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CHAPTER I

Thinking about
Social Change in America

\o oNn IS LEFr from the Glenn Valley, Pennsylvania, Bridge Club r,,,ho can
tell us precisely when or whv the group broke up, even though iis for$,-odd
members were sti l l  playing regularly as recently as 1990, just as they had done
for more than half a ce'tury. The shock in the Little Rock, Arkansas, Sertoma
cli-rb, however, is still painful: in the mid-1980s, 

'earl_v 
fifty people had at-

tended the weekl-v luncheon tb plan activit ies to help the hearing- and speech-
impaired, but a decade later only seven regulars continued to shorv up.

The Roanoke , Virginia, chapter of tl-re National ,Association for the Acl-
l'ancerrent of colored People (NAACP) had been an active force for civil
r ights si 'ce 1918, but during the 1990s mernbership withered from about
2,500 to a few hundred. By Novernber 1998 even a heated contest for presiclerrr
dreu onlr ' f i f t r .sererr  

'ot ing 
menrbers.  Black c i$ counci l lor  carrol l  S*ain ob-

served ruefully, "Some people today are a wee bit complacent unti l somethirrg
jumps up and bites them." vFW Post 2378 in Berrvyn, I l l inois, a br'e-coilar
suburb of chicago, was lor-rg a bustling "home aw,av from home" for local vet-
erans and a kind ofworking-class countrv club for the neighborhood, hostirg
wedding receptions and class reunions. By 1999, horve'er, membership had so
dwindled that it rvas a siruggle just to pay taxes on the ve lloiv brick postiall. Al-
though numerous veterans of vietnam and the post-viehram miliiarl, lived in
the area, Tom Kissell, national membership director for the vFW, obser'ed,
"Kids today just aren't ioiners."I

The Charitv League of Dallas had met everv Friday morning for fift1_
seven years to seu', knii, and visit, but on April 10, 1999, they held their last



- :::.: ' .:. i ire ar erage age of the group had risen to eighty, the last neu'membe r
. . ".r ror ne d hr o r.ears earlier, and president Pat Dilbeck said ruefullv, "l feel l ike
this is a sinking ship." Preciseh'three dat's later and 1,200 rniles to the north-
east, the \hssar alLrmnae of Washington, D.C., closed dowr-r their fiftv-first-
and last-annual book sale. Even though thev aimed to sell more than one
hur.rdred thousand books to benefit college scholarsl-rips in the i999 event, co-
chair Alix Mverson explained, the volunteers who rar, the program "are in
their sixties, seventies, and eighties. 'fhev're dying, and they're r-rot replace-
able." N{eanwhile, as Teu'ksbury Nlemorial Fligh School (TMHS), just north
of Boston, opened in the fall of i999, fortl' brar.rd-nerv ro1'21 blue uniforms
newlv pr-rrchased for the rnarching band remained in storage, since onlv four
students sigr.red up to plav. Roger Whittlesev, TMHS band director, recalled
that trventy years earlier the band numbered more than eightv, but participa-
tior had'"vaned ever since.2 Somehou'in ihe last several decades of the twenti-
eth century all these community gror-rps and tens of thousands like them across
America began to lade.

It wasn't so rnuch thai old members dropped out-at least not any more
rapidly than age and the accidents of life had alr,vays meant. But community or-
ganizatior-rs were no longer continuousll 'revitalized, as the-v had been in the
past, by freshets of new nembers. Organizational leaders were flummoxed. For
vears they assumed that iheir problem must have local roots or at least that it was
peculiar to their organization, so they commissioned dozens of studies to rec-
ommend reforms.s T'he slowdown was pr-rzzling because for as long as anvone
could remember, membership rolls and activity lists had lengthened steadily.

In the 1960s, in fact, communih groups across America had seemed to
stand on the threshold of a new era of expanded involvement. Except for the
civic drought induced by ihe Great Depression, their activity had shot up vear
afier 1'ear, cultivated by assiduous civic gardeners and watered by increasing af-
fluence and education. Each annual report registered rising membership.
Churches and s1'nagogues were packed, as more Americans rvorshiped together
than only a ferv decades earlier, perhaps more than ever in American histori'.

Moreover, Americans seemed to have time on their hands. A I958 study
under the auspices of the newly inaugurated Center for the Study of Leisr-rre at
the Ur-riversity of Chicago lretted that "the most dangerous threat hanging over
American societ,v is the ihreat of leisure," a startl ing claim in the decade rn
which the Soviets got the bomb.a Life magazine echoe d the warning about the
r-rew challenge of free time: "Americans now face a glut of leisure," ran a head-
line in Februarv 1964. "The task ahead: horv to take life eas\r."

As a matter of fact, mankind now possesses for the first time the tools and
knowledge to create whatever kind of world he lr'ants. . . . Despite our
Protestant ethic, there are nany signs that the message is beginning to
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get through to some, people. . . . Not onll are -\rrericans flocking intoboril ing leagues rnd grrden clubs, ther-'are rrt irfr intih.;;;;;; i l ;,
rurges ir cou'tless neighborhood .o--itt.., to rnipro\.e the rocar roadsand garbage collections and to hound their public ,.rr.";, ;;;;il,\\ hat the narne implies.;

The civic-minded World War II gencratron was, as its own John F.Kenred' proclaimed at,his inaug-uratiori picking up ihe torch of leadership,rot onlv in the nation's highest office, butln cities and tor,vns across the land.S'rmmarizing dozens of studies, poliiical scientist Robert E. Lane wrote rn: v i9 that "the ratio ofpolitical activists to thegeneral popuration, and even the::tio of male activists to^the male population,ias generallv increased over the:ast fiftr'years." As the 1960s endecl, ,o"iologlrt, Oa'.,iel Seil ,,,a V"giri, H.lareported that "there is more participation th"an ever before in Anerica . . . andmore opportuni\' for the active interested person to express his personal anclpolit ical concerns."6 Even the simpl.rt polrt i.r i ,ct, voting, rvas becoming ever.rore common. From 1920, when women got the vote, throug' 1960, tu?noutrn presidential elections had risen at the rat! of 1.6 percent .;ru;;;;;;rr, ,"on a simple straight_line projection it seemed reasonrble, ,, , t""ai,,g p.iia,"rfscientist later observed, to expect turnout to be nearry ztt p"r"",,i on;rtJ;g 
""the nation's hvo hundredth birthdav in 1976:

sy 
ry61 disrespect for pLrblic rife, so endemic in our historv, seerned to beivaning' Gallup pollsters discovered that the number of A,r-,.ri"rns 

",r." 
*"rralike to see their chirdren "go into poritics ,, ,liru', rvork" l-rad nearly croubledover little more than a decade. althougtr this ga.ge of esteen ro, potit,.r rtooaat onlv 36 percent, it had never befor"iee., .E.oid.,l so high, 

"": 
h;;i;ri;,...x'{ore strikingly' Americans felt increased 

"onfiI"r,". 
in their neighbors. T,heproportion that agreed that "most people can be trusted,,, ro, ."?_ft", ,or"honr an already high 66 percent durinj and after World W", ff ," , fJ, t, ,f npercent in 1964.8

The fift ies and sixties.wele 
la1dlf a,,golden age,,,especialh,for thoseAmericans who were marginalized u""rur.-orirreir race or gender or sociarclass or sexual orientation.-Segregation, by o"" i"grf fu and by gender sociallr,,was the norm' and intolerance, 

!rr"$h declining, was sti' disturbinglv high.Enyilonm:ltal degradation had onli ,urt b".,r.."posed bv Rachel carson,and Bettv Friedan had r.rot yet deconsiructed the feminine ml,stique. Grindingrural po'ertv had still to be discovered by the rr,.rrr media. tr'ro,'t *o.tai,y,
3.standa-rd measlrre of public health, ,tooa ,i t".nt1,_srx per one thousandbirths-forq,.f6ur p", o.,. thousand fo, Ufr.l i"frnts_in i960, nearly fourttmes worse than those indexes would be at the end 

"rtr'. ".riri". 
il;;;,,

1,fu,:^ lvtr^it1, 
s1riiSt1, Christian, .o-fo.t.Ui", ,nd (in the public square, atleast) male'e social reformers had their rvork 

"ur 
out for them. However. en-
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gagement in community affairs and the sense of shared identity and reciproci$
had never been greater in modern America, so the prospects for broad-based
civic mobilization to address our national failings seemed bright.

The signs of burgeoning civic vitality were also favorable among the
younger generation, as the first of the baby boomers approached college.
Dozens of studies confirmed that education was by far the best predictor of en-
gagement in civic life, and universities were in the midst of the most far-
reaching expansion in American history. Education seemed the key to both
greater tolerance and greater social involvement. Sirnultaneously shamed and
inspired by the quickening struggle for civil rights launched by young Nrican
Americans in the South, white colleges in the North began to awaken from the
silence of the fifties. Describing the indr-rction of this new generation into the
civil rights struggles of the 1960s, sociologist Doug McAdam emphasizes therr
self-assurance:

We were a "can do" people, who accomplished whatever we set out to
do. We had licked thi Depression, turneJ the tide in World War II, and
rebuilt Eurooe after the war. . . . Freedom Sunmer was an audacious
undertaking consistent with the exaggerated sense of importance and
potency shared by the privileged members of America's poshvar genera-
t ion. lo

The baby boom meant that America's population was unusually young,
whereas civic involvement generally doesn't bloom until middle age. In the
short run, therefore, our youthful demography actually tended to dampen the
ebullience of civil society. But ihat v.ery bulge at the bottom of the nation's de-
mographic pyramid boded well for the future of community organizations, for
they could look forward to swelling membership rolls in the i980s, when the
boomers would reach the peak "joining" years of the life cycle. And in the
meantime, the bull session buzz about "participatory democracy" and "all
power to the people" seemed to augur ever more widespread engagen-rent in
community affairs. One of America's most acute social obsen'ers prophesied in
1968, "Participatory democracy has all along been the political style (if not the
slogan) of the American niddle and upper class. It will become a more rvide-
spread style as more persons enter into those classes."I1 Never in our history
had the future of civic life looked briehter.

WHar HeppnNED NEXT to civic and social life in An-rerican communities is the
subject of this book. In recent years social scier-rtists have framed concerns
about the changing character of Arnerican society in terms of the concept of
"social capital." By analogy with notions of physical capital and human capr-
tal-tools and training that enhalrce individual productivity-the core idea of

social  capi ta l  theon i i  tha:  ,  :  = . - ,

'phrsical  capi ta l r  ora col le l . : r  - : -  -

i i l ih,(both indir idual  ani :  . . - - :  .
t i \  ih '  of individuals and grc . . : ,

\ \  hereas phrrrral  r  i r . r .  - . ' l - '

refers to propert ies of  ind: . : -  . .  .  , .  l
i r rd i r  iduals -  social  nehr crr :  , '  -  '  :  -

that  ar ise f rom them. ]n th; t  : : : , :  ,  , :  .
have cal led "civic l i r tue ." T:. :  :- . : .  -  .
to the fact that civic virtue r:  : :  :  ,"  '
uork ofreciprocai  social  re lat .  : :  1.  .  , :

viduals is not necessari lv nch r:- :  :  :  -
The lerm social captt; , '  ' .  . .  :  .-

vented at least six t imes over t ]- . .  : , . . '  :  ,
to the ways in which our l i r  e'  a:.  :-- .  '

known use of the concept ua: : .  :  : '
practical reformer of the Pro::. , ,  .  :
rural  schools in WestVirginia \ \  :  '  -  i
muni ty involvement for  rucc. . . t  .  -  '

capital" to explain whv. For H-:. . := , . : ,

those tangible substance. : : . - -  . -
ple: namely good r i i l l .  t : . .  , . .  :
among the individuals anc :=- . .
individual is helpless socia.. ' . .  . :  .-  '

tacl  u i th his neighbor.  anc :  -
accunnr lat ion ofsocial  cap. ' -  .
needs and which mav bear = , -  .  : ,
t ia i  improvement ol l i r inc - '  - '
community as a whole *  i l .  t  - '  

-  
t '

whi le the individual r i i l l  f i : :  -  -  ,

help, the sympathy, and the 
-.  

'  :-

Hanifan's account of social .  :r  : : .  .
ments in later interpretat ion. .  L - '
tracted no notice fron other socr;.  :  - :

trace. But l ike sunken treasure re( -: : : : :  -

the same idea was independentir r . :  i :
ologists lo characterize the club rr. :-  ^:

1960s bv urbanist fane facobs to 1..:_ ,
l is, in the 1970s by economist Gler:.  -  , ,
er,v, and in the 1980s by French soc,". : :
economist Ekkehart Schl icht to ur:=:
embodied in social networks. Soc:-.  :
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social. capitar. theori, is that sociar nefw-orks har.e raiue. Just as a screu,driver(phvsical capital) or a college,education (human capitrtt .rn in.r.rr. proau"_tivitv (both individuai and coilective), so'too-soc,rr contacts affect the produc_tivitl of individuals and grouDs.
whereas phvsical capital refers to phvsicar objects and human capitalrefers to properties of individuars, sociar iriii"r refers to 

""r.;;,;; ,r.,ongindividuals-sociar nehvorkr r,rd ihe nor-r'oi reciprocity and trushvorthinessthat arise from them rn that sen-se-s""iri 
"rfitrr 

is closely related to what somehave called "civic virrue." The difference ir?lt',ro"irt capital,,calls attentionto the fact that civic virtue, is most powerfur when embedded in a dense net-work of reciprocal social relations. A societylof many virtuous but isorated indi_viduals is not necessarily rich in social 
"rpiri. 

