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Abstract 
 
A major theme within the emerging tradition of Dutch-American Reformed 
studies is the historical analysis and descriptive sociological understanding of 
Dutch emigration to America and the social adventures of Dutch immigrant 
communities. This tradition has resulted in many fine publications. The 
downside, however, is a certain neglect of theoretical issues, among which the 
explanation of why - in general - Dutch protestant immigration groups have 
been relatively successful in maintaining their core cultural identity and 
religious distinctiveness. This paper argues that in line with modern 
sociological thought it is their solid social capital that made many Dutch 
immigrant communities rather flourishing, together with a somewhat flexible 
“in-but-not-from-the-world” perspective. Strong community ties, a basic 
sense of a shared past, present, and destiny, strict religious self-perceptions 
and in-group/out-group attitudes, firm socialization practices, physical 
proximity, and a - however shallow - cultural notion of being Dutch, appear to 
be key indicators of social capital.  
Having solid social capital is a major factor affecting collective survival of 
immigrant groups. But particularly in a cultural context of growing 
globalization and pluralism, social capital needs to be permanently 
maintained in order to not erode and remain effective. The role of the next 
generation is crucial in this respect. 
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Introduction1 

 A central issue within the emerging tradition of Dutch-American 

studies is the historical analysis and descriptive understanding of Dutch 

emigration to America and the social adventures of Dutch Calvinist immigrant 

communities.2 This tradition has resulted in many fine publications on 

various subjects such as immigration histories and immigrant experiences, 

church evolution and religious conflicts, cultural heritage and Dutch folklore, 

and portraits of pastors and community leaders.3  These historical and 

descriptive studies have certainly enlarged our factual understanding of 

Dutch-American Calvinist history and culture. The downside, however, is a 

certain disregard of theoretical and conceptual issues, among which is the 

explanation of why – in general – Dutch Calvinist immigration groups have 

been quite successful (relatively speaking) in preserving their core cultural 

identity and religious distinctiveness. This paper argues, in line with modern 

sociological thought, that it is their solid social capital, together with a 

somewhat flexible “in-but-not-of-the-world” perspective, that has helped 

many Dutch immigrant communities thrive. A basic sense of a shared past, 

present, and destiny, strict religious self-perceptions and in-group/out-group 

attitudes, firm socialization practices, physical proximity, high trust, and a – 

however shallow – cultural notion of being Dutch, appear to be key indicators 

of social capital. It seems that on balance strict Protestant groups such as 

Dutch Calvinist communities maintain their distinctiveness particularly by 

holding sustainable social capital: strong social networks, social compliance, 

and social participation accompanied by strong social trust, social identities, 

and strong religious values and norms. Having solid social capital, so this 

paper will reason, is a major factor affecting collective survival of immigrant 

groups. But in order to remain effective, social capital needs to be maintained 

and secured; i.e. future generations of Dutch-Americans have to be 

successfully socialized in what constitutes their central community features. If 

not, social capital, like any form of capital, may inflate, erode, and lose its 

distinct cultural characteristics. Successful and effective intergenerational 

transfer of social capital is particularly important in an era of rapidly 

increasing globalization and cultural pluralism.  
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 The main aim of this paper is to provide a theoretical and conceptual 

perspective inspired by social capital approaches that may be used in 

explaining why some immigrant groups – such as Dutch Calvinist 

communities – are more successful than others, not only economically but 

also in conserving a unique cultural identity.4 A number of hypotheses and 

relevant questions will be put forward that can be tested empirically in 

subsequent research. The paper wants to provide a conceptual mind set that 

can, I believe, be quite functional in developing a theoretical understanding of 

the social and historical adventures of communities such as the Dutch-

American Calvinists that is also useful, innovative, and comprehensive, and 

may even succeed in integrating seemingly unrelated topics in the developing 

tradition of Dutch-American studies and that may facilitate the co-operation 

between sociologists and historians.  

