Community boundarics are no longer clear, extra-local forees drive many
communily processes, collective actions often express privale rather than public interests,
and identities are often tied more to special interests than 1o the local community In short, the
contemporary conimunity is amazingly complex. [t is *... an arena of both tarbulence and
cohesion, ol order and disarray. ol self-secking and community-oriented interaction; and it
manifests its dualitics simultancously™ (Wilkinson, 1991. p. 7).

One way to make sense of all of these forees is to scarch for a constant. Despite the
many changes communities have undergone, social interaction remains a consisient feature
ol local life. “Social inferaction delincales a territory as the community locale; it provides
the associations that comprise the local socicty: it gives structure and direction to processes
of collective action: and it is the source of community identity™ (Wilkinson, 1991, p. 3},
From this perspective, social interaction gives form to local life as people organize to
accomplish specific tasks and pursue various interests. Communily simply depends on
interaction. Thus, there is a latent potential for community to emerge in almost any setting,
no matter how turbulent it may be. Community development nurtures this possibility.,

Unlike conceptions of commmunity that are more static. this interactional approach docs
not define community in terms of well-defined networks or systems. Instead, local groups
and organizations are conceptualized as unbounded fields of interaction. The community is
composed of several ol'these more or kess distinet social fields. For instance, in most communities
itis possible to identify social fields [ocused on different aspects of local life such as social
services, economic development, recreation, and public salety. The mechanism that links the
vartous special interest fields 1o form a local socicty is the community ficld. Although this is
also an intcractional field, it docs not pursue limited, special interests. Instead. it cuts acioss
various groups and interaction fields. Most importantly, the community ficld = ... combines the
locality relevant aspects of the specialized interest fields, and integrates them into a generalized
whole™ (Wilkinson, 1991:19). The actions that occur in the community ficld coordinate the
more narrowly focused actions that happen in other social Gefds, and in the process binds them
into & larger whole  albeit an unbounded, dynamic, emergent whole,

BBoth the social capital and interactional perspectives stress the importance of creating
linkages across interest lines. Social capital-based elTorts approach this task by building
trust and norms of reciprocity that will facilitate various actions. The interactional approach
takes a different tack by stressing the importance of Forging conncctions between the
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actions ol different groups and organizations. By creating these linkages, a generalized
structure of relationships emerges-—one that can be used to address shared problems and
concerns, Community development involves purposive altempts to build this generalized
structure (Wilkinson, 1991). OF course. trust and norms ol reciprocity may emerge during
the course of this process, but they are not a prerequisite for community development.
More importantly, they are nol a focal point of development efforts.

As the community field develops. interaction and structure become closely intertwined.
Indeed, it* ... is both a consequence and a cause of community actions in special inferest
areas. It arises from the other actions and fields. drawing together their commonalities.
Having emerged. it inflluences subsequent actions. reinforcing the holistic structure of
community that exists among them™ (Wilkinson, 1991:90). Of course, the processes of
interaction that give rise to and arc in warn shaped by the community field are in a continuous
state of change. This Muctuation means that the community ficld is also dynamic over
time as actors come and go, different nterests assert themselves. and extra-local Torces
impinge on community lile (Bridger & Luloft, 1999). At times. the community field may
be strong, and al times, it may be relatively weak. In many of our distressed rural and urban
communities, the community field is held together hy fragile bonds. But regardless of its
stale at a particular time, community development aims to strengthen the community field
by building from existing ficlds of interaction to find points of intersection around which
actions can oceur and linkages made (Lulo(T & Bridger, 2003).

Thig approach requires that residents and community development practitioners focus
on the community. cven when an effort or program is directed at a speeific problem. To
take just onc example, consider leadership development. There is little disagreement that
successfulcommunities depend onstrong feadership. Unfortunately, leadership development
programs do nol always ensure that individual gains wilt also benefil the common good.
All too often, newly acquired leadership skills contribute more to individual careers than to
ihe capacity of'the community 1o solve problems. Simitarly, when leadership development
focuses heavily on specialized issucs and subject matter, it can lead to fragmentation and
hinder efforts 1o mobilize resources for community-wide ¢fforts.

By incorporating clements of the interactional perspective into curricula, lcadership
devclopment programs can simultancously build individual skills and foster community
development. For instance, leadership development can locus on building the skills needed
o identify issues where the interests of different groups may overlap, learn how to frame
situations to highlight mutual benefits, and develop strategies that will foster concerted action.
Programs can also include models of community action, and participants can learn where
there are opportunities in the action process for structure-building activitics. Role-playing
opportunitics can help participants build the skills needed to ereate connections across groups
and activities. Finally, leadership development programs can emphasize the importance of
explicitly and carefully considering how actions will affect all segments of the community
and how this, in turn, will likely alfect the structure of the community ficld.

CONCLUSION

Choosing an appropriale community development strategy obviously depends on
local conditions. In places with a history of civic engagement and a lack ol deep social
cleavages, a social capital approach may be particularly elfective. In Portland Oregon, for
instance, residents have been able to capitalize on a strong tradition of widespread civic
participation to enact a wide range of progressive policies that have made Portland one
ol the most livable cities in the United States (Putnam & Feldstein, 2003). These policies
include the establishment of an anti-sprawl urban growth boundary, extensive green space,
and economically diverse neighborhoods.
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In inner city neighborhoods like the North Lawndale section of Chicago. where tear,
violence, and crime are pervasive, a reliance on social capital as a community development
strategy may be less realistic. The creation of social capital is time and labor intensive, and in
communities characterized by social isolation and fragmentation, building trust and norms
of reciprocity is a daunting challenge. Instead, it arguably makes more sense (o identify
existing fields of interaction and the issues on which they focus, and develop linkages
between the activilies in these interactional ficlds. In Norfolk, Virginia, for instance, the
Consortium for Immunization of Norfolk’s Children (CINCH) assessed the activities of
different social service providers, worked to find activities on which they could coilaborate.
and eventually developed a broad-based approach to child health that addresses such issves
as drug and alcohol abuse. teen pregnancy. child abuse and neglect, and physical fitness
(Bridger, 2000).

The network of relationships that grow out of this process are not likely to be as dense
as those from which social capital (especially bonding social capital) emerges. At the same
time, however. precisely because they are not as dense, they are probably less fragilc in
certain respects and more likely to become a durable feature of local life. In fact, several
studies have shown that active communities tend to remain active over time, suggesting that
as the process is set in motion. the community ficld becomes an institutionalized feature
of local life that strengthens the capacity to address problems and enhance social well-
being (Lulofl & Wilkinson. 1979; Claude et al., 2000; Lulo(T & Bridger, 2003). While this
will not produce a full-fledged revival of community life, it is probably a more realistic
outcome to hope for in many placces.
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