'

The term sociar capitar itself turns out to hru" been independentlv in_vented at least six times over the hl'entieth 
"".,,ury 

each time to 
"rtt 

,tt"ntionto the ways in which our lives are made 
-o." 

p-du.tive by social ties. The firstknown use of the concept was not by some cioistered_theoretician, b.t by apractical reformer of the progrerriu"'Err_L.-]. 
Hrnifrn, ,ir_*'"*,r", 

"f
rural schools in westvirginia'"wrrting in rgG to urge the importance of com-munity involvement for successfur ,"lioolr, rtrnian invoked the idea of ,,social
capital" to expiain why. For Hanifan, ,o"irt .Ait"f referred to

those tangible substan-ces fthat] count for most in the daily lives of peo_ple: namely good u-ill, feliowship, ;y,"p;y, and social intercourseamong the individuals and families *h" ;;k" up a social unit. . . . The
:ndjvii:al is herpress sociarv, irt.n to t'i-l"ii. . rrr," comes into con-tact with h.is neighbor, and they rvith other neighbors, there will be anaccumulation of social capital, which _ry i_.".dlrt.fy ,riira, f,i, ,**ineeds and which mav.bear a social p"t"riJrty sufficient to the substan-tial improvement ofliving 

""rditi;;;-;;;e ,hol" community. Thecomrnunrty as a wh.ole.will benefit by the coriperation of ,ll itJ prrts,while the individual wlll find i. Irir;r;i";;ns the advantases of thehelp, the sympathl; and the f"ll"rril;;;;,1n.gtrUorr.,,

Hanifan's account of social capital anticipated virtually at the crucial ele_ments in later interpretations, 
9,1i 

f,is 
"or""f,urf 

inu"niion ;;o;;;; ,,tracted no notice from other social commentators and disappeared withour atrace' But like sunken treasure recurrentry reveaied by shifting sands and tides,
ll: :':': 

idea was independently r.air"oi,"*iln"the 1950s by canadian soci_ologists to characterize the club mernb.*hip, oirrriviste suburbanites, in the
,1.960s fy y'^bi-'i:t lane Jacobs to hrJ;;il;;;in"r, in the modern metropo_lis, in the 1970s bv economistGl.".",f,.ouri, t*rriyr. .fr" ,""iri;;;;;;il"_
fir' 

ana 
1l 

th.e. 1980s by French sociar theorist pierre Bourdieu and by Germaneconomist Ekkehart schlicht to underline tt. ro"irt and economic resourcesembodied in social networks. So.iolo;i;; ;;;:; S. Coleman put the term

--rg

:n )
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firmh,ar-rd finally on the intellectual agencla in the late 1980s, using it (as Han-

ifan had originally done) to highlight ihe social context ofeducation r3

As this array of independent coinages indicates, social capital has both an

individual and a collective aspect-a private face and a public face. First, indi-

viduals form connections that benefit oLlr own interests. Oue pen'asive

strategem of ambitious iob seekers is "nehvorking," for most of us get our iobs

becau-se of rvhom rve knor,v, r-rot what rve kt-rorv-that is, our social capital, not

our human capital. Economic sociologist Ronald Brrrt has shorvn that execu-

tives with bo.r,-,i.o.r, Rolodex files enioy faster career advancet.nent. Nor is the

private return to social capital limited to economic lewards. As Claude S. Fi-

,ch.r, a sociologist of friendship, has noted, "Social netr'r,orks are in.rportant in

all our lives, often for finding jobs, more often for finding a helping hand, com-

panionship, or a shoulder to cry on'"'t
' 

If indlvidual clout and con-rpanionship were all there r'r'ere to sociai capi-

tal, we'd expect foresighted, self-ir-rterested individuals to invest the right

amount of time and energy in creating or acquiring it. However, social capital

also can have "externalities" that affect the wider communi$,, so that not all the

costs and benefits of social conne ctiorts accrue to the person making the con-

tact.15 As we shall see later in this book, a well-connected ir-rdividual in a poorll'

connected society is not as productive as a well-connected individual in a rvell-

connected socie!v. And even a poorly.connected ir.rdir,idual n-rav derive sone of

the spillover benefits from living in a well-connected comnuni$. If the crill.re

rate in my neighborhood is lowerecl by neighbors keeping an eye on one

another's irorr-l"i, I benefit even if I personallv spend niost of my time on the

road and never even nod to another resident on the street'

Social capital can thus be simultaneousll 'a "private good" and a "public

sood." Some of th" b.ttefit from ar-r investment in social capital goes to bv-

itr,rd"rs. while sorne of the benefit redounds to the in'rme cliate interest of the

person making the invesiment. For example, service clubs, like Rotarv or
-Lions, 

mobilize local ene rgies to raise scholarships or fight disease at the same

til]-re that they provide members with friendsirips and business connections

that pay off personall-v.
Social connections are also irnportant for tl-re rules of conduct that they

sustain. Nehvorks involve (aln-rost by definition) mutual obligations; they are

not interesting as mere "contacts." Nehvorks of communir! engagement foster

sturdy norms of reciprociqv: I'll do this for you nou, in the expe ctation that vott

(o, p"rl,"p, ,o,,.,.oni else) rvill return the favor. "social capital is akin to \vhat

Tom Wolfe caljed 'the favor bank' in his novel The Bonfire of the Vanities,"

notes economist Robert Frank.16 It rvas, horvever, neither a novelist nor an

economist, but Yogi Berra who offered the most succinct definition of reciproc-

itv: "If you don't go io somebody's funeral, thev rvon't come to )iours'"
Sometimes, as in these cases, reciprocih' is specific: I'11 clo this for yort if

you do that for me. Even more valuable, however, is a norm of generalized rec-

:proc th :  I '11 do thr.  i r , , r  r  oL . - .
' r1- ,  , , r 'h lerr l  a\rrP '  . '  ,  

_

: i r .  road. Thc Clolden R., . .
LqLral i r  rnstnrct i re rs th.  I - .  :
' r r r ta,  r  Firn f )nr l r t r r r - r  t

j

' .  orrr  hreakla. t .  r re ' l l  Ln: : . :  .

r ro,  ih the l i rerrqhl-r
:_-.  '  "= =>'_ -

.=. . , - , - ;  
-  -  

l l . - , , - .1- ,1,  i  
-  

-- ( \ ( ,g i l1/g L|c i l i lL l ( l l \ t  t i  - -

. ' r r re even i f  r 'ou don t .  \ \ : . . . .
L^ r . .^ . . . .  -  l .\  . . : l l5( l \ ,  ) l t t r  IUU \ \J\  l r l . . . . *

\  socieh characterrz: :  t  : . -  . '

- . . t rust t t l  socieh' .  for  the. : r : . .  
- , ., .  = don' t  have to balance e \ . :  : '  -  i  j - -

: i ished.Trr-rshlorthinesslLr r : . - . ,  . .  -  .
rerse set ofpeople tend: t , ,  : :
q l rgagemerl I  ar td rociai  crp. . -
lc t ion.  \s L.  J.  Harr i fuu, : . - '
norms of reciprocih can i ; ,-
nomic and pol i t ical  deal inE r ,  . :
r r tcent ives for  opportrrrr i ' r r .  ,  .
r r rorrd i rade. ui th i tsertrerrr t  ;  .

krrr t  ethnic enclaves. Dcn..
crr l t ivat ing reprr tat ion-arr  r . . i  . ' . .  '

Phrsical  capi ta l  is  r rot  "  
. :  .  ,

i tal  are not interchangeable. . \ :- .  .=:- . ,

as physical capital in our natrc, i- . , .  ,  -  -
for national defense, and thc c.r: :  .

ing omelet. Similarl l , ,  social cap.:, .  - :  -  ,

norms of  reciproci [ ' -corre.  l ] r  r . . :
ferent uses. Your extended lanri i , .  : . ,  .  - ,
Sunday school class, the regular '  . ' ,  .
col lege roommates, the civic ori : .  .-- :

chat grorrp in which you part ic r1.  - - -  . '

tances recorded in your address b, '
Sometimes "social  capi ta l .  . , .

sounds warm and cuddh'. Urban , ,

proper l r  \ \ 'arns us to beware of  . i  t r . - -
cial capital. l i  Netr,r,orks and the r: .  -  : '

good forthose inside the nehlork. b -:  -  .
no means always posit ive. I t  u'as soc,..  - ,
thy McVeigh to bomb the Alfre d P. \ i , :: =

McVeigh's neh,r"ork of friends, bounc : :
him to do rvhat he could not hale d, :  .  .
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("r-rot in ml backyard") movements, and pou er elites often exploit social capital
to achier,e ends that are antisocial from a rvider perspective . Indeed, it is rhetori-
cally useful for such groups to obscure the difference beh,r"een the pro-social and
antisocial consequences of community organizations. When Floridians ob-
jected to plans bv the Ku Klux Klan to "adopt a highwal'," Jeff Coleman, grand
u'izard of the Royal Knights of the KKK, protested, "Realli', we're iust like the
Lions or the Elks. We want to be involved in the comn-rttnitl'." ts

Social capital, in short, can be directed toward malevoler-rt, antisocial pur-
poses, just l ike anl' other form of capital. le (McVeigh also relied on physical
capital, l ike the explosiveJaden truck, and human capital, l ike bomb-making
expertise, to achieve his purposes.) Therefore it is important to ask how the
positive consequences of social capital-rnutual support, cooperation, trust,
institutional effectiveness-can be maximized and the negative nanifesta-
tions-sectarianism, ethnocentrism, corruption-minirnized. Toward this
end, scholars have begun to distinguish manv different forms of social capital.

Some forrns involve repeated, intensive, multistranded netu'orks-like a
group of steelworkers who meet for drinks every Friday after work and see each
other at mass on Sundal'-and some are episodic, single stranded, and anony-
mous, like the faintly familiar face you see several times a month in the super-
market checkout line. Some tvpes of social capital, like a Parent-Teacher
Association, are formalll' organized, with incorporatior.r papers, regular meet-
ings, a w'ritten constitution, and connection to a national federation, whereas
others, like a pickup basketball game, are more inforrnal. Some forms of social
capital, l ike a volunteer ambulance squad, have explicit public-regarding pur-
poses; some, l ike a bridge club, exist for ihe private enioyment of the members;
and some, like the Rotary club mentioned earlier, serve both public and pri-
vate ends.

Of all the dimensions along which forms of social capital vary, perhaps the
most important is the distinctior-r between bridging (or inclusive) and bonding
(or exclusive).20 Sorne forms of social capital are, by choice or necessilv, inward
looking and tend to reir.rforce exclusive identities and homogeneous groups.
Examples of bonding social capital include ethnic fraternal organizations,
church-based women's reading groups, and fashionable country clubs. Other
networks are outward looking and encompass people across dir.'erse social cleav-
ages. Examples of bridging social capital include the civil rights movement,
many youth service groups, and ecumenical religior:s organizations.

Bonding social capital is good for undergirding specific reciprocitv and
n-robilizing solidaritv. Dense netu'orks in ethnic enclaves, for example, provide
crucial social and psychological support for less fortunate members of the com-
munitv, ll'hile furnishing start-up financing, markets, and reliable labor for
local entrepreneurs. Bridging nehvorks, b-v contrast, are better for linkage to ex-
ternal assets ancl for inforrnation difftrsion. Economic sociologist Mark Gra-
novetter l-ras pointed out that when seeking jobs-or polit ical all ies-the

.\(Jk t re\  th.r t  l in l  ntL to L. . ' . . :
: : rnr  r l ine are actual l i  mora ' . . : .  . : . -  .  ' '

: t i r  es and int in.rate t l iend, ' . ,  :  . :  .

: ; rE socral  capi ta l  rs.  a:  \ ; r : r .  - :  r  ,  -
:  r idqrrrg 'ocial  capi t ; r l  i '  . :  . .

\ loreole r ,  br ic lg in:  \c. . - : .  - ,  -  - :  ,
:procih.  r rhererr  hordirr*
at  the founding of  a comnr-: : - . . : .  , :  -

Bedford, i l , lassachusetts. Tn' , : . , ,  .  :  :
. ight :

\ \ 'e come frorrr  . r l l  lht  c. ,  . .

and lo be tarrghl  i r r  o r '  :  : :  . '
rve shal l  learn to knori c,.
nranr of  t l rc pre judi .  r .  . , .
erch other lrrd lortered '

vided, rve sometimes lc::--.  :
u'hom lve do not ir-r so rni:. : , . .
t t t rn lo our homes and rr . ,  - .
tou'ard one another. bec" -. .  :  l
better.22

Bonding social  capi ia i  i  r  . ' -  - :

r i 'hereas bridging social capital : :  :
capi ta l ,  b l  creat i r rg s l rorrg i r r - r :
antagonism, as Thomas Cree n. J' .
for that reason we might erpect r : : .  :
u' i th this form of social capital.  \ .  .  --  ,
br idging and bonding social cap::".  -  =

Manl grorrps s imrr l tarreorr . .
bridge across others. The black cF. -:-  -  :
the same race aird rel igior-r dcro:: -  . : .
created to br idge cleavager arrron. -  - - . '
ing along rel igious and gende r 1i:- . . ,  .-
geographv, gender, age, and rel isic,-.  ,  -

cation and ideologv. In short.  boir: .  :  .
gories into which social nehrork: -, :
dimensions along which \{.e can c(r:  - :- :

I t  r iorr ld obviously be raluabl .  '  -
of  these rar ious fonns of  social  capr- ,
global warming, we must nake clc, , , . . : .
fincl, not merelv lament its deficie n
uorks in America-even al  a s ingl ,  :
no rel iable, corrprehensi." 'e, nationl
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"*'eak" ties that link n-re io distant acquainta'ccs * ho rnor.e in different circlesfrom mine are actua'v more'aluable ihan the "strong t ies that l ink me to rel-at i 'es and int imate fr ierds rvhose^sociologicar nrctre is r err.  l ike my ow'. Bond-i'g social capital is, as Xavier de Souza Biiggs puts it, good for ..geitlrrg 
fy,,, b.,tbridging social capital is crucial for , ,eett in;; Ie 

ad.,, , ,
N'{oreover, bridging social capital carr!er.rerrte broader identities and rec_tprocih', whereas bonding social capital bo'lsters olrr narrower selves. In Ig29at th-e founding of a comnunitv lyceum in the b.stling *t rtirrg port 

"f 
X"*Bedford' Massachusetts' Thomas tlr".n" eloquentry expressed this cruciar in-sight:

We cone from all the divisions, ranks and classes of societi,. . . to teachand to be taught in our turn.lVhile we mingle togethe, in ,ir.r. pu.rJr,we shall 
'earn 

to knorv each other more ?nti,''rt"ly.,; r.i,e shall removemany of the prejuclices which ignorance or partial a.quriutr.,"" ,1tt,each other had fostered. In th"e parties and sects into which we are di_vided, we sometirnes learn to lou" ou, t .otlr., at the expense of himrvhom w'e do not intu rn to o u r n ",,. ",, :: T::il""jffi :l'.",i: li.Xl*i:lHi i " d,[: ;5];T;tou.'ard one another, because u.e ha'e 
'earned 

io kno*, 
"r.- 

;;i.:;better.22

Bondir.rg social capitar co'stitutes a kind of sociorogical superglue,rvhereas.bridging social capitai provides a sociological wD-40: B;"lui- r?.,"rcapiial, by creating strong in_gioup. lovaltv. nrr"?lrg, 
"r*a",i-rg ;,;i;""0antagonism, as Thomas.Greene and his neighbors in Neu,Bedforik'e#,a.,d

for.that re'son we might expeci negative e"i"rnrr effects to be more commonwith this form of sociJ .npitri. Nev"ertheiess..nl., 
-r,,u 

circumstances bothbridging and bonding social capital .r" hr";;;,;e rfulr-v positive social effects.
, . 

Mrn.r* groups simultaneousll boncl along sorne social dimensions andbridge across others. J'he black church, fo, 
"*r"',it", 

brl"g, tog"th;,""rf 
" "fthe sarne race.and.rerigion across 

"tr* 
t in"r. it ie Knights of cor'rnbus wascreated to bridge cieavages among clifferent ethnic communities while bond-ing along religious and gender l iJes. Internet chat groups may bridge acrossgeographli gender, age, and religion,,rrir. f .-g ilglur), h';-"i.;".il ;"_cation and ideology In short, bonding and brijgrng are not .,either_or,, 

cate-gories into u'hich social 
'etu,orks "n,," 

b. r-r"rtlrldiird",l, but ,,-o."-o. 
i.rr,,dinensions-a_long u,hich \\ e can compar" aiff"r"nt forms of sociaf 

"rp,tri. 

''

It wo.ld obviouslv be varuable to haue distinct measures of the evol.tionofthese'arious forn.rs ofsociar capital nu., ti;r;. Holve'er, iike researchers ,nglobal warming, we n.st rr'rrk. io rith th; ;;;p"rfect e'idence tl.rat we canfind., 
'ot 

mereir'' lament its deficiencier. o*l'r',','ri*" descriptions of social ner_works in America-even at a single point in time-do not exist. I have foundno reliable, co'rprehensive, natior.rwide measures of sociar capitar that neatr'



I+ BO\\'LINC AI,ONE

distinguish "bridgingness" and "bondingness." I l our er.r.rpirical account of re-

cent social tretrds in this book. therefore, this distinction u'ill be less prominent

than I would prefer. On the oil-rer hand, r.r'e mttst keep this conceptual differen-

tiation at the back of our minds as we proceed, recognizing that bridgirg and

bonding social capital are not interchar-rgeable.