 I will first of all address the issue of the assumed decline of community 

as currently en vogue among many observers of American culture and society. 

Typically, this loss of community is framed as a loss of social capital. Next, the 

concept of social capital will be clarified and related to the ongoing 

sociological debate on community weakening, social mistrust, and civic 

decline. It will be argued that Dutch Calvinist immigrant communities stand 

out by possessing relatively substantial social capital that is inherently part of 

their (comparative) cultural achievements. The pressing issue is, of course, 

how social capital can be preserved among traditional communities such as 

Dutch-American Calvinists in a cultural context that is rapidly penetrated by 

globalization, pluralization, and multiculturalism. The answer lies – as the 

paper concludes – in designing and applying convincing strategies to socialize 

the next generation of community members. Successful intergenerational 

transfer of social capital is the main impetus behind community survival and 

determining for the degree to which community identity and community 

bonds can be assured. 

 

The loss of community: Bowling alone 

 Many scholarly and popular accounts of contemporary American 

society express deep concerns about the decline of community and social 

cohesion, as in Robert Putnam’s both much applauded and criticized book 
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Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community.5  Putnam’s 

main message is that in the last quarter-century Americans have become 

increasingly disconnected from their families, friends, neighbors, 

communities, social institutions, and public life; in short, American 

communities are confronted with a serious and painful loss of social capital. 

In metaphorical language: individual bowling goes up but league bowling is 

going down. Using a wide variety of (rather conventional) empirical 

indicators, Putnam shows that Americans are less committed to civil and 

political activism, they are less involved in religious and secular social 

activities, and their social connections have substantially thinned. Americans 

feel that honesty and morality are weakening, both among individuals, 

institutions, and political authorities.6 “Our growing social-capital deficit 

threatens educational performance, safe neighborhoods, equitable tax 

collection, democratic responsiveness, everyday honesty, and even our health 

and happiness.”7 The postwar boomers, Putnam argues, have never been able 

to renew the social capital that was so vigorously accumulated by prewar 

generations.  Community decline, so the argument goes, is directly related to 

the loss of social capital. The revival of community life needs a fresh shot of 

social capital, a new investment in what makes a civil society.8 

 

Social capital, trust, and civil society 

 Many observers besides Putnam claim that a thriving civil society 

presupposes high levels of social trust, cohesion, and participation.9 Mutual 

social trust among citizens is assumed to create community bonds, to 

positively affect the functioning of social institutions, and to generate a 

cultural climate in which pro-social behavior, cooperation, and democratic 

involvement are secured. Trust reflects community health and indicates 

Gemeinschaft. High trust societies appear to be economically more 

prosperous, politically more effective, and institutionally more stable than low 

trust societies as they are rooted in cultures of reciprocity, moral obligation, 

shared ethical values, and duty towards community.10 Social trust reinforces 

spontaneous sociability, voluntary participation, and the advancement of 

common goals. Trust is a prerequisite of social order, is the touchstone of 

social capital, facilitates social integration and solidarity, secures co-
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operation, diminishes social dilemmas, stabilizes social interactions, and 

cultivates face-to-face relationships.11  

 The widespread decline of trust at all levels of society that Putnam and 

many others depict is directly linked to the loss of civil society, or the 

weakening of the private commitment with the public cause through collective 

participation in the wide range of voluntary associations.12 It is bon ton among 

the vast majority of US civil society theorists to sketch the contemporary 

moral climate in pessimistic terms. “We do not have to read deeply in the 

philosophy and literature of today to sense the degree to which our age has 

come to seem a period of moral spiritual chaos, of certainties abandoned, of 

creeds outworn, and of values devalued.”13 American society has become a 

nation of strangers. The general idea in the contemporary concern about what 

constitutes the good life, the good citizen, and the good society is that prime 

social institutions such as the family, the school, the neighborhood, the 

church, and civic organizations – the “little schools of citizenship,” according 

to Alexis de Tocqueville14 - no longer fulfill essential psychological and 

symbolic functions in providing people with basic values and meaning 

structures.15 These institutions that traditionally mediate between the 

individual and society have lost their significance and led to a fraying of the 

social fabric, de-unification of moral standards, and fragmentation of 

individual pursuits. Social capital as embedded in primary social institutions 

has inflated and the postmodern citizen becomes detached, non-affiliated, and 

feels no personal loyalty to the wider community.16 Malcontent is supposedly 

booming. 

