Bowling Alone Study Guide, cont’d.

Section IV 
Putnam defined the concept of social capital in Section I. In Section II, Putnam provided us with a wide range of indicators of social capital—from personal, social affiliations to political and organizational involvement—and their measure over time to prove a trend of a steady and substantial decrease in civic engagement over the last third of the 20th century in America. In Section III, Putnam worked to identify the causes of the decline, investigating issues of time and money, mobility and sprawl, technology and mass media, and generational succession as explanations. At this point in your reading, it would be helpful to walk back through the table of contents and review your thinking about Putnam’s argument so far. Are there any areas you feel he didn’t address adequately or at all? Is there any evidence that was less than convincing? Absent? What questions are you left with related to his thesis? Has he led you through his evidence in a meaningful way that makes sense? Why or why not? 

1. In the Introduction to Section IV, Putnam briefly reviews his progress so far, and then goes on to explain how social capital is important to both healthy individuals and societies, on both a small and large scale. Are his examples of how individual impact translates into collective good—problem solving ability, trust, awareness of our interconnectedness, flow of information—convincing reasons for individuals to work collectively? How have you experienced the benefits he cites here?

2. “Inequality and social solidarity are deeply incompatible.” (294) Why would this be true? Consider your answer both from the perspective of the oppressed members of a social system, as well as those who hold power; what are each of their motivations and behaviors? 
3. What is the difference between cause and effect in terms of the history of inequality in a society?
4. Did the correlation of healthy kids who do well in school to social capital (more than race, class or other demographic factors that are commonly seen as the culprit) surprise you? (Chapter 17) What would some solutions to the performance gap in the schools be given Putnam’s evidence?
5. How is the manifestation of gangs in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods a result of the relationship of social, physical and human capital? Why is social capital so much more important to people in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods? (chapter 18)

6. How are weak social ties more beneficial than strong ones in job-related benefits? (319-320)

7. Compare and contrast how social networks benefit individuals and industrial systems alike. (p. 323-25)

8. What are the tangible health benefits of social networks? What are the intangible benefits? 

9. How do you rate compared to the respondents to the statement, “I am in good physical condition.” presented in the graph on page 332? Can you relate your feeling of health to strong or weak social capital at the moment?

10. John Dewey is quoted as saying that, “Fraternity, liberty and equality isolated from communal life are hopeless abstractions…” (337) What does he mean? Why would that be true? 

11. What are the “external” and “internal” effects of social networks? Use an example to illustrate what you mean.

12. What are the “civic virtues” that an individual acquires through participation in social organizations? Why is exposure to these skills so much more important for lower and middle-class people

13. Putnam reports that extremism and civic participation are correlated in a surprising way, ie. positively. Why do people on the extreme ends of an issue have a tendency to be more involved?

14. Do you think “face-to-face democracy” is critical to forming a strong society (341)? Why or why not? Give some examples to support your view to help explain what you mean.

15. How does citizen participation affect both the demand and the supply side of government? Do you think citizen disengagement is a cause or an effect of democratic discontent? (346-347)

16. Putnam cites a number of indices of social tolerance—race, gender and civil liberties—that have risen dramatically in the last 30 years, and equates the increased tolerance as having a parallel increase in individualism. Why would formerly stigmatized groups receiving a measure of tolerance be equated with individualism by Putnam? What organizations or associations would be weakened by a group achieving civil rights?

17. How is social capital related to civic and economic equality? (359-361) 

18. Is the rise in tolerance that Putnam cites the same as saying we are a truly integrated society? Putnam seems to use diversity, equality and integration as interchangeable terms towards the end of section IV—do you agree with him?  What is the difference between these terms? 