"Socw cArITAL" is to some extent merel-v neu'language for a verv old debate

in Americar-r intellectual circles. Communiil'has warred incessantly with indi-

vidualism for preeminence in our political hagiologv. Liberation fron-r ossified

communitv bonds is a recurrent ancl honored thene in our culture, fron the

Pilgrins' storied escape from religious convention in the seventeenth cer.rtury

to the lyric nineieenth-centtln' paeans to individualism bi' Emerson ("Self-

Reliance"), Thoreau ("Cir. ' i l  Disobedience"), and Whitrnan ("Song of N'lv-

self") to Sherw'ood Anderson's tu'entieth-centun' celebration of the struggle

against conforn'rism b1'ordinarv citizens inWinesburg, Ohio to the latest Clint

Eastu'ood film. Even Alexis de Tocqueville, patron saint of American commu-
nitarians, acknowledged the uniqr-rely democratic claim of individualism, "a

calm and considered feeling lvhich disposes each cit izen to isolate himself

from the mass of his fellot's and withdrarv into the circle of fantil.v and friends;

rvith this little societl'fomed to his taste, he gladlv leaves the greater societv to

look after itself."23
Our national mvihs often exaggerate the role of individual heroes and un-

derstate the importance of collective effort. Historian David Hackett F ischer's

gripping acconr.tt of opening night in the Anrerican Revolution, for exan.rple,

reminds us that Paul Revere's alarum rvas successful only because of nehvorks

of civic engagen-re nt in the N{iddlesex villages. Towns without q'ell-organized

local militia, no matter horv patriotic their inhabitants, were AWOL frorn Lex-

ington and Concord.2a Nevertheless, the myth of rugged individualism conttn-

ues to strike a pou'erful inner chord irr the American psvche.
Debates about the rvaxing and waning of "communih" have been en-

demic for at least two centuries. "Declensionist narrati lcs"-poshloderntst
jargon for tales of decline and fall-have a long pecligree in our letters. We

seem perennially ternpted to contrast our tawdry todays r,vith past golden ages.

\Ve apparently share this nostalgic predilection with the rest of humanih. As

sociologist Barry Wellman observes,

It is likell'that pundits have worried about the irnpact of social cl.range on
communities ever since httman beings ventured be1'ond their caves. . . .
In the fpast] tt'o centuries manl' leading social commentators have been
gair.rfulll emploved suggesting variorts r.vays in ivhich large-scale social
changes associated q'ith the Industrial Revolution mav have affected the

THINKI\C {T

structure and operation of cornmttnj::.,
the conseqr.tences oflarge-scale chattg., - ,.
eth centr.rry. Analysts have kePt askrr,: :
apart.:t

At the conclusion of the hventieth :.: -

this sense of civic rnalaise. We were rea:' :- ' :

prospects, hardly a surprise after an e\pi;'.:
we were not equally convinced that ri e s.:.

turallv. Of baby boomers intervier,ved in ,: '-

ents'generation was better in terms of "be ..--=
helping others i r r  t l re conrmunit l . "  a.  . '  .
thought their own generatiott was better. F .-.

worse off because of "less involvement ln c r: '  :

quarters of the U.S. rvorkforce said that :'.-"
"selfishness" lvere "serious" or "extremel' :.:
I996 only'E percent of all Americans said t,::

average American" were irnproving? as co:r-1.
ihought we were becomir.rg less trushvorth', -
had become less civil over the precedine :.
thoughi people had become more civil, ! ,

sur\revs in I999 hvo-thirds ofAmericans saii ::

er-red in recent years, that social ancl morai ', "-
growing ttp, and that our societv was focuse i

communih'. N{ore than 80 percent said ti:=:

cornmunity, even if thai put rnore demano. -
cern about u'eakening communitl' bonds r:',:

but a decent respect for the opinion of ou:
should explore the issue more thoroughh.

It is emphaticall l 'not my view ihat cc-
rveakened steadily throughout our histon - ,

dred ,vears. On the contrarv, American histor-
ups and downs in civic engagement, not fus: -
renewal. As I have already hinted in ihe ope:-.
ing memory the bonds of community ir-r Ame:
rveaker, and as I shail argue in the concludrr
reverse ihe deciine ofthe last several decades

Nevertheiess, mv argument is, at least in
tradition, so it is important to avoid sinple
theme of this book might lend itself to gauz\ :
be transparent. Is life in cornrnunities as \\'e e:
so dilferent after all from the realifv of Americ.
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structr l re and operat ion of  comrnuni t ies. . . .  fhr :  i . rb i \a lence about
the consequences of large-scare charges co.t in.ed *ei l  into the trventi-
eth cenhrrv. Analysts have kept asking if things hare. i,, fr.t, frll",,
apart. : t

At the co'cl'sion of the hveniieth centLrrr', ordinar' Americans shared
this sense of civic rnalaise. we were reaso'abl '  content aboui our economlc
prospects, harcllv a surprise after an expansion of Lrnprecedentecl length, but
\i'e were not equally convinced that u'e \\'ere on the right track rnorailtlor cur-
turallv of babv boomers interviewed in 19g7, 53 peiccnt arr",,g1'iir,J p*
ents'generation u'as better in terms of "being a concerned cit izeri, invor'ed in
helping others in the conrmuniq;'as com"pared with onlv zl p"r.*, *,t.,o
thoughttheir own generation was better. Ruity zz perce't rria tl. nation was
r'vorse olf because of "less involvement in communrh, activities.,' I' l 992 three-
quarters of the u.S. workforce said that "the breakdoi,vn of .on,.n,r,,ity;;'and
"selfishness" were "serious" or "extremelv serious,, problems in America. InI996 only 8 percent of allAmericans said ihat "the honesh.rra r"i.gr,ry olth.
average American" were improving, as compared u'ith ib percent"of ,,, *l,o
thought we were becoming less trtritu,ortl.,u. Thor. of u, ,lro ,uid tl.,rt p.opl"
had becorne less civil o,,ei the preceding ten years outnumbered those who
thought people had becom_e more civil,-80 p"."ent to lz percent. In se'eral
slrrvevs in 1999 hvo-thirds ofAmericans said ihatArnericr's ciuic life hacl weak_
e ned in recent vears, that social ancl moral vaiues r.r,ere higher when they were
grou'ing .p, and that o'r societv w'as focused rnore on thJ indi'rdual than the
commtrnitv. Nlore than B0 perceni said there should be more emphasis on
communitv, er.'en if that put more den-rands on indi'icl.als.ro Americans' co._
cern about rveakening cornmunity bonds may be nisplacecl or exaggerated,
b.t a decent respect for the opinion of our iellow citizens suggests that w,e
should explore the issue rnore thorouehlv.

. 
It is emphaticalll' not my view ii,ri 

"o,r.u,riti.' 
bonds ir.r America have

weakened steadilv throughout our history-or even throughout the rast hu'-
dred years. On the contrary, American history carefullv exirnined is a storv of
ups and downs in civic engagem enr, not iust downs-astory of coilap ," 

""a 
.rreneu'al As I have already hinted in the ope'ing pages of this book, within riu-

ing memory the bonds of communih i" At'r"ri.-, ,"J.e becoming rtro,rg.r, no,
iveaker,3nd.as.I shall argue in the concluding pages, it is rvithiriou, p-oro,er toreverse the decline ofthe last several decades. '

, ,..f.,.uh:iess. 
mv argument is, at least in appearance, in the cleclensionrst

Tracuron' so rt rs rmportant to avoid simple nostalgia. preciserv because thetheme of this by]< 
Sight lend itself to gauzy self-cleception, our methocls must

De rransparent. ls lrle in communities as we enter the hven\,_first century really
so different after all from the reality of American communities in the i 950s and
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I960s? One u,ay of curbing nostalgia is to count things. Are club meetings re-
ally less crowded today than I'esterdav, or does it just seem so? Do we really'
know our neighbors less well than our parents did, or is our childhood recol-
lection of neighborhood barbecues suffused ivith a golden glow of lvishful rem-
iniscence? Are friendly poker games less comr.non now, or is it merely tl.rat r'r'e
ourselves have outgrown poker? L,eagtre bou'ling rnay be pass6, but hor'r'about
softball and soccer? Are strangers less trustworthl'now? Are boomers and X'ers
realll, less engaged in communitv life? After all, it rvas the preceding genera-
tion that was once scorned as "silent." Perhaps the vounger generation todav is
no less er-rgaged than their prede cessors, br-rt e ngaged in new u'avs. In the chap-
ters that follou'we explore these questions with the best available evidence.

THE cnar,LnNcr of studying the evolving social clirnate is analogous in some
respects to the challenge facing meteorologists who rneasure global rvarming:
we know what kind of evidence u'e would ideally want from the past, but time's
arrow means ihat we can't go back to conduct those well-designed studies.
Thus if we are to explore how our societv- is like or unlike our parents', we rmst
make imperfect inferences from all the evidence that we can find.

The most por,verful strateg)- for paleoneteorologists seeking to assess
global climate change is to triangulate among diverse sources of evidence. If
pollen counts ir-r polar ice, and the u'idth of southwestern tree rings, and tem-
perature records of the British Admiraltl,'all point in a similar direction, the in-
ference of global wanning is stronger tl-ran if the cord of evider-rce has only a
single strand. For much the sarne reason, prudent joun-ralists follow a "hvo
source" rule: Never report anvthjng unless at least hvo independent sources
confirm it.

In this book I follow that same maxim. Nearlv every major generalization
here rests on lrore than one body of independent evidence, and rvhere I have
discovered divergent results from credible sorlrces, I note that disparity as rvell.
I have a case to rnake, but like any officer of the court, I have a professional
obligation to present all relevant evidence I have found, exculpatorv as rvell as
incriminating. To avoid cluttering the text with masses of redundant eviderce,
I have typically put confirmatorv evidence from multiple studies in the notes,
so skeptical "show ne" readers should examine those notes as well as the text:r

I have sor-rght as diverse a range of evidence as possible on continuitres
and change in American social life. If the transformation that I discen-r is as
broad and deep as I believe it to be, it ought to show' up in many different
places, so I have cast a broad net. Of course, social cllange, l ike climatic
change, is inevitably uneven. Life is not lil,ed ir-r a single dinension. We
should not expect to find everything cl-ranging in the same direction and at the
same speed, but those verv anomalies mav contain important clues to rvhat rs
happening.
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our econorn\', our democrac)', and even or-rr health and happiness depend on
adequate stocks ofsocial capital.

Finally, in sectior-r V rve turn from the necessary but cheerless task of diag-
nosis to the more optimistic challenge of contemplating possible therapies. A
centurv ago, it turns or-rt, Americans faced social and political issues that were
strikingly similar to those that we must now address. From our predecessors' re-
sponses, we have nuch to learn-r-rot least that civic decai' l ike thai around ns
can be reversed. This volume offers no simple cures for our conternporarv ills.
In the final section my airn is to provoke (and perhaps contribute to) a period
of national deliberation and experirne ntation about hou' we can renew Ameri-
can civic engagement and social connectedness in the hl,entv-first centurv.

BBroRe Ocrosen 29, 1997, Johr-r Lambert and Andi, Boschrna knew each
other only through their local borvling league at the Ypsi-Arbor Lanes in Ypsi-
lanti, Michigan. Lambert, a sixty-for-rr-1'ear-old retired erlplovee of the Univer-
sity of Michigan hospital, had been on a kidney transplant waiting list for three
years when Boschma, a thirtythree-year-olcl accolrntant, learned casually of
Lambert's need and unexpectedly approached him to offer to donate one of his
orvn kidneys.

"Andy saw something in rne that others didn't," said Lambert. "When we
were in the hospital Andy said to me, 'John, I reallv like you and have a lot of
respect for you. I wouldn't hesitate to clo this all over again.' I got choked up."
Boschma returned the feeling: "l obviouslv feel a kinship fwith Lambert]. I
cared about him before , but now I'rn really rooting for him." This noving story
speaks for itself, but the photograph that acconpanied this report in the Ann
Arbor News rel'eals that in addition to their dilferences in profession and gene r-
ation, Boschma is lr'hite and Lambert is African American. That tl-rey bowled
together nade all the difference.2E In small rvays like this-and in larger rvavs,
too - we Arnericans r-reed to reconnect with one another. That is the simole ar-
gument of this book.
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CHAPTER

Polit ical

Tsr cnenacrrR of Americans' involvement with politics and government has
been transforrned over tl-re past three decades. This is certainly not the only, al-
teration in the wav we connect rvith our communities. It is not even the mosr
drama,tic and unequivocal example of change. But it is the most widely dis-
cussed, and it is thus a good place to begin.

with the singular exception of voting, American rates of political partici-
pation compare favorabl,v with those in other democracies. we have multiple
avenlles for expressing our l,iews and exercising our rights-contacting local
and national officials, working for political parties and other political orgnira-
tions, discussing politics rvith our neighbors, attending public meetingr, }o,n-
in-g in election campaigns, wearing buttons, signing petitions, speaking- out on
talk radio, and many more. Not all of us do all these things, bufmor" of .rr rr.
active in these ways than are citizens in many other advanced democracies. we
are reminded each election year that fewer voters show up at the polls in Amer-
ica than in most other democracies: our turnout rate ranks us fust above the
cellar-narrowly besting Switzerland, but below all twenty-two other estab-
lished democracies.r Nevertheless, Americans are fairly active politically out-
side the ballot booth. However, our interest here is not "How are we doing
cornpared with other countries?" but "How are we doing today compared with
our own past?" The answer to that questior-r is less encorlragrng.

we begin with the most common act of democratic citizenship-votir.rg.
In 1960,62.8 percent of voting-age Americans went to the polls to choose be-
hveen John F. Kennedv and Richard M. Nixon. In i996, afier decades of slir.r-

2

Participation
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page, 48.9 percent of voting-age Americans chose among Bil l Clinton, Bob

bol.,,"d Ross Perot, very nearlv the lowest turnout in tl.re tuentieth centtrlr-.

Participation in presidential eiections has declined bv roughlv a quarter o\''er

the last thirlv-six years. Turnout in off-year and local elections is down by

roughly th is same antot tn i . l- 
For several reasons, this widely reported fact understates the real clecline

in Americans' commitment to electoral participation. For most of the twenti-

eth centnrv Arnericans' access to tire voting booth was hampered b,v burden-

some registration requirernents. 'fhe conventional explanation for our low

turnout r, 
"o*prr"d 

with other democracies points precisely to the l-rurdles of

registration. over the last four decades, however, registration requirements in

America have been greatly relaxed. The nationrvide introduction of "motor

Voter" registration, on rvhich states l-rave collectivell'spent $100 rnillion to try

to sweil the ranks of new voters, is merely the n-rost visible example of this

trend. Turnout has declined despite the lact that the most commonly cited bar-

rier to voting has been substaniiallv lowered.r Even facing a iorver hurdle,

fewer Americans are making the jump.

A second qualification is even more important. For much of our history

nrany people in the South, especially blacks, were disenfranchised To provide

an accurate picture of how current voting rates compare rvith those of the past,

figure I traces presidential iurnout in southern and nonsouthern states over

most of the historv of the Arnerican Republic.

1 860 1 880 ',1900 1920 1 940 1 960 1 980

Figure l: Trends in Presidential Vbting (1828-1996), by Region
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Frorn the eld of the nineteenth centurr.

