Bowling Alone Study Guide, cont’d.

Section V 
1. Putnam asks the central question of Section V in the opening paragraphs, “Is erosion of social capital an ineluctable consequence of modernity, or can we do something about it?”. He turns to the historical example of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era as potentially instructive given the similarities to our own era. What are the parallels to our time in terms of technology? Transportation? Scale of economy? Distribution of wealth? Population growth and mobility?

2. On page 373-4, Putnam discusses the flipside of the great advances that were being made during the Progressive Era. As you read over these problems, what is and isn’t the same if you compare then and now?

3. Putnam outlines the ways that the Progressive Era was exclusionary in terms of race as it attempted to equalize social issues. Do you think it’s possible to find value in historical examples like the Progressive Era if they contain this serious flaw? Explain your thinking in terms of both the finding of value and the identifying of problems.

4. “The dominant public ideology of the Gilded Age had been social Darwinism. Its advocates argued that social progress required the survival of the fittest…”. (378) Social Darwinists believe in a hands-off system of open competition in society. Do you think a system of open competition is, equitable, fair or even possible? Why or why not?

5. Would you characterize the organizing of the Progressive Movement as “top-down” or “bottom up”? Cite three examples from the text to support your answer.

6. In what ways did the Progressive Movement create social capital networks? What strengths and weaknesses did the networks have? (384-399)

7. Putnam discusses the many ways that historians have perceived the motivations and methods of the Progressive organizers as opposed to the people in society whose problems they were attempting to ameliorate. “An even greater debate has raged among historians about whether the Progressive Era was about social reform or social control or social revolution.” (399) Given the examples and quotes he presents in describing the movement, how would you describe the difference among “reform, control and revolution” as motivations for organizers? After describing some basic distinctions among the approaches, describe which approach is closest to your own interest in community development and why.

8. How does one differently address the dynamic of having a supply of and demand for opportunities for civic engagement? Which situation would be more difficult to work through: a surplus of supply or a surplus of demand? Why? In your opinion, which scenario is closest to our current situation in the U.S.?

9. In presenting his agenda for building social capital in chapter 24, Putnam does not pretend to know the solution (as though there were only one!) and says he is putting forth suggestions in the hope of stimulating the reader’s imagination to come up with even better ideas. For each of the six areas that Putnam has identified, he puts forth a challenge and goal to reach in terms of that sphere by the year 2010. Read through each of the ideas Putnam presents, and then heed his call by thinking of a new way or an extension of one of his suggestions that would help America reach that goal.

· Youth and Schools

· The Workplace

· Urban and Metropolitan Design

· Religion

· Arts and Culture

· Politics and Government

10.  As artists, we should be particularly interested in the social capital-building capabilities of the arts. Why does Putnam say that the arts are particularly powerful in building bridging forms of social capital? (411-12)

11. Are there any categorical areas that you think would be good to add to Putnam’s six? 

12. Yeeee—hawww! You’re done with the book! Now (to quote Putnam) so what? Has the book helped you understand the issues better? Has it given you a renewed sense of hope about the solutions? Has it given you new ideas about what those solutions might be? 

13. The Story Behind This Book, which starts after page 505, is a pretty interesting read in that Putnam explains his research and writing process. In it, he explains that he usually develops a thesis, writes a draft, and runs it by his peers in order to get feedback and criticism. Hey—peer critique! Now that sounds familiar. He also explains that his thesis led to a unique reinterpretation of data under the rubric of “social capital” that no social scientists before him had ever developed or analyzed to support this particular theory. This helps explain why the research is so thoroughly documented and lovingly displayed throughout the text—it is of his own (as well as his research team’s) creation. If Putnam has indeed written a seminal text that may ironically begin a social movement by identifying the need for social involvement, you now know that you have read the first such text on this topic.

