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A possible response to our analysis based on Putnam’s Bowling Alone is that the causes of the
decline in social capital across time may be entirely different from the causes of social capital
variation across the United States. This remains a possibility but, if this is the case, then any
explanation of social capital formation and decline runs into a difficult theoretical problem of
justifying this assumption that the determinants of social capital over time differ from the
determinants across space. Even if the two overall processes differ, the same social and economic
factors we identify may play arole in both. Putnam himself identifies ethnic diversity and inequality
as important determinants of cross-state variation in levels of social capital. Putnam suggests a
conceptualization of diversity as the proportion of ‘the stock’ of Scandinavian immigrants in the
original settler populations, and a conceptualization of inequality as a system of power relations
defined by slavery.'¢ From a contemporary point of view, these explanations suggest the importance
of evaluating the role of ethnic diversity across the United States, as well as economic and social
indicators of wealth and poverty, in explaining variation in levels of social capital.!” Again, our
finding is that social and economic indicators such as education, farming, church attendance and
unemployment are stronger determinants of different levels of social capital across the United States
than are racial and ethnic diversity, or even illegal immigration levels.

If our analysis is correct, social capital has much more to do with deeper social forces such as
industrialization, the progress of education and macroeconomic conditions than with changes in
ethnic diversity or entertainment habits. Importantly, as the world moves on through such deeper
processes of industrialization and ever-growing levels of education, the task for the reformers may
not be to try to improve social capital levels as measured today — especially if they are so inseparably
related to farming. Instead, the task may be to investigate whether individuals in these changing
societies form networks of reciprocity and trustworthiness through new channels.

Finally, to investigate important endogeneity claims, we tested for the role of social capital in
determining the levels of poverty, diversity and economic performance. To perform this analysis,
we used poverty and growth levels from 2001; and we calculated the proportional change in black,
Hispanic and white non-Hispanic state populations between 1970 and 1990. While other economic
and social indicators — such as the female labour force participation, illegal immigration and
education —in most cases had significant effects on these dependent variables, we found no evidence
that levels of social capital explain any variation across the United States. On one hand, this provides
some evidence against the claim that our social capital determinants are endogenous. But, on the
other hand, this result raises the question of why levels of social capital do not contribute to such
important economic and social variation across the United States.

CONCLUSION

Our evidence is consistent with current sociological and economic critiques of social capital. For
example, Portes and Landolt explain how one group’s social capital may in fact present high barriers
of entry to members of other groups.'® In economics, Costa and Kahn suggest that if the trade-off
is between diversity and social capital, there are reasons to believe that diversity is the one that can

16 More specifically, Putnam refers to the ‘well-trod paths of migration’ such as ‘the fraction of [a state’s
population that is of Scandinavian stock’, and suggests that slavery and Jim Crow politics leave long-lasting effects
on the levels of trust in a state. See Putnam, Bowling Alone.

17 Putnam further suggests that looking at the correlations between social capital levels and ‘contemporary
social circumstances’ is useful because causation may run in both directions. He argues that different levels of
social capital may affect socioeconomic outcomes across states, and that these in turn may affect levels of social
capital. See Putnam, Bowling Alone, p. 294.

18 In addition, social capital may depend on so much conformity that it becomes too costly for those with
entrepreneurial spirit. Even when social capital is beneficial, the extent of such benefit may ultimately depend on
the amount of material resources and the ability to control them within a network. See Portes and Landbolt,
‘Unsolved Mysteries’.
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help achieve greater efficiency in the market place.!® In development, Barro and McCleary warned
us that when it comes to religion, higher engagement activities such as church attendance may
reduce productivity and misdirect investment.?° The evidence presented here links social capital to
unemployment patterns, the decline of farming, the rise of education levels and the persistent role
of religion. These are all long-term structural factors that shape the character of the American
economy and politics. Given the structural changes in our modern society, we may have to return
to more difficult issues of the protection of pluralism and the engagement of diversity, not to choirs
and soccer clubs, to make democracy work.

DATA APPENDIX
Social Capital Index

Derived from the following indicators, as constructed by Putnam in Bowling Alone. LifeStyle survey figures
are aggregated from survey data on club meetings attended last year, community projects worked on last
year, times entertained at home last year, times volunteered last year, the evaluative answer to ‘I spend a
lot of time visiting friends’, the evaluative answer to ‘Most people are honest’. Roper public opinion data
include the percentage of state population serving on a local organization committee, the percentage of state
population serving as an officer of a club or organization, the percentage of state population attending a
meeting on town or school affairs. The index also includes the number of a state’s registered non-profit
organizations per capita in 1989. General Social Survey measures include the mean number of group
memberships for a state, and the evaluative answer to the statement ‘Most people can be trusted’. The final
measure that enters the index is the Federal Insurance Contributions Act (FICA) records of the number of
a state’s civic and social organizations per 1,000 population, 1977-92.

Female Single-Parent Family

Single-parent households headed by a woman, as a percentage of households in a state, in 1990. Source:
US Census.

Female Labour Force Participation

Females 16 years and older in the labour force, as a percentage of all state population 16 years and older
in the labour force, in 1990. Source: US Census

Urban

Urban area households as a percentage of all state households, in 1990. Source: US Census.

Cable TV Subscribers

Cable television subscriber households as a percentage of all state households with a television, in 1989/90.
Source: Nielsen ratings.

Generational Change

The difference between persons aged 65 + as a percentage of total population in 1990 and in 1950. Source:
US Census.

Farming Households

Farming households as a percentage of all state households, in 1990. Source: US Census.

! Dora Costa and Matthew Kahn, ‘Civic Engagement and Community Heterogeneity: An Economist’s
Perspective’, Perspectives on Politics, 1 (2003), 103-11.

2 Robert J. Barro and Rachel M. McCleary, ‘Religion and Economic Growth’ (Washington, D.C.: National
Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper 9682, 2003). At the same time, Barro and McCleary also find
evidence that a belief in hell promotes development.



Notes and Comments 377

Percentage Blacks

Individuals who identify as black, as a percentage of all state population, in 1990. Source: US Census.

Percentage Hispanic

Individuals who identify as having a Hispanic origin in terms of ancestry, as a percentage of all state
population, in 1990. Source: US Census.

Higher Education

Individuals with bachelor’s degree or higher as percentage of all state population aged 25 +, in 1990.
Source: US Census

Church Membership

Percentage of state population that identifies as a member of an established church, regardless of
denomination, in 1990. Source: American Religion Data Archive.

lllegal Immigrants

Residents without a legal status, as a percentage of the sum of this number and the state population as
reported in the US Census, in 1990. Source: Immigration and Naturalization Service.

Poverty

Households living below poverty line, as a percentage of all state households. Source: US Census.

Unemployment

The average of monthly state unemployment rates for the period between January 1980 and December 1985.
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Economic Shocks

The variance in monthly state unemployment rates for the period between January 1978 and December 1990.
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Income

Log of average personal income on the state level, for 1992. Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis.