:H ll:li';:I;ffi ?:r',il,1T'f:"^:#,f ::::: i:: i'l fl 1': ;ii:: l;:.';r e n c e rh i s i,., c,i," i i* iil"i :i:, :l;: li #;'"11; J Iilil ii:,:; lT: h 6ii, Jj jirnated turnout in the south ,ra ,r,ii"irllti.p..rr.d the national a'erage forthe next se'enh' vears. Since 
-"r; 

;;;;l"measures of tur'out rump thosec'senfranchised millions with other ,,on',,,otirr, those ,'easures understate theelfective turnout duri'g the n", t,'"_if,ira, of the tr"entieth centurv-\mericans who il,ere free to vote.+ among
with the civil rights movement of rhe l g60s and the. i g65 \bting Rights

;:i,l:t',',1i;il;lJt.nr,,n"hi,.J nl;;;;*"_.n in the So'th wlre abren," "i,.",., ""; ffi il:*,T:":,'#:?"i:,:*:"" tr.. .i gh t i" ";* 
" ir,,,,.,-

.{merican 
"t""torjt"., rn 

"n"",, ,qu',;;;'ni|,::::llour 
rl':ng the resr of the

for the incrusion of souther, ilrr;k;;;;J;;""rr 
turnout figures rook credit

fewer ancl fewe, of th" rest of us rvho had rrra ,rrl'l,TJil 
obscuring.the fact that

actuailv exercising it. 
'vrru rrdu rraQ tne rtght to vote all along are now

outside the sorrth the sride in erectorar participation since ig60 is, by
l,1l;,1"t:|'*estdeciine,in American fr"i"rr, ,ra r,.oting in the 1996 a'd 1998ere*rons was su bstantial,i,ol.: than in l*] :*"r, prZ"a""irri ri j,"?rr"r,elections i' nearly hvo centuries.o Eu"n witt ii, th" south, turnout in 1996 was(excepr for the period of"forcecl dir.rf*;;l;r"ment behveen rs96'r.iix+lverv nearrv the lorvest t: t uo 

I"": 
r" rr,"ri 

""a'ir 
nearly hvo centuries have sornany American citizens freely abstained f;";';

!\'jro are.h.* ;;;";;;"' ;::iil.T:::;'truotilc.,'in 
the past rerv years.

*ili#'i;.11:,?ili"J.;thffi ili]g;;;;";:f ilr-ilf l:fi ffi;.;;neath the up, ,nd io*n, of indivicl.at 
"r..,,of.tTlll:.'lo -irt,Tore,. 

Be-
long-run decline in h,r,r.,,,t ;"'.r::;:;l^":"tlons' 

nowever' virtuallv all the

ffi T*T j_.*:Hft rl*""::l,L::1,,*,#ffi*?.,",,;H.j.:f
Because gene.ational 

",lrig. 
will be an important theme in our stor1,. 1ygsho'ld pause brierrv here to consider how soiar change and generationalchange are interrelatea. Ar, _rit".;;; i";":,

frorn the rise of rap rnusic to ilre decline orr.*ror'ltjlrlng, 
any social change-

sorne combination of trvo *'v air"'.", p#il:i.,fi: ill ?jljli,,lj ;,T,1ll
:T,',lr,",l?ii;,,ft:.::l;::::*:;l;;;**;"{:*_r,r:.,*r":.,f 

-ir,i,
nurnbers ofAmericans, you,,g ,,id ota, ratt ; il;;;"ri:lliililli]'n,:il::::

il!t"'#*i],'i,?j;ll:"tll"i",Ti:Hl*yjh;1iu.wi"iv'i*'**-.a,;""[Ti:ff :l"Hf;;i$;;'""il:;:il'';:n*"il:':,?::':';%T:



l+ Bo\\'Lr\c ALoNE

The second sort of social change is slorver, more subtle, and harder to re-
rerse. If different generations have difTerent tastes or habits, the social physiol-
og,v of birth and death will eventualll,' transform socielv, eren if no individual
ewr chdnges. Much of the change in sexual rrores over the iast several decades
has been of this sort. Relatively few adulis changecl their viervs abottt rnoralilv,
and most of those who did actualll' became rrore conservative. In the aggre-
gate, however, American atiitudes toward premarital sex, for exarnple, have
been radically l iberaiized over the last several decades, because a generation
with stricter beliefs n'as gradually' replaced bv a later generation with more re-
laxed norms. Sociologists call this tlpe of change "intercohort," because the
change is detectable only across different age groups. Precisely because the
rhythm of ger-rerational change is slower paced, it is rnore nearl,v inexorable.T

Most social change involves both individual and generational processes.
'l'he use of nerv technology, like the telephone or the Internet, illustrates thrs
sort of mixture. When the innovation is introduced, many people try out the
nerv phone or the new Web browser. As individuals change their behavior, vir-
tualh'none ofthe early growth in usage is attributable to generational change.
Change is, horvever, easier for young people, so ihe irnrnediate impetus for
gror.vth is dampened by the ingrained habits of older generations. N{an,v micl-
dle-aged Americans today recall how reluctantly their parents picked up the
phone for a lor-rg-distar-rce call, well after long-distance rates had fallen. Gradu-
ally, generational differer.rces became the dominant feature of this social
change. Virtually all of the decline in personal letter writing over the past sev-
eral decades is attributable not to individuals' char-rging their habits, but to the
replacement of one generation accustoned to cor.nmunicating with distant
frier-rds and relatives in r,vriting by a ,vounger generation more accttstomed to
picking up the phone.6

The distinctior-r behveen intracohort ancl intercohori change is crucial to
understanding rvhat's been happening to turnout in America over the last
thirty vears. Very little of the net declire in voting is attributable to individual
change, ar-rd virtually all of it is generational. Throughout their lives and rvhat-
ever their station in life and iheir level of political interest, baby boomers and
their children have been less likely to vote thar-r their parents and grandparents.
As boon'rers and their children became a iarger and larger fraction of the na-
tional electorate, tl're average turnout rate was inexorably driven dou'nrvard.e

This generation gap in civic engagement, as u,e shall see, is commor in
American comrnunities these days. It is one reason why the decline in turnout
continues so ineluctably,, seeming to defi, all efforts to reverse it (such as motor
voter registration) and why tl-re trend is pervasive, affecting not just presidential
polit ics, but also state and local elections and even voting on bond issues.
Whatever the r-rps and downs of individual candidates and issues, each cam-
paign's efforts to get oui the vote must begin at a lower base level, for everv year
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the Grim Reaper removes another srvath of the nrost polit icall 'engaged gener-
ation in the American elecrorare.

Voting is by a substaniial rnargi' the rnost common fbrm of poritical ac-
tivitr', and it ernbodies the mosi fundarne'tal dernocratic principle of equalrry.
Not to vote is to withdraw from the political comrnunih'. \loreover, like the ca-
nary in the mining pit, voting is an instructir.e proxl ne asure of broader social
change. Compared to demographically matched nonvoters, l,oters are more
likely to be interested in politics, to gi'e to charih,, to volunteer, to serve on ju-
ries, to attend community school board meetings, to participate in public
clemonstrations, and to cooperate with their fello',v citizenr o,r 

"orn,,runity 
,f-

fairs. It is sonretimes hard to tell *'hether voting causes community 
"ngrg.-ment or 

'ice 
versa, although some recent evidence suggests that the act of

votinq ihelf encourages volunteering and other forms of good citizenship. So it
is hardly a small matter for American democracy when voting rates deciine by
Z5 percent or rnore.tr)

on the other hand, in some important respects voti'g is not a ty.pical
mode of political participation. Based on their exlraustive assessment of differ-
ent forms of participation in America' politics, political scientists Sid'ey
verba, Kay Schlozr'ran, and Henry Brady conclude that "it is i'comprete and
misleading to u'derstand citizen participation solely through the vote. . . .
comparecl rvith those who engage in various other political acts, voters report a
different mix of gratification and a differe't bundle of issue concerns as tei'e
behind their activity. . . . fv]oting is sui generis." Declining electoral participa-
tion is merely the most visible sy,rnptom of a broader disengagen-rent from com-
murlity life.rr Like a fever, electoral abstention is even more important as a sigrr
of deeper trouble in the bod,v politic than as a malady ihelf. It is not iust from
the votirrg booth that Americarrs lre increasir rglv AWbL.

Por,Irrcel KNowLEDGE and i'terest in public affairs are critical preconditio's
for more active forms of i.l'olvement. If you don't know the rules of the game
and the plal,ers and don't care abor-rt the outcome. you're unlikely to try pla1,-
ing yoursell Encouragingly, Americans in the aggregate at century,s ..,d ,r.
about as likely to know, for exarrple, which party controls the House of Repre-
sentatives or who their senators are as were their grandparents a half 

"",rt.r.yago' on the other hand, we are much better educated than our grandparents,
and since civics knowledge is boosted by formal education, it is surprising that
civics knowledge has not irnproved accordingly. The average college graluate
today knows little more about public affairs than did the ,u"rrg. higl school
graduate in the 1940s.'2

Roughly every other month from 1974 Io 1998 Roper pollsters asked
Americans, "Have you recentl' beer-r taking a good deal of interest in currenr
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elents and u,hat's happening in the rvorld todav, some interest, or not very
much interest?" Popular interest in current events naturally tends to rise and
fall with what's ir-r the news, so this chart of attention to public affairs looks like
the sawtooth traces left by an errant seismograph. Beneath these choppy waves,
however, the tide of the public's interest in current events gradually ebbed by
roughly 20 percent over this quarter centurv. Similarly, another long-term se-
ries of annual surveys found that political inierest steadily slun.rped bv one-fifth
between 1975 and l999.ir Scandals and war can sti l l  rouse our attention, but
generally speaking, fewer Anericans follow public affairs now than did a quar-
ter century ago"

Even more worrying are intergenerational differences in political knoill-
edge and interest. Like the decline in voting turnout, to which it is l inked, the
slow slump in interest in polit ics and current events is due to the replacement
of an older generation that r,vas reiativel,v interested in public alfairs by a
younger generation ihat is relatively uninterested. Among both young and old,
of course, curiosity' about public affairs continues to fluctuate in response to
daily headlines, but the base level of interest is gradually fading, as an older
generation of ner.vs and politics junkies passes slowlyfrom the scene. The fact
that the decline is generation-specific, rather than nationwide, argues against
the view that public affairs have simply become boring in sorne objective
sense.

The post-baby boom generations-roughiy speaking, men and women
who were born after 1964 and thus came of age in the 1980s and 1990s-are
substantially less knorvledgeable about public aflairs, despite the proliferation
of sources of information. Even in the midst of national election campaigns in
the l9B0s and 1990s, for example, these voung people were about a third less
likely ihan their elders to know, for instance, which political party controlled
the House of Representatives.ra

Today's generation gap in political knowledge does not reflect some per-
manent tender-rcy for the young to be less rvell informed than their elders but is
instead a recent development. From the earliest opinion polls in the 1940s to
the mid-1970s, vounger people r.vere at least as well informed as their elders
were, but that is no longer the case. This ner,vs and inforn-ration gap, affectirrg
not just polit ics, but even things l ike airl ine crashes, terrorism, and financial
news, first opened up with the boomers in the I970s and rvidened considerablv
with the advent of the X generation. Daily nervspaper readership among peo-
ple ur-rder thirtv-five dropped fron-r hvo-thirds in 1965 to one-third in I990, at
the same time that'IV nervs viewership ir-r this same age group fell from 52 per-
cent to 4l percent. Today's r-rnderthirties pay less attention to the news ar.rd
know less about current events than their elders do todav or than people their
age did hvo or three decades ago.rs
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rN AMERT.A is dow' by about a qrarter. and interest in publ ic affairsbr about one-f i f th, o'er the last two o, thr"J. l . .rde s. \ot ru , , , .rr i*. ,  Jrpoti t-ica] interest are decl ining. Americans seem to fol lo*. national elect ion cam-p,argns no 
]":r 

,?iit than three or four decades ,go. Dur,,r,g-ii"'"rti"rrfelections of the 1990s, as rl lanl,of us said that n.e.ialked rbo"urpoti iLr" o,tried to persuade someone err. ho* to vote as people did in the r950s andI960s. But this surface, stabil ity conceal, , g.*, l 'g generation gap. Membersof todal"s older generation are slightlv morn"i,,t".ert.d in electorar campargnsthan were their predecesr"l, f1.,."gigides ago, rvhiie yo.,th, toJrf ,r.'i* ,"_terested than youths were in the 1950s ,.,i 1960r.,u fnt g"n.rltt*" *O ,"civic engagement, if it persists, will further depress politicai participation in theruture.
Voting and following politics.are re la1ly"1, unclelranding forms of partici_pation. In fact, they are not, strictlv speaking, fonr,s ofsocial capital at all, be_cause thev can be done utterly alone. A, *! 'hru" seen, these measures showsome thinning of the ranks of political spectators, particurarly at the end of thestadium.where the younger generation slts. But most of the fans are stiil in theirseats, following the action, and chatting abo.t the ,rii"; ;i ;;;'r;;;';i;r.rr.How abor-rt the grassroots gladiators rh;;i";i;"r to work for political parties,posting signs, attending campaign rallies, and the like? what is the evide,,.eon trends in partisan participation?

On the positive side of the ledger, one nright argue, party organizatronsthemselves are as strong as ever at both state a'nd iocal levers. over the iastthirty to forty years these organizations have become bigger, richer, and rroreprofessional. During presidential campaigns i*, th" late 1950s to the rate1970s, more and 
-or" 

voters reported-beilg contacted by one or both of themaior political parties. After a slump from i6g0 b,I99Z,this measure of party
"iolly soared nearly to an_all_time high in 

-isgo, 
,, GOTV i;C"i 

""i,r-1"vote") activit ies bjossomed. r7

. .P^r.y finances, too,_skyrocketed in the r970s and r9g0s. Betwee n 1976a:9 
1986, for example, the bemocrats'intrk. ,o* ,t n'or" than hvice the rareof inflation, while the Republicans' ,or. ,t 

-or" 
ihan four times the rate of in_flation. More money me_a1f mole staff, more polling, more advertising, bettercandidate recruitment and training, and more party outreach. The number ofpolitical organizations, partisan anl nonpartisri, *itt reguiar paid staffhas ex-ploded over the last r**o decacr"r. x.rrry'.u.* 

"l..non 
year since l9g0 has seta new record by this standard oforganiz-ational proliferati"", ,ra ti" pr." 

"rgrowth has clearly tended to accet"r"rt". fl" groriif' .nru f*;i;;;ilt:;i:,"dustry" (see figure 2) exhibits ,r, 
"buili"rr.""-"r. rr-irt'in siir"on v"ti.y.The business of porit ics in America has never been hearthier, or so it wourdseem.l8

Yet viewed by the "consurners" in. the 
.political^marketprace, this pictureof vigorous health seems abizarreparocly. rf. tri" 

"* 
p"rty identification-t'e
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Figure 2: Political Organizations with Regular Paid Staff, 1977-1996

voter's sense of commitment to her own tearn-fell from more than 75 percent
around 1960 to less than 65 percent in the late 1990s. Despite a pariial recov-
ery in the late 1980s, at century's end party "brand loyalty" remained well
below the levels of ihe 1950s and early I960s. What is more, this form of politi-
cal engagement is significantly lower in more recent cohorts, so that as older,
more partisan voters depart from the electorate to be replaced bv l,ounger inde-
pendents, the net attachment to the parties may continue to decline.le Again,
the Crim Reaper is silently at work, lowering political involvement.

Beyond party identification, at the grassroots level attending a campaign
meeting or volunteering to rvork for a political parfv has becorne much rarer
over the last thirty years. From the 1950s to the I960s grou'ing numbers of
Americans worked for a political party during election carnpaigns, ringing
doorbells, stuffing envelopes, and the like. Since 1968, however, that forrn of
polit ical engagement has plunged, reaching an all-t ime lorv for a presidential
election year in 1996. Attendance at political meeiings ar-rd campaign ralles
has followed a similar trajectory over the last half century-up frorn the 1950s
to the 1960s, instabil ity in the 1970s, and general decline since the I980s.20
(Figure 3 charts these trends.) In short, while the parties thernselves are better
financed and more professionallv staffed than ever, fewer and fer,r'er Americans
participate in partisan political activities.

