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The Postmodern Urban Condition: Reexamining Social Capital Theory and Methodology in Policy Discourse

The 21st century urban condition is one that demands new discourse on traditional conceptions of space, place, and the social world. The introduction of electronic media and trends in globalization have brought with them new forms of symbolic and structural power that are lost in much of the current discussion of social capital building. Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone (1995) led to a resurgence of interest in social capital theory in policy discourse along with a reframing of its definition. With roots in a Toquvillian democratic ideal, Putnam defines social capital as the connections among individuals – “ dense social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. A society of many virtuous but isolated individuals is not necessarily rich in social capital…These relationships, those of trust and tolerance, are vital to successful democracies” This theoretical view, positive as it may be, collapses the complex working of the social world into two dimensions. Moreover, its opperationalization has created a narrow view of social capital represented solely by participation in voluntary organizations, ignoring the implications of the visual environment and symbolic and historic representation. This concept strips the theory of power and conflict, that which has been the cause of change throughout history. The removal of conflict and social tensions from the theory of social capital has led to a reinforcement of urbanity as a gestalt that should and will recreate itself via a dominant doxa.  Examining previous incarnations of social capital theory, specifically that of Pierre Bourdieu, presents a more complex conception of people and place as existing in multiple fields. Bourdieu’s application of this more nuanced conception of social capital functions to expose the complex workings of social interactions masked by theories like that presented by Putnam. It incorporates a wider range of associations and most salient, brings with it the understanding that structured society is conceived, perceived and imposed upon by individuals. It acknowledges that there is a symbolic struggle over the perception of the social world. Agents are endlessly occupied in the negotiation of their own identity. In essence it reinforces the idea of place as a manifestation of cognition and practice. Reintroducing these concepts into the discourse surrounding social capital and urban existence calls for both a reassessment and expansion of the methodology used to examine social capital in order to account for the factors introduced by the postmodern urban condition, namely the introduction of psychogeographic analysis and urban imaginaries. Incorporating collective memory through individual narratives and urban symbolism, mapping and spatial practices, archival analysis, as well as cultural representation of place into policy analysis practice and social capital building can remove the gestalt of urban representation as well as identify the intrinsic values expressed by policies and their effects, both positive and negative, on the changing demographics and ideologies of 21st century cities. 

