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Abstract

This presentation is based on a 2011 final year undergraduate dissertation examining how social media technology has affected levels of social capital in the United States. I begin where Robert Putnam (2000) left off in his seminal work Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. I examine the role the Internet and social media tools like Facebook and Twitter may have played in overturning diminishing levels of social capital. I describe the results of my San Diego English Country Dancing (ECD) Study, an analysis of the influence of Facebook on an apolitical recreational group in a suburb of San Diego. I conclude among other things that Facebook leads to stronger and more sustainable groups and that it crystallises weak ties, making them more accessible and creating a reservoir of social capital to be called upon in times of need.

I next examine the implications of online social media on civic engagement. I employ the American Tea Party Movement (TPM) as an example of successful Internet-driven grassroots political action and argue that the low costs and low risks of online participation are what make it so successful. I also compare the TPM with Iran’s failed Twitter Revolution, and argue that social capital cannot simply be downloaded; certain preconditions must be met before social networking sites have the power to dethrone dictators.

I conclude that the Internet has been the saving grace of American social capital, and that the weak ties of bridging and maintained social capital will ultimately benefit from social media tools like Facebook. While its applications for bonding capital are slightly less clear, the successful embedding of the Internet as a complementary form of communication at the very least contradicts claims made by some scholars that it detriments strong ties.