How can we reconcile these two conflicting pictr-rres-organizational

Figure 3: Citizen Participation in Campai-
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Figure 3: Citizen Participation in Campaign Activities, 19r}-1996

health, as seen frorn the parties, and organizational decay, as seen from the 
'ot-ers'side? One clue to this paradox is the ratio of voters rvho sa1, they have been

contacted by a par\: in the latest can.rpaign to voters n,ho sav that they have
worked for a partv in that same campaign. 'fhe last three decades of the hventr-
eth century r'vitnessed an acceleratirig trend towarcl more and more voter con-
tacts but feu,er and fewer partv u,orkers. 81, 1996 this ratio rvas 2.5 tirnes greater
than the equivalent f igure in 1968.2r

At first blush one might adn-rire the grorving "producti'ity" in this flour-
ishing industry. Each "'"vorker" seems to be producing more and more "con-
tacts." Iir realitv, horvever, this trend is evidence ofthe professio'alization and
commercialization of polit ics in America. The "contacts" that voters report
are, in fact, less and less l ikelv to be a visit from a neighborhood parh *oik",
and more and more l ikely to be an anonvnous call lrom a paid phone bank.
Less and less party activity involves volunteer collaboration arrong cornmitted
part isans. More and rnore i r r ro l 'es the ski l led (and expensirer techniques of  ef-
fective rnass rnarketing. This trend goes hard in hand with the explosive
growth of direci-rnail fund-raising and political action committees ipACs)
formed to channel financial support to party organizations. During the same
period that citizen invol'errent in partl'activities rvas slumping by more than
half ' spending on presidential nomination and election 

"n-prig,r, 
exploded

frorn $15 mill ion in 1964 to over $700 mill ion in 1996, , ,,"rrlt,f iveftld in_
crease eve n in constant dollars. The bottom line in the polit ical industrv is this:
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Financial capital-the wl'rerewithal for rnass rnarketing-has steadily replaced
social capital-that is, grassroots cit izen netr.r 'orks-as the coin of the realm.22

On reflection, then, the contrast beb,r'een increasing party organizational
vitalit,v and declining voter involvement is perfecth' intelligible. Since their
"consumers" are tuning out from politics, parties have to work harder and
spend much more, competing furioush'to r.voo votes, workers, and donations,
and to do that they need a (paid) organizational infrastructure. Part1,'-as-
organization and party-in-government have become stronger, even as the pub-
lic has gror,"'n less attached to the parties.23 If we think of politics as an industrv,
we might delight in its nerv "labor-saving efficiencv," but if we think of politics
as democratic deliberation, to lea'"'e people out is to miss the r.r'hole point of the
exerclse.

Participation in polit ics is increasingly based on the checkbook, as money
replaces tine. While rnembership in a polit ical club rvas cut in half behveen
1967 and 1987, the fractior of the public that contributed financially to a po-
liticai campaign nearly doubled. "Natioralization and professionalization
have redefined the role of citizen activist as, increasingly, a writer of checks
and letters," conclude political scientist Verba and his colleagues. "Whatever
puzzles there may be concerning the trajectorv of participation over the past
feu, decades, there was an unambiguous increase in the amount of rnonev do-
nated to politics over the period from the late 1970s to the late 1980s."':a There
mal' be nearly as manv fans in the political stadium nowada,vs, but they are not
watching an amateur or even a semipro match. Whether the slick professional
game they have become accustomed to r.vatching is rvorth the increasingly
high admission price is another matter.

So run we have been considering poiitical participation from the important
but limited perspective of partisan and electoral activities. For most Americarrs,
however, national election campaigns occupy only a srnall part of iheir tin-re
and atientiorr. What about trends in political participation outside the context
of national elections, especially at the local level? Until recently we lacked anv
systematic evidence of long-term trends in how involved Americans are in
comrnunity affairs. However, a recently reirieved archive of unparalleled depth
enables us to track in great detail a wide range ofcivic activities.

Roughly every morth horn 1973 through 1994 the Roper survey organi-
zation presented thousands of Americans with a simple checklist of a dozen
different civic activities-from signing a petition or attending a public meetirrg
to working for a political party or running for office.25 "Which, if any, of these
things have you happened to do in the past year?" the pollsters asked. Some of
the activities are relativelv comrnon: each vear across these hvo decades
roughly one in three of us has signed a petition and roughly one in six has at-
tended a public meeting on torvn or school affairs. On the other hand, some

.omething that happen. aro. : :  :  -  : -
of  everyday l i le.  a f leet i r rg : : : . - : .
t lom these can-rpaign actir : t : ; ,  : :  ,-
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- - : :  .  un the checkl i : tare qurtq :  - : :
.  '  . : ,dred has rrrn for  nrrhl ic cr : . -  -

: : .  than for-rr hundred thor-r. . . :  -
: . - : : . r ia l  for  cornpi l ing detai lcr  : .
,  decades.

Horr dicl  patterns of crr ic =..- -
- .  i .  The :r t l \ \ \er  i r  s inrnlc: ' I : . . -  - .  -  - .
- . ' .olrement measured in the k . , .--  ' :

nmon-pett t ton stgnrng-a,  . ' .  . . :

:  jns are plaving virtual lr  e\ 
-!- ,  

: :  -
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oaigns uere for  mi l l iorr .  n i  .* :  - . -
I rat ionaldel iberat ion.Carnp". .  .
merely witnessed. Not ior ".  ,-  .
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Figure 4: Trends in Civic Engagement I
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rte ms on the checklist are quite rare. For erampre. te* er than one American in: hundred h^as run for public office_in the past trr e^ e months. Alirg.th;, ;'.r"
nrore than four hundred thousand inierrien.s pror.ide erceptionaTly, rich raw
nraterial for compiling detailed ci ' ic statistics ior .{mericans over more t}ran
fl\ o decades.

Horv did patterns of civic and political participation change over this pe-
riod? The answer is simple The frequency of ,irtua'ily urnry foi, oy,o*_'urrty
tnroh'ement measured in the Roper pork decrined signific,antry, from the ntost
common-_petition signing-to the reast common-running for office. An-teri-

:i:: ::ifilng 
virtuallv every aspect of the civic gurrr" 1"1, frequently today

rnan \\ 'e dtd h^.o decades ago.
consider first the new e'idence on trends in partisan and campaign actir..rt ies. (Figure 4 charts these tre'ds.)ro In rouni numbers, A*"ri"rn, *.r.rough.lv.half as likely to work fora political party or attend a political rally orspeech in the 1990s as in-the r970s. Barely trvo decades rgo 

"r".tror,;1' ' .-paigns were for mill ions of Americans an occasion for activJpartr.;prtr"" r,national deliberation. Campaigning was sonething rve did, ,,o, ro*.ihing-ru"
merely witnessed. Now for ar,,rosi all Americanf an election campaigl issomething that happens arou'd us, a grating element in the backgrourra iot"

,:-r^i?Ot, 
life, a fleeting image on a'fV scree,,. Strikingly, tt""aropori ,r,"Irom these campaign activit ies (about 50 percent) is er,en greater than the

dropout rate in the voting booth itself (2 5 percent).

lro

I  970 ru 1985 1990

Figure 4: Trends in Civic Engagement I: partisan Activities
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The neu'evidence also includes a much more demanding measure of po-

litical involvement-that is, actuallv running for or holding office. So ferv peo-

ple ever become this ir-rvolved politicallv that it takes a social microscope like

that provided by the Roper archive to discover that even this inter-rse form o[

participation has faded. Over the last tn o decades the nurnbe r of office seekers

in any year at all ler,els in the American bodl'polit ic-from schooi board to

town council-shrank b,v perhaps i5 percent.2t As a result of this decline,

Americans lost more than a quarter million candidates annuallv to choose

among. It is impossible to know rvhat price rve paid collectivelr'for the loss of

those poiential grassroots leaders-not only in terms of talent and creatii'itl',

but also in terms of competitive pressure on incumbent officeholders - but it is

hard io believe that there was no ]oss at all.
That Ar.r.rericans in recent years have deserted party politics is perhaps not

astonishing news, for antipar\'' sentiments hacl become a cornmonplace of

punditrv even before Ross Perot rode the antiparty bandu'agon to national

prominence in 1992. But how about commur-ral forms of activitt,like attend-
ing local meetings, serving local organizations, and taking part in "good gov-
ernment" activities? Here the new eviclence is startlir.rg, for involvement in

these everyday forms of community life has dwindled as rapidlv as has partisan

and electoral participation. (The relevant evidence is sumrnarized in figure 5.)

The pattern is broadly similar to that for campaign activities-a slump in the

late 1970s, a pause in the earlv 1980s, and then a renewed and intensified de-

cline from the late 1980s into the I990s.
Betneen 1971 and 1994 the number of Americans rvho attended even

one public meeiing on town or school aflairs in the pre','ious -vear was cut bt'40

percent. Over the same two decades.the ranks of tl-rose r.r'ho had served as an of-

ficer or a committee member for a local club or organization-any local clr-rb

or organization-were thinned by an identical 40 percent. O"'er these twenh'

vears the number of rnembers of "some group interested in better gor''ernment"
fell by one-third.2E

Like battlefield casualties drvl-v reported from someone else's distant u'ar,

these unadorned numbers scarcelv convey the decirnation of American com-

nunitv life they represent. In round numbers everv single percentage-poini
drop represer-ris hvo millior.r ferver Arnericans involvecl in some aspect of corn-

nur]itv life every' year. So, the nttmbers in-rplv, rve nor'v have sixteen r.rlillior-r

fewer participants in public meetings about local affairs, eight million ferl'er
committee members, eight million ferver local organizational leaders, ancl
three million ferver men and women organized to work for better government
than we ivor-rld have had if Americans had staved as invoh'ed in cor-nmunitv af-
fairs as u'e u'ere in the mid-l970s.

Keep in rnind, too, that these survevs invited people to rnention dnylocal
orgar-rization-not only "old-fashioned" garden clubs and Shriners lodges with
their odd hats, but also trendv upstarts, l ike environmental action committees

l0 ' - ia:

Figure 5: Trends in Civic Engagement II: Cc,r
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Figure 5: Trends in Civic Engagement II: Communal Participation

and local branches of the antiabortion movemeni. People were asked whether
they had attended any pr-rblic meeting on town o, school affairs in the last
year*not merely droning sessions of the planning board, but also angry
protests against condom distribution in the high school or debates about curb-
side recvcling. Year after year, fewer and fewer ofus took part in the everyday
deliberations that constitute grassroots democracv. In effect, more than a third
of America's civic infrastructure simply evaporated behveen the mid-1970s and
the mid-1990s.

Finally, the Roper sun/e,vs also shed light on trends in various forms of
public expression-signing petit ions, writ ing Congress, writ ing an article or a
letter to the editor, and making a speech. Once again, each of these tvpes of ac-
tivity has become less common over these trvenf' years. (See figure 6 for de-
tails.) This is most visible in the case of petit ion signing, because it is the single
most common form of political activity'measured in the Roper surveys, but the
decline is also clear in the case ofletters to congress. In both cases, however,
the chart is essentially flat for the first half of this period and then steadily
downward in the second half. Much smaller proportions of the population
claim to have given a speech or written a letter to the editor or an article for a
newspaper or magazine within the previous year, so clear trends are harder to
spot at this degree of rnagnification, though here too the general tendency rs
downward.2e

The changes in American political participation traced in the Roper

19801975
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Figure 6: Trends in Civic Engagement III: Public Expression

archive are not identical across all forms of involvernent. In some case s, such
as attending a public meeting or a political rally, the trend is more or less
steadily downward across the hvo decades, but in other cases, such as signing a
petition, the drop is concentrated in the latter half of the period. And in some
cases, such as running for office or wriiing an article for a magazine or newsPa-
per, the decline is quite rnodest. Across the entire repertoire, however, the de-
cline appears to have accelerated after 1985. Across the hvelve separate
activit ies, the average decline was i0 percent behveen I97)-71 and l98l-84,
compared with 24 percent between 1983-84 and l99l-94.

The fraction of the American public utterl,v uninvolved in any of these
civic activities rose by nearly one-third over these hvo decades. In I97l most
Americans engaged in at least one of ihese forms of civic involvement everv
year. By 1994 most did not engdge in any. Thir\,-hvo million fer'ver American
adults were involved in community affairs in the mid-l990s than would have
been involved at the proportional rate ofhvo decades earlier.

We can get a better clue as to the implications of this loss of community
life by arraving the dozen activities according to the degree of decline. (See
table l.) Strikingli', the forms of participation that have withered most notice-
ably reflect organized activities at the comrnunity level. The verbs describing
these modes of involvement in the top half of the table reflect action in coop-
eration with others: "serve," "work," "attend." Each of these activities can be
undertaken only if otl-rers in the community are also active. Converselv, the ac-

t ir i t ies ( in the bottom half of thc i . , :  :  :
the most part .  act ions that one (  a '  . :  -
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'
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gress mvself.  On the other hand. :  ,  '
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resolving differences.
The changing pattern oi  . r ' .  -  -

Table l: Trends in polit ical and comm'
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tir it ies (i '  the bottom half of the table) that ha'e crecrired most slorvly are, for
the most part, actions that one can undertake as ar inclir. iclual. Incleed, ,.,,ort of
these acti ' i t ies merelv require a pen or a ker boarcl. tbr the nrost common 

'erbin this section of the l ist is'\r.rite., '
h.r other u'ords, the more thai mi'acti'ities clepend on tl-re actions of oth-

ers, thegreaterthedrop-of f inrny pai t ic ipat io i r . ' '  E 'eni f  everyoneelseinmv
tor i  n is a c iv ic droporr t ,  I  can st i l l  u r i ie nrr ' ( .o l rgressr la l l -o,  . r la, ,  run for  con-
gress myself. on the other hand, if I 'm the onlr,member of a com'rittee, it 's
not a "committee," and if no one else comes to a meeting on the bond issue, it
is not a "meeting," even if I show up. Knou'ing that, I mar,:u,ell back out, too. In
other_ words, it is preciselv those forms of civic engagenent most vulne rable to
coordination problems and free riding-those 

""1ir]iti., 
that brought citizer-rs

together, those activities that rnost clearly embody social capital-tliat have de-
clined most rapidly.3l

. 
ol: politically important consequence is that "cooperative" for'rs of be-

havior, like serving on cornmittees, haue declined more rapidlv than ,,expres-
sive" forms of behavior, like writing letters. It takes (at least) tvo to coop.'rrr.,
but only one to express himself. collaboratil,e forms of political involr,eme't
engage broader public interests, whereas expressive fo.ns ,re more individ.al-
istic_and correspond to more narrorvly clefiied interests. Anv political system
needs to corrnterpoise moments for articulating grierarrces and nroments for
resolvi n g diffe renc es.

The changing pattern of civic participation in American communities
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Relat f ie change
1973-7+ to 1993-91

served as an officer of some club or organization
worked for a political partv
served on a committee for some local orsanization
attended a prrbl ic nreef ing on tou n or:chool  af la i rs
4!"t4"fu political rall], or speech
participdted in at least one of tii.eieln etveitntia
rnaoe a speecn
wrote congressnan or senator
signed a petition
was a member of some "better governrnent', group
heid or ran for pol i t ical of l ice
wrote a letter to the paper
wrote an article for a magazlne or newspaper

Source: Roper Social and Political Trends sunqr, jg73-lgg+

-' t  1-/o

-42%
-39%
- ))" /a

-34%
-/,)- /o

-z+4
- L) /o

*22%

-19%
-16%
-14%
*10%



46 BowLTNGALoNE

over the last hvo decades has shifted tl-re balance in the larger society behveer-r
the articulation ofgrievances and the aggregation ofcoalitions to address those
grievances. In this sense, this disjunctive pattern of decline-cooperation
falling more rapidly than self-expression-may rvell have encouraged the sin-
gle-issue blare and declining civilirv- of contemporary political discourse.s2

These declines in participation appear all along the spectrurn from hyper-
activists to civic slugs. The fraction of the public who engaged innone of these
dozen forms of civic participation rose by more than one-third over ihis period
(from 46 percent inI97) to 64 percent in 1994), while the band of civic ac-
tivists who engaged in at least three different $pes of activitv rvas cut nearly in
half (from 20 percent to I I percent). Moreover, these trends appear consis-
tently in all sections of the population and all areas of the countrl'-men and
women, blacks and wl.rites, central cities, suburbs, and rural areas, Northeast,
South, \,Iidwest, and West, upper class and lor.ver class, and so on.

In absolute terms, the declines are greatest among the better educaied.
Among the college educated, attendance at public meetings was nearly l-ralved
from J4 percent to l8 percent. On the other har.rd, because the less educated
were less involved to begin with, in relative terms their rates of participation
have been even harder hit. Attendance at public n-reetings fell from 20 percent
to 8 percent among those whose education ended in high school and from 7
percent to 3 percent among those who attended only elementarv school. The
last several decades have witnessed a serious deterioration of communitv in-
volvement among Americans from all walks of life.

Let's sum up what we've learned about trends in political participation.
On the positive side of the ledger, Americans today score about as well on a
civics test as our parents and grandparer-ris did, though our self-congratulation
should be restrained, since we have on average four more years of formal
schooling than they had.13 Moreover, at election time rve are no less likely than
they were to talk politics or express interest in the canpaign. On the other
hand, since the mid-1960s, the weight of the evidence suggests, despite the
rapid rise in levels of education Americans have become perhaps l0-15 per-
cent less likely to voice our views publicly by running for office or writing Con-
gress or the locai newspaper, I5-20 percent less ir-rterested in polit ics and
public affairs, roughly 25 perceni less likely to vote, roughly 35 percent less
likely to aftend public meetings, both partisan and nonpartisan, ar.rd roughlv
40 percent less engaged in parlv polit ics and indeed in polit ical and civic orga-
nizations of all sorts. We remain, in short, reasonably well-informed spectators
of public affairs, but many fewer of us actually partake in the game.

Might all this be explained as a natural consequence of rising public
alienation from polit ics and declining confidence in polit ical aciivity of all
sorts? Perhaps the trends we have revierved thus lar simply reflect the lact that
more Americans than ever before are "turned off" and "tuned out" from ooli-
t ics. Certainly polit ical unhappiness of all sorts has mushroomed cluring these

past three decades. Anericans in the r: ,  -- ,  -"

the benevolence and responsiveness c, i : . . .  :  :
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past three decades. Americans in the mid-196'.r. *ere :t 'kinglr.confident in
the ben_evolence and responsi'e'ess of their polit ical institutions. only about
one in four agreed then with sentirnents l ike "People l ike me don't have rnuch
say in government" and "Public officials don't care n hat people l ike me think.',
Three in four said that yo. could "trrslthe gorerrnre,ri in \{hrhington to do
what is right all or r.nost of the time." whether or not the r * ere fooling therrr-
seives, Americans in the 1960s felt polit icalh effectir.e.

Such vicws nowada's seem aniiquated or rrair e. In r irtuallr er.erv case the
proportions agreeing and disagreeing with such ideas essentially ha''e been re-
versed. In the 1990s roughly three in four Americans didn't trr-rst the so'ern-
rnent to do ivhat is right most of the time. A single conrparison captuies the
transformation: In April 1966, with the vietnam war raging a,-rd race riots in
cleveland, chicago, and Atlanta, 66 percent of Arnericans reiected the vieu,
that "the people running the country don't really care what happens to vou." In
December 1997, in the midst of the longest period of peace and prosperity in
more than two generations, 57 percent of Americans endorsed that same
view.rl Today's cynical views may or n-ta\,, not be more accurate than the
Polly'annaish views of the earlv sixties, but they undermine the political confi-
dence necessary to motivate and sustain political iirvolvenent.

So perhaps because ofthe dysftrnctional .gliness ofcontemporarv polit ics
and the absence of large, compelling collective projects, we l,aue redirected
our energies away frorn conventional politics into less formal, more voluntarl,,
more elfective channels. whether ihe story of our disengagement from public
affairs is as straightforward as that depends on what we find lvhen we turn next
io trends in social ancl civic involvement.



CHAPTER 3

Civic Participation

Americans of all ages, all stations in life, and all t1'pes of disposition are
forever forming associations. 'fhere are not only commercial and ir-rdus-
trial associations ir.r which all take part, but others of a thousand different

h'pes - religious, moral, serious, futile, r,'ery general and verv lirnited, irn-
mensell ' large and verl 'minute. . . . Nothing, in m1'r' iew, deserves more
attention than the intellectual and rnoral associations in Arnerica.t

Tsnsn ltNes from Alexis de Tocqueville, a perceptive French visitor to earlv-

nineteenth-centu11, America, are often quotecl bl'social scie ntists because thel'

capture an important and enduring fact about our countrl'. Tbda,v, as 170 1'ears
ago, Americans are more likelv to be invoived in voiuntarv associations than

are cit izens of rnost other nations; onli the small nations of northern Europe

outrank us as joiners.2
The ingenuilv of Arnericans in creating organizations kno'"vs no bounds.

Wandering through theWorld Almanaclist of 2,180 grotips rvith sone national

visibil ih'from the Aaron Burr Socieh to the Zionist Organization of Anerica,

one discovers such intriguing bodies as the Grand United Order of Antelopes,
the Elvis Presley Burning Love Fan Club, the Polish Arn.rv Veterans Assocta-
tion of America, the Southern Appalachian Dulcimer Association, and the Na-
tional Association for Outlaw and Lawn'ran History. Sone of these grouPs na\'
be the organizational equivalent of vanih' press publications, but survel's of
American communities over the decades have uncotered an impressive orga-
nizational vitality at the grassroots level. Manv Americans toda.v are actively ir-r-
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volved in educatior-ral or school service group. 1rk. pl \. recreational groups,
rvork-relatecl groups, such as labor unions ancl protis.ional organizations, reli-
gious groups (in addition to churchesl, routh qroups. scr' ice ancl fraternal
clubs, neighborhood or home.u'crs group\. rrid ofher charitable organtza-
tions. cenerallv so.rotnt, this same arra' of orgarizational affi l iations has
characterized Americans since at least the 195i)s.'

official me'rbership in fornral organizatio's is orl '  one lacet of social
capital, but it is r-rsually regarded as a usefr-rl baronreter of communih involve-
nrent. wliat can \\'e learn from organizational re corcls and social sun,evs about
America's' participation in the organized life of their cormunities? Broadlv
speaking, American r.'oluntarv associations na' be divided into three cate-
gories: commr-rnitv based, church based, and riork basecl. Let us begin with ihe
most heterogeneous, all those social, cir, ' ic, and leisurc groups that are conr'ru-
nity based-er''ervthing from B'nai B'rith to tlie pareni-Teacher Association.

T'he record appears to sholv an irnpressive increase in tire sheer nurnber
of voluntarv associations over the last three decades. The number of nonprofit
organizations of national scope listed in the Encyclopedia of Associations more
thar-r doubled from I0,299 to 22,90r betr.r,een 1968 a'd 1997. Even taking ac-
count of the increase in population during this period, t l-re number of national
organizations per capita has increased bv nearll'tu'othirds ol'er the last three
decades (see figure 7). Excited by this fact, so'e observers speak, perhaps too
hasti l i ' ,  of a "participation revol't ion" in American polit ics and societv. 'r 'his
inrprrssion of a rapid gror,rth in Arrericarr organizaiional l i fe is reinfoiced-
but also qualif ied-bv nunrerous recent studies of the explosion of i ' terest
groups represented in washingion since the 1960s. what these studies reveal is
e\/er more groups speaking (or claiming to speak) on behalf of el,er nore cate-
gories of cit izens.+

In fact, relativelv few of the tens of thousards of nonprofit associatiors
u hose prol i feral ion is t raced i r r  f igrrre 7 actualh har.  r , , , , , ,  nrcnrbership.
Manr', such as the Animal Nutrit ion Research council, the National confcr-
ence on uniforrn Tiaffic Accident Statistics, and tl.re National slas Associa-
l ion,  have rro inr l i ' idrral  rnembers r t  a l l .  A t . lose student of  associat ions i r r
America, Da'id Horion Smith, fo.nd that barely'half of the groups i '  the lgEg
Fncwlopedia of Associatiorts actuallr.' hacl indi'idual rnembers. T'he r'edian
mernbership of national associatior.rs in the t988 Encttclopedia rvas onlv one
thousand. A corrparable studl'ofassociations represe'ted i '  the 1962 Encyclo-
pedia of Associationshad found a median size of roughlv ten thousand mem-
bers.; In other rvords, or.'er this quarter centurl, the nurnber of voluntarv
associations rotrghly tripled, but the average membership seerrs to be roughly
one-tenth as large - rnore groups, but n.rost of ther.r.r much sr,aller. The ore-ani-
zational eruption behveen the 1960s ancl the 1990s representecl a proliferation
ofletterheads, not a boom ofgrassroots participation.

Also revealing is the i 'creasing geographic concentration of national



/-'

50 Bo\\'LrNG ALoNE

100 ciat ionism" isalmostent i re lya derrrzcn t--

l i ferat irrg rrer.r '  organizai ions are proie..  .

not member-ceniered, local ly based a'.  -  =

expressing pol icy views in the national -" '  :

]ar connectior) dmong individual file Ir- r : r: .

Though these new groups often :--. '

narv citizens and nay speak faiihfuli. - :.-

posed of ci t izen members in the sarr.:  : :-

reading gronp or a fraternal orgarriza:

capital-creating formal organizai ion . '  ,-

members can meet one another. Oi : . .  -  .  .  -

ear ly 1970s ( including vir tualh 'a l l  , - -

from the Agribusiness Accountabi lr : .  -  : :  .

from the American Civi l  Libert ies L.:,  -  .

Lobbv and Young Americans for F re=: -

al l ,  and another l2 percent had no r.  : .  :  '
or an alerage olrorre for everl hro .: ,---

had as manv as one hundred local  - - : - i : -
son, there are seven thousand iocal R :=-

cal "old-fashioned," chapter-based :. . ,  -  : ,

alone has nearly twice ds tndnt chat:.- ,  -  :

combined.

Another survey of 205 nation;. :  -  .---

less than one-third of them had c:.=::- ,

longed and paid dues. Moreorcr.  :  .  -

Figure T The Growth of National Nonproft Associations, 1968-1997

headquarters. Membership organizations with local chapters ar.rd substantial
grassroots activity are headquartered in places like Irl'ing, Texas (Bov Scouts);
New Haven, Conr-recticut (Knights of Columbus); Indianapolis, hdiana
(American Legion ar-rd Kiwanis); Birmingham, Alabarna (Civitan); Tulsa, Ok-
lahoma (Jaycees); Oak Brook, I l l inois (Lions Clubs); St. Lor-ris, Missouri (Opti-
mists); Baltimore, Nlaryland (NAACP); Kansas Citv', Missouri (the Veterans of
Foreign Wars and the Camp Fire Bo,vs and Girls); Atlanta, Georgia (Boys and
Cirls Clubs); or even New York City (Hadassah and Alcoholics Anonymous).
These venerable organizations are l-readquartered near important concentra-
tions of their members.

The headquarters of the nation's largest organization and one of the most
rapidly growing, the Anierican Association of Retired Persons (A{RP), horv-
ever, is not in Florida or California or Arizona (ri'here its constituents are cor-
centrated), but at 6th and E Streets in Washington, a ferv nir-rutes' rvalk fron.r
Capitol Hiil. Similarly, the most visible newcomers to the r-rational associa-
tional scene are headquartered within ten blocks of the intersection of i4th
and K Streets in Washington: the Children's Defense Fund, Cornmon Cause,
the National Organization for Women, the National Wildlife Federation,
Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, the National Cay and Lesbian Thsk Force,
the National Ttust for Historic Presenation, the Wilderness Societ.v, the Na-
tional Right to Life Committee, ar-rd Zero Population Crorvth. 'fhe "neu'asso-
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ciationism" is alrnost entirely a denizen of the \\ ashington hothouse.6 The pro-
liferating new organizations are professionall '  staffed advocaq.organizati 'ns,
not member-centered, locallv based associations.-'fhe ne*.er gro.,ps focus on
expressing policy views in the national polit ical debate, not on providing regu-
lar connection among inditidual members at the grass roots.

Though these new groups often depend on financial support from ordi-
narv citizens and may speak faithfully on their behalf. ther are not realll, com-
posed of cit izen members in the salle sense that a church congregation or a
reading group or a fraternal organization is. one distinctive featJue"of a social-
capital-creating formal organization is that it includes local chapters in which
members can meet one another. Of eighty.three public-interest groups in the
early 1970s (including virtually all such organizations at the nitional level,
from the Agribusiness Accountability project tozero population Gror.vth and
lrom the American civil Liberties union and common cause to the Libern,
Lobby and Young Americans for Freedom), hvo-thirds had no local chapters at
all. and another l2 percerrt had no more than h,r enh'fir e chaplers nationwide,
or an average of one for evervtrvo states. only nine of the eightythree groups
had as manv as one hundred local chapters nationwide.s Brlrrv of .oirp".r-
son, there are seven thousand local Rotary chapters in Ameiica, io take a typi-
cal "old-fashioned," chapter-based civic organization. In other words, Roiary
alone has nearlv twice as many chapters as all eighty-three public-interest groups
combined.

_ Another survev of 205 national "citizens groups" in l9g5 confirmecl that
less than one-third of them had chapters to which individual members be-
longed and paid dues. Moreover, the more recentlv founded the cit izens
group, the iess likely it was to be chapter based, so that an-ronq all citizens'
groups founded after 1965, barely one in four had chapters uith i 'diviclual
members.e rhese are mailing l ist organizations, in uhich membership *reans
essentially contributing rnonev to a national office to s'pport n .rur.. NI"n,-
bership in the newer groups means moving a pen, not 

-rklng 
a meeting.

These new mass-membership organizations are plainly of grolvin{politi-
cal importance. Probably the most dramatic example is the AA{p, *hiJh gr.*.
irom four hundred thousand card-carrying ,n"*i"r, in 1960 to thirtv-tiree
mill ion in the mid-1990s. But membership in good standing in the A{Rp re-
quires only a few seconds ann'ally-as long as it takes to sign a check. The
\\RP is polit icallv significant. but it demands litt le of its members' energies
and contributes little to their social capitai. Less than l0 percent of the Mip,s
members belong to local chapters, and according to ,AARp staff, the organiza-
tion's grassroots activities were on life support even during the period oI 

-"",-mum membership growth. h-r many respects, such organizations have more rn
common with mail-order commercial organizations than with old-fashioned
iace-to-face associations. Some of the new organizations actually have therr
roots in commercial ventures. 'rhe AARp, for example. rr,.as originall'founded
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as a mail-order insurance firm.r0 Sin-rilarli', although the American Automobile

Association has the form of an association rviih members, it is esseniially a

commercial organizatior-r, providing services in exchange for fees.

Ti-re national administrators of such organizatiorrs are arnong the most

feared lobb,vists in Washington, ir large part because of their massive mail-

ing lists. Ironicalll', group involvement rvith governrnent has exploded at the

same time tliat citizen involvement rviih both government ar-rd groups has di-

minished. To be sure, political representation is not a new role for voluntary as-

sociations. Among the most energetic examples of Voluntary association tl-t

American history are the abolitionist and temperance move ments of the early

nineteenth century. Much of the best (as n'ell as some of the worst) in our cur-

rent national politics is embodied in those advocacy organizations around l4th

and K Streets.
From the point of view of social connectedness, however, the r-rew organi-

zations are sufficiently different from classic "secondary associations" that we

need to invent a nerv label- perhaps "iertiary associations." rr For the vast ma-

lority of their members, the only act of nembership consists in rvriting a check
for dues or perhaps occasionallv reading a newsletter.r2 Fer'v ever attend any
meetings of such organizations-many never have neetings at all-and most

members are unlikely ever knowinglv to encounter any other member. The

bond behveen any hvo members of the National Wildlife Iiederation or the

National Rifle Association is less like tl-re bond behveen hvo nembers of a gar-

dening club or prayer group and more like the bond behveen hvo Yankees fans

on opposite coasts (or perhaps hvo devoied L. L. Bean catalog users): thel'

share some of the same interests, but they are unaware of each other's exts-

tence. Their ties are to cotnnon s,vmbols, comrlon leaders, and perhaps com-

mon ideals, but not to each other.
So the vigor of the nen' Washington-based organizations, though thev are

large, proliferating, and powerful, is an unreliable guide io the vitali[ 'ofsocia]

connectedness and civic engagement in Anerican comn-tunities. Several illus-

trations may clari$,.
According Io Ihe Encyclopedia of Associations, the nr-rmber of indepen-

dent veterans'organizations nearly tripled behveen I980 and I997. T'his rvas

the single most vigorous sector of organizational growth during this period, at

least measured by numbers of organizations. In fact, hon'ever, careful national

survevs over this same period shorv that ihe rate of membership in veterans' or-

ganizations among American men and wonen fal/ by roughly l0 percent. This

slump is not surprising, sir.rce the number of living r"eterans fell by 9 percent

across these same eighteen years. Explosive growth of organizations claiming
to speak on behalf of veterans coincided w'ith declining involvement bv veter-

ans. Similarlv, the number of trade unions cataloged in the Encyclopedia of As-

sociations grew b,v 4 percent behveen 1980 and 1997, while the fraction of

:nrplovees belonging to union. plLr: : .  , - ,
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porar i lv  cui  back on drrect-nra. .
bership began to hemorrhage. =:.,  -

p lummeted b1 85 percent.  '

Trends in numbers of volur,:=:,  . ,  ' :
guide to trends in social capital.  . : : :  -  :  :

of  local  chapters in which men|- . : ,  - , -  .

can we glean from organization, :- , :  :

communily--based activih 7 
^l  

he :-.=..  . : .-

the hventieth century reveal a . t l i ,*:  .  : .

civic associat ions. This pattern is .--: .  :  , :  -
of the changing membership ra:.,  :  :  :-

based organizatior-rs throughout i : , .  :  .-

B'r i th and the Knights of  Colunb-. , :  '  .

,{ssociat ion.I5 In each case \\ 'e nrea: -r: :  :  -

nembers in the populat ion--1-H r-. ;  : '  :  -

Hadassah membership as a fractror t-  ,  ,  
-  
.

in the broad out l ine are a numbe: :  - : - -
Ame rican communit ies throughoLr: i i .  r  r ,  :

For rnost of the tu'entieth cent'.r:. :
volved in such chapter-based associa:, : ,

growing, too, but our analysis here e ,. : : . .  .-

ing the mernbership rate as a perce:-. : : : :
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rmplo)ees belonging to unions plumnreied br more than i5 percent.r More
'rganizat ions do not rnean more mernbers.
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E*'rnoNrurnNral oRcANrzATroNs have been among the growth stocks in the as-
'ociational world over the last several decades. In trackirig tl,e .*pn',rion of,"u_eral of the-most dvnamic associations, rve noted se'eral pJriod, 

"i*fiJ 
g-*tl,,presumably reflecting major shifts in grassroots engagement with environmen-tal issues. Probing further revears thatLair-order ",lr,"--b".rhip,'t,,.n, o,,t to u"a poor measure of civic engagement. For example, _",r,b.rrhip i, ti" S*i_ronmental Defense Fund (EDF) tripled from one hundred thoLrsand in rgggto three hundred thousand in lgg!. EDF officials, however, attribute thisbreathtaking expansion 

,to 
"better nrarketing efforts," r""rrairg ,- rJi.L t"

,'lt-"_tf""1p-:pecting" 
(providing a free gift"to nonmembers ani then askingtor a donatiorr) instead of "back-end prospecting" (sending the gifts rri.rion"_tions have been received). Greenpeace b.""-J the rargelt .r"iror-.r*r 

"r-ganization in America,.accounting for more irran onethird of ail members rnnational environmental groups ,iits peak in 1990, through 
"; "_;;;;;i 

,g_gressive direct-mail program. At thai point Greenpeace leaders, concernedaboutthe spectacle of an environmentai group printing tons of junk mair, tem-porarilv cut back on direct-mail solicitattn. ii*ort immediaiely their mem-bership began to hemorrhage, and by l99g Greenpeace membership hadplummeted by 85 percent.ra
Trends in numbers of voruntary associations nationwide are not a reriableguide to trends in social capital, especially for associations that lack a structureof local chapters in which .,r"-b.r, can actually participate . what evidencecan we glea.n from organizatiors that do irvolve their 

-.-b.r, 
dir..;ly ,,'community-based activitv? The membership rolls of such associations #ossthe hventieth century reveal a skikingly pnrrlr.r paftern across many dirferentcivic associations. This pattern is summarired in fig,,r" g, lvhich ir, 
"o*porit"of the changing merrLership rates for thirty_tr,r,J diverse ,,rtio.,rl, .irip*r_based organizations thror-rghlut the tlventieth century, ranging from B,naiB rith and the-Knights of corumbus to the Elks crub and the parent-Teacher

Association.r5 In each case we measure mernbership as a fraction 
"rtr-'.-f""i "rmembers in the population-_4_H membership as a fraction 

"f 
rfir.r'ty".,tf,,

Hadassah membership as a fraction of all rewish women, and so on. Embodiedin the broad outiine are a number of cr.ciai facts about associationar life r'American comrnunities throughout the hventieth cenrurv.
For most of the twentieth centurl qrowing nun'b.r, of Americans were in_volved in such chapter-based associatiois.'u oFcourse, the u.S. population wasgrowing, too, but our analvsis here eliminates that inflatio. fr.;ri;;;;;;;;,

ing the membership rate as a percentage of the relevant poputrti i".-ioit,.
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,,r*;' o"*;" #*J; *,:' th,;-*. *",,."","n,',::;*J"'
Associations, 1900-1997

long upward lvave in this figure reflects the fact that rnore and more women
belonged to women's clubs, rnore rural residents belonged io the Grange,
more vouths belonged to the Scouts, more Jews belonged to Hadassah and
B'nai B'rith, and more men belonged to service clubs. Probably one important
factor in this steady grorvth was the continuing rise in educational levels, but rr-r
the aggregate the increase in membership exceeded even that. As the decades
passed, America seemed more and more to fit Tocqueville's description.

The sharp dip in this generally rising line of civic involvement in the
l9l0s is evidence of the traurnatic irnpact of the Great Depression on Ameri-
can communities. The membership records of virtually every adult organiza-
tion in this sample bear the scars of that period. In some cases the effect rvas a
brief pause in ebullient growih, but in others the reversai rvas extraordinarv.
Membership in the League of Women Voters, for exan-rple, was cut in half be-
tu,eer-r l9J0 and 1935, as was membership in the l l lks, the Moose, and the
Knights of Columbus. 'fhis period of history underlines the elfects of acute
economic distress on civic engagement, a topic to which we shall retutn tn
chapter I l.

Most of these losses had been recouped, however, by the early 1940s.
World War II occasioned a massive outpouring of patriotism and collective sol-
idarity'. At war's end those energies were redirected into community iife. The
hvo decades following 1945 witnessed one of the most vital periods of commu-

nih' involvement in American histon. :,, .
the "market share" for t l-rese thirh-h,. ' :a.
growing population, the increase \\: i: : :- -

civic explosion encompassed virtuall,. . 
- 
-

iashioned" ones l ike the Grange ;rni i : :
1960s) to the nerver service clubs 1ik. :: . -
ers (roughll ' four decades old in the - - '

By the late 1950s, however, thi. - .: - i

tail off, even thor-rgh absolute menrb.:. : .
late 1960s and early 1970s memb.r: :-
populatior-r grorvth. At f irst, club sc.:=:,- .
neu' rnembership records with mc:: : '

that their organizations r,r,ere lail in. : . :: -
the decline deepened, hou,eve r. at,, . ' . *

to plumn-ret. By centurv's close the r:-.-,,. : .
rn these organizations had been elr::-. : ,-.

On average, across all these , :a.. =-
plateau in 1957, peakecl in the earl, - --
decline bv I969. On average, nren-.-: , -
1940-45 and the peak and uere sli.:.: :
i997. These a\rerages conceal sonr: .: , -

ence of the various organizations. F : . ... '  :
sion varied from orgar-rization to , :::" ' .-

N4asor.rs and Hadassah, r.vhile n'renrb.:. - -

Bor Scorr ts.  and Gir l  Scouts.ecrrr '
tress affecting adults. The poshlar b .::
the Crange and the General Federa: : ',''

ended by the mid-1950s, r,,,hereas i:: =: -:

rn ists.  remained on a higher plat . ,
spiked sharplv during World \\ar II. - ., ,
highest levels in the early. 1960s. anc : .-
the 1970s onuard.  fhese organizdl  .  .  :
each of  these mernbership dccl i r re.
success ar-rd lailure, organizational tr:... - : ,
cissitudes ofsocial l i fe and polit ics

One usefrr l  i l l t rstral iorr  i :  pr . r . . ,  -

(P'fA). In ihe middle 1'ears of the hr cr.: ::
the n-rosi common of communih ort-:.:. . i-
srrn 'evof associat iorral  menrber:hip n.-  : -
more members than any other secul;: r=.
six adult Nebraskans reportecl rr-rembs:: :
solute number of PTA members \\ as r. r: :
of course, no surprise at all-more par. -.:: '-
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striking, however, is thai the percentage of parents nationr,vide ivho joined the

PTA more than doubled betu,een 1945 and 1960, continuing the vertiginous

and aimosi uninterrupied growth of this organization since its founding in

1910. On average, every year throughout the quarter century up to 1960 an-

other L6 percent of all Al.rerican fan.rilies rvith kids-more than 400,000 fami-

lies a yeai-*as added to tire PTA nembership rolls. Year after vear, more and

more parents became involved in this \\'ay in their children's education.

The reversai of six decades of organizational grorvth-captured graphi-

cally in figure 9-cane with shocking suddenness in 1960. When the subse-

quent decline finally leveled off trvo decades iater, men-ibership in ihe PIA

had returned to the level of i941, utterly erasing the postwar gains. A brief re-

bound in the 1980s had all but vanished by the late 1990s. On average, every

year throughout the quarter centurv after 1960 another I .2 percent of all Amer-

ican familie, with kids-nore than 250,000 fan-ri l ies a vear-dropped out of

the PTA. The best recent study of the PTA concludes that

membership declined from a high in the eariy 1960s of almost fifty

members per 100 families with children under eighteen to fewer than

hventy men.rbers per 100 families rvith children under eighteen in the

early 1980s. Although participation rebounded somervhat in the 1980s

and the eariv 1990s, the organization never recaptured ih mer-r-rbership

heights of the late 1950s and earh,' 1960s. lRecently the organizatron has

exp-erienced renerved decline.] Behveen 1990 and 1997, the PTA lost

half a million members, even though the number of families with chil-

dren under eighteen grew bv over 2 million and public school enroll-

ment grerv bv over 5 millior-r.1e

The explosive growth of the PTA was one of the most impressive organiza-

tional success stories in American history, its unabated, almost expor.rential

growth over the first six decades of the hventieth century interrupted rvith only

t-he briefest of pauses during the Great Depression and for a single year during

World War tl. this slrccess-membership encompassing eventualll'' nearl1

half the families ir.r America-was due no doubt to the fact that this form of

connectedness appealed to rnillions of parents who rvanted to be engaged in

some way in their children's education. It is easy in our cynical era to sueer at

cookies, cider, and small talk, bui membership in the PTA betokened a corn-

mitment to participate in a practical, child-focused fortn of community life

Yei the PTA's collapse in the last third of the century is no less sensational

than its earlier grorvth. What could account for this dramatic turnaround?

Some part of the decline in rates of membership in the PTA is an optical illrr-

sion. Parental invoivement in local school service organizaiions (not ail of

rvhich are affiliated with the national Parent-Teacher Association) did not lall

as rapidlv as n-rembership in PT,\-affiliated groups. First, during the 1970s, fol-

lolving disagreements about school polit ics, as rvell as about national dues,

some local pareni-teacher organizatic--. ,  :  "
ther to ioin competing organizatiotr.  - :  :  : ,

sult, rnanv of ihe missing loca] PT,\-' :. ': ' .

organizations unaffiliated with the rtr'- : I

independent local associat ions then--,. .  .- ,

bit ter batt les over school desegregat: -- :  -

at ion from the national PTA in se\er: :

nizational loss, this developn.rent r---' "

sorrthern parenls from lhe organi/" ' -  -  -

after accounting for al l  these specihi == ,

parental  par l ic ipat ion i r r  parent- tea' : . :  r

t ial  decl ine in the decades after 195 :

ings ofthe 1950s to recognize that nr: ' '  --

with their kids' educatior,.

No doubt di l igent detecti ie \ \c:\  :1 .

nuanced stories behind each of the i ' --  :

features across these very diverse cr: l :- : .

abruptly halted, fol lowed bv rapid de.. : . .  -

of evidence on changing civic inr ol ' ' : : . :

after we had erplored the detai ls oi. .-
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some local parent-teacher organizations disaffiliated from the national PTA ei-
ther to join competing organizations or to remain wholly,independent. As a re-
sult, rnanv of the missing local PTAs reappeared as local PTOs (parent-teacher
organizations unaffiliated with the national PTA). although manv of these nou,
independent local associations themselves subsequently withered. Moreover,
bitter battles over school desegregation in the 1960s caused r.vholesale disalfili-
ation from the national PTA in several southern states. While a genuine orga-
nizational loss, this development may not have marked the withdrarval of
southern parents from the organizational life of local schools. Nevertheless,
after accounting for ail these specific gains and losses, it is reasonably clear that
parental participation in parent-teacher groups of all sorts sr:ffered a sr-rbstan-
tial decline in the decades after 1960.2(' One need not romanticize PTA meet-
ings of the 1950s to recognize that many Americans nowadays are less involved
wit l r  their  k ids '  educat ion

No doubt diligent detective work would turn up equallv interesting and
nuanced stories behind each of the plunging memberships, but the cornmon
features across these very diverse organizations-rapid growth to the 1960s,
abniptly halted, followed by rapid decline - is a significant piece in the mosaic
of evidence on changing civic involvement in Anerican communities. Even
after we had explored the details of each organization's rise and decline, we
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would be left rvith the rernarkable fact that each of these organizations-r,ery

differer.rt from one another in its constituencl,, age, and leadership-seems to
have entered rough rvater at about the same time in the last quarter of the

hventieth centurv.

IN rwo IMroRTANT RESeECTS, horvever, rnembership figures for individual or-

ganizatior-rs are an uncertain guide to trends in Americans' involvernent in vol-

untary associations. First, the popularitl' of specific grolrps ma),wax and wane

quite independently of the general level of comnunity engagement. Even

though our historical analvsis so lar has cast as u'ide a net as possible in terms of
different types of organizations, it is certainlv possible that newer, more d'n'
namic organizations have escapecl our scrutinl'. If so, the picture of decline
that we have traced may apply.only to "old-fashioued" organizations, not to all
community-based organizations. As sociologist Tonr Smith has observed, "Ulti

mately, if we want to know q,hether group membership in generdl has been in-

creasing f or decreasingl, rve have to studi,.' group rnembership ln general."2t

Second, formal "card-carrying" rnembership ma-v not accuratelv reflect
actual involvement in communitv activities. An individual u'ho "belongs to"
half a dozen corrmunity groLrps may actualll.be actir.'e in none. What reallv
matters from the point of vielv of social capital and civic engagement is not
merely nominal membership, but active and invoh,'ed membership. To ad-

dress these hvo issues, rve need to turn lrorn formal organizational records to

social surveys, which can encompass organizational affiliaiions of all sorts and

can distinguish formal membership lron actual involvement.

Several reviews of national survevs conducted behr,'een the early 1950s

and the early I970s found evidence of steadv and sustainecl gror'vth in organr-
zational memberships of all sorts, but other scl.rolars have questioned whether
changes in survey wording ir-right unde rmine this conclusion.2: In other words,
subtle shifts in the lens of our social timeJapse carrera may' have sufficientll'
blurred the successive images that rve cannot be sure aboui the trer-rds during
the I950s and 1960s. Horvever, in 1957 a team of Universih- of Michigan re-

searchers conducted a careful nationr.vicle survev on behalf of the National ln-
st i tute of Mental Health (NI\, lH), and in 1976 a groLrp led by one of the earl ier
researchers replicated the I957 stud.v, taking great care to rnake the stuclies as
nearly identical as possible.:r The first wave of survevs nas carried out roughlv
a decade before what organizational records suggest rvas the postu,'ar peak of
civic engagement, whereas the second was conducted ror-rghly a decade after
the peak.

In many respects, the Michigan-NINIH str-rdy found considerable stabilitv
in the life experiences of Americans across these hvo turbulent decades. Never-
theless, one of their central findings rvas a "reduced integration of American
adults into the social structure.":1 Over these b,l'o clecades informal socializine
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rvit| fr iencls and relatives declined br. about l l  pcrcent. organizational mem-

berships fell by 16 percent, and church attendance a topic that r 've shall ad-
dress nore directly in a moment) declined f1 lrt percent. Examined more

closely, these survevs founcl significant declines in rnembership in unions;

church grotlps; fraternal and veterans organizations; civic groups, sttch as

PTAs; vor-rth groups; charities; and a catch-all "otlier" categort'.25 Thus the best

available survev evidence is consistent rtith the organizational record that

membership in voluntary associations among ordinan Americans declined
rrodestly between the mid-1950s and ihe mid-1970s.

For the vears after the mid-1970s, the sunev eviclence becomes substan-
tially richer, and ottr iudgments about trends in this quarter centurv can be
fuller and more confident. Three maior sun'ev archives contain relevant infor-
mation: the General Social Surve-v (GSS), t l ie Roper Social and Polit ical
Trends archive, and the DDB Needham Life Style archive.26

How has group membership in general changed over the last quarter cen-
tur-v? The GSS provides the most comprehensive me astlre of trends in Amerr-
cans' formal rnembership in manv different types of groups. T'he short answer
is that formal membership rates have not changed much, at least if rve ignore
rising educational levels. 'Ihe perceniage of tire public who claim formal
membership in at least one organization has lallen a bit, but that trend has

been glaciai so far, from a little less than 75 percent in the mid-1970s to a little
less than 70 percent in the earlr ' 1990s.2i Membership in church-reiated

groups, lab<lr unions, fraternal organizations, and veterans groups has de-

clined, but this decline has been mostll 'offset by increases in professional, eth-

nic, sen'ice, hobb,v, sports, school fraternifv, and other groups' To be sure, the

onlv substantial increase is in the domain of professional organizations, and as

we shall see iater, that growth has barell'kept pace with occupational growth rn

the professions themselves. If we take into accottnt the rise in educational ler'

els in this period-on the assurnption that rnanv tnore Americans norvadal's
have ihe skills and interests that traditionally brought people into civic life-

the overall declines are more marked. Among college graduates, for example,

organizational membership has declined by roughlv 30 percent, while among
high school dropouis the decline has been roughly the same. Nevertheless, the
net decline in formal organizational rnembership is modest at best.

This ambiguous conclusion, however, is drasticallv altered rvhen we ex-
amine evidence on more active forms of participation than mere card-carrving
membership. Service as an organizaiional officer or committee member is very
cornrnon anong active nembers of American organizations. In 1987, 6l per-
cent of all organization members l-rad served on a committee at some time or
other, and 46 percent had served as an officer.r8 An-rong self-described "active"

members-roughiy half of the adult population-73 percent had served at
some time as a committee member, 58 percent had served at some time as an
officer, and onlv 2i percent had never sened as either an officer or a commit-
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tee member. Sooner or later, in short, the overwhelming rnajority of active
members in n-rost voluntary associations in America are cajoled into playing
some leadership role in the organization.

How has the number of Americans who 5t this bill changed over the last
few decades? Behveen 1973 and 1994 the number of rnen and women who
took any leadership role in any local organization-from "old-fashioned" fra-
ternal organizations to new age encounter groups-was sliced by more than 50
percent.2e (Figure l0 srimmarizes this evidence by showing the changing frac-
tion ofthe population who have been actively involved in organizational life as
either a local ollicer or a local committee mernber.) This dismaying trend
began to accelerate after I985: in the ten short years behveen I985 and 1994,
active involvement in community organizations in this country fell by 45 per-
cent. By this measure, at least, nearly half of America's civic infrastructure was
obliterated in barely a decade.

Eighry- percent of life, Woody Allen once quipped,r0 is simply showing up.
The same might be said of civic engagement, and "showing up" provides a use-
ful standard for evaluating trends in associational life in our communities. In
hventy-five annual surveys behreen I975 and 1999 the DDB Needham Life
Style surveys asked more than eighh.seven thousand Americans, "How rnany
times in the last year did you attend a club meeting?" Figure I I shows how this
form of civic engagement has dwindled over the last quarter of the trventieth

Figure l0: Active Organizational Involvement, 197)-1994
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-:nturv. rn 1975-76 American men and \\ 'ome n attcnclcd hi.el 'e club rreet-
,-gs on a\rerage each year-essential ly once a mo.th '  Br 1999 that f ieure had

,.,runk by ful lv 58 percent to f ive meeti 'gs per \  ear. in l9- i- ,6, O+ p3r..rrt  of
, ,1 -\mericans st i l l  attended at least one cl lrb r.eeting in the pre' ious year. By
, r99 that f igure had fal len to 38 percent. In short.  in ihe mid-1970s nearlv hv,-
:r irds of al l  Americans attended club meetings, bLrt br the late 1990s nearly
:.r olhirds of all An.rerica rs nerer do. Bv cornparison ri.ith other countries, we
:ra' still seem a r-ratior-r of joiners, but by comparison *.ith our own recent past,
' ' r  e are not-at least i f  "  joining" means more than nominal aff i l iat ion.

Thus hvo different survey archi'es suggest that active involvement rn
-ocal clubs and organizations of all sorts fell bv nore than half in the last sev-
.ral decades of the twentieth century.. This estirnate is remarkablv consistenr
' .r i th evidence of an entirel l 'unexpected sort.  Each decade betr 'een 1965 and
1995, national samples of Americans rvere asked to corrplete "time diaries,,'
:e cording how they spent every rninute of a randomly chosen "diar,v day." From
these sets of diaries we can reconstruct horv the average American,s use of time
rradually' evolved over the three decades between 1965 and IggS.32

. 
Broadly speaking, as fohn Robinson, director of the t irne diary project, has

.hown, our time allocations have not changed clramaticallv ou., ihl, period-
* e hal'e averaged just about exactlv eight hours of sleep , ,,ight thro.giout the
decades, for example-but there are some importa't exceptions. watching

I

:

rrov t9a5 i990

Figure I l: Club Meeting Attendance Dwindles, lgTS_1g99
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TV consumes more time now than it used to, r'"'hile we spend less time now on
houservork and child care. The slice of tirne devoted to organizational activiry
has always been relatively modest on any given day, since even faithful reading
groups or sen'ice clubs usuaily meet only once a week or once a month, not
once a day. Nevertheless, the diaries show cleariy that the tine we devote to
community organizations has fallen steadily over this period.rs

Measured in terrns of hours per mor-rth, the average American's invest-
ment in organizational life (apart fron-r religious groups, rvhich we shall exam-
ine separatell ') fell fron-r J.7 hours per month in 1965 to 2.9 in l97i to2.) in
1985 and I995. On an average day in 1965, 7 percent of Anericans spent some
tirne in a community organization. Bv 1995 that figure had fallen to 3 percent
of all Americans. Those numbers suggest that nearlv half of all Americans il
the 1960s invested some time each week in clubs and local associations, as
con-rparedtolessthaaone-quarter inthe l990s.3aFurtheranalvsisof  thet ime
diarv evidence suggests that virtually all of this decline is attributable to gener-
ational replacement: members of any given generation are investing as much
tirne in organizational activity as they e\rer were, but each successive genera-
tion is invesiing less.

If we take into account the rapid growth in edr-rcational levels over this pe-
riod, all these slurnps in associational involvement (leadership involvenent,
meeting attendance, time spent, and so on) are even n-rore dramatic. Among
the burgeoning nurnbers of college graduates, the average number of club
neetings per vear fell by 55 percent (fron.r tl-rirteen rneetings per year to six),
rvhile among high school graduates, the drop in annual meeting attendance
was 60 percent (fron ten rneetings per vear to four), and among the dwindling
number of Americans who had not completed high school, the drop in annual
meeting attendance was 73 percent (from nir-re meetings per year to h,\'o per
year).

In absolute terms the declines in organizaiional aciivitv ar-rd club rneeting
attendance were roughlv parallel at all educational and social levels. Hoi.vever,
because the less q,ell educated were less involved in communig,organizations
to begin with, the relative decline was even greater at the bottom of the hierar-
chy. A similar pattern appears in the tirne diary data-declines at all levels in
the educationai hierarchv, though slightl;r greater in this case among the more
educated. In other words, the gross decline in communitv involvement has
been masked to some degree by the fact that more and more Americans have
the skills and social resources that traditionally encouraged participation in
communih' alfairs.

In community life, as in the stock narket, past performance is no guaran-
tee of future performance, so it is hazardous to assume that trends over the next
several decades ivill mirror those over the last several. Nevertheless, ihe down-
trend shown in figure I I has been more or less uninterrupted for more than a
quarter century, and if the current rate of decline were to continue, clubs

would become extinct in America r i  i :1 .  :  .
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would become extinct in America within less th=r-, :. i .rh \ears. Considerirrg
that such local associations have been a feature i, i \ i :..r ican community l i fe
for several hundred years, it is remarkable to see th.nr .o high on the endan-
gered species l ist.

The organizational slumps reported here conre tion.r lbur entirely differ-
ent streams of evidence-different sampling techniques. different survev orga-
nizations, different questions-but each is based on tens of thousands of
interviews in scores of independent sun'evs, and together they cover assocla-
tional involven.rent of all sorts. 'l'hat thev converge so closely in their estimate
that active involvenent in local organizations fell bv more than half in the last
several decades ofthe hventieth century is as striking and persuasive as ifsouth-
western tree rings and Arctic ice cores and British ,\dmiralty records all con-
firmed tire same rate of global rvarming.

Another "hard" indicator of the prioritl Americans attribute to organiza,
tional ir-rvolvement is the fraction of our leisure dollar that we spend on dues, a
measlrre that the Commerce Department has tracked for the last sevenh years.
In 1929, 6 cents of every dollar of consumer spending for leisure and recre-
ation was for club and fraternal dues. with the arrival of television in the 1950s
(and the nationwide explosion in saies of TV sets), this figure fell to 4 cents, but
by the end of that decade it l-rad risen back to 5 cents, in accord with the
I950s-1960s civic boom that appears repeatedly in our evidence. During the
lastthree decades ofthe century, however, this figure fell to 3 cents, so thatbl'
1997 this rleasure of the relatil'e prioritl thatAmericans give to our organiza-
tional commitments was down 40 percent from its postwar peak in 1958.35

To summarize: Organizational records sr-rggest that for the first hvo-thirds
of the hventieth century Americans' involvement in civic associations of all
sorts rose steadily', except for the parenthesis of the Great Depression. In the
last third of the centurv, by contrast, only mailing list n'rembership has contin-
ued to expar-rd, with ttre creation of an entirely new species of "tertian-" asso-
ciation whose members never actuallv rneet. At the sane iime, active
involvement in faceto-face organizations has plr-rmmeted, whether we con-
sider organizatioral records. surley reports. t ime diaries. or consumer expendi-
tures. We could surely find individual exceptions-specific organizations that
successfully sailed against the prevail ing winds and tides-but the broad pic-
ture is one of declining membership in community organizations. During the
last third of the hventieth century formal membership in organizations in gen-
eral has edged downward by perhaps l0-20 percent. More important, active
involvement in clubs and other voluntary associations has collapsed at an as-
tonishing rate, more than halving most indexes of participation within barelv a
few decades.

Many Americans continue to claim that we are "nembers" of various or-
ganizations, but nost Americans no longer spend much tirne in cornmunity-
organizations-we've stopped doing committee work, stopped sening as offi-
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cers, and stopped going to meetings. And all this despite rapid ir-rcreases in ed-
ucation that have given more of us than ever before ihe skills, the resources,

and the interests that once fostered cii,ic engagenent. In short, Americans

have been dropping out in droves, not merel-v from political life, but from or-

ganized communitv life nore generallv.

Before reachir-rg an-v firn-r conclusion about trends in Americans' involve-

ment in formal social organizations, holvever, r'r,e need to consider char-rges ir-r

the i,vorlds of religion and work. Religion remains today, as in the past, an ex-

trenrell,irnportant sector of Anerican cir.'il societl,', and work has come to oc-

cupy an ever more important place in the l ives of manl 'Ame ricans, so trends
in those tu,o domains rvill have an important effect on our collective stock of

social caoital.

CHAPTER 4

Rel igious Participatior

CHuRcHes AND orHER rel ig iorrs orqaniz ' '  .
Arrrer ican civ i l  society.  America is one r :  : : . .  -

tries in the contemporary world. \\ ' i th t l,. =..-
such as Ireland and Poland," obsen es on. : -
the most God-believing and religion-adl.i.: -:
traditional country in Christendom," as "',... ,
country" where "more new religions har ; :. = .
ciety'." t

American churcheso over the cent'L:.;,
cial instituiions. Tocquevil le himself corrr- '.:, '
g iosih.  Rel ig iorrs histor ian Phi l l ip Harr . r .  :  :
nal ion's forrndirrg,  a higher and higher pr :  :
u ith a church or synagogue-right throur ---

rve think of the colonists as a deeplv relig. -,
t l ie history of religious observance in An.:.:=
religious adherence grew steadily from 1- :,.:
1980.r Other observers, such as E. Brook' H - .
church "membership" has become less strt ' .:.
"from the seventeenth century through the :,..
gations has probably remained relativelr ' c: '-."

" F or simplici\,'s sake I use the lenn church here to refe' : : ;
cluding ntosques, temples. and synagogues.