 I believe that on balance communities like the Dutch Calvinist 

immigrants do a better job in preserving their communities precisely because 

they have higher levels of social trust, social cohesion, and social participation, 

and because their social and cultural institutions still function relatively well - 

in short, because they have stronger and more sustainable social capital. The 

degree to which this is empirically true needs, however, considerable 

additional research. Compared to mainstream American community life, 

Dutch-American Calvinist immigrant groups still have a tradition of “bowling 

together,” although this tradition is facing cultural set-backs as well. But 
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before making this point in a little more detail, we have to be more specific 

conceptually on what we mean by social capital. 

 

The concept of social capital 

 The late leading American sociologist James Coleman was among the 

first scholars to systematically conceptualize the notion of social capital. In 

essence, social capital entails the social resources – structures, institutions, 

traditions, and networks – that can be mobilized to serve and strengthen the 

community and its members.17 The more social capital a community 

possesses, the stronger the community is.18 Coleman defines social capital as a 

multi-dimensional concept that has two key characteristics: “they all consist of 

some aspect of a social structure, and they facilitate certain actions of 

individuals who are within the structure.”19 Social capital is the aggregate of 

collective social-structural resources available to group or community 

members; it enables actors to improve their social position.20 The creation, 

maintenance (and destruction) of social capital, according to Coleman, is 

determined by factors such as closure of social networks for the emergence of 

group norms, the stability of social structure, and the role of ideology - 

including religious ideology. In this sense the notion of social capital both has 

a structural component (integration in networks) and a cultural component 

(network values, norms, and trust). Coleman stresses that social capital needs 

to be conserved, since “social capital is one of those forms of capital which 

depreciate over time. Like human capital and physical capital, social capital 

depreciates if it is not renewed.”21 Social relationships die out if not 

maintained; expectations and obligations wither over time; and norms depend 

on regular communication.”22 To be less abstract, social capital is composed 

by salient macro factors such as trust, social norms, social networks, and 

organizations that influence relations among people and are an asset for the 

individual and collective production of well-being.23 Social capital indicates 

the resources individuals derive from group or community membership, it 

enhances predictability of group members’ behavior and increases access to 

community information channels. 

 Putnam has further popularized the concept of social capital. He 

defines social capital as referring “to connections among individuals – social 
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networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from 

them.”24 It is closely related to the basic phenomenon of civic virtue, it has 

both a private and public face, and is both an individual and collective good. 

The Golden Rule of social capital is generalized reciprocity: “trustworthiness 

lubricates social life.”25 Putnam distinguishes between two main functions of 

social capital: bonding and bridging. Bonding social capital is exclusive and 

inward looking and tends to reinforce group identity and group solidarity.  

Bridging social capital refers to inclusive and outward looking social networks 

across diverse cleavages. Bonding social capital describes closer connections 

between people and is characterized by strong bonds, e.g. among family 

members or among members of the same ethnic or religious group; it is good 

for ‘getting by’ in life. Bridging social capital describes more distant 

connections between people and is characterized by weaker, but more cross-

cutting ties, e.g. with business associates, acquaintances, friends from 

different ethnic or religious groups, friends of friends, etc; it is good for 

‘getting ahead’ in life. Traditional collectives such as Dutch Calvinist 

immigrant communities are usually better in bonding than in bridging.  

Historically and theologically this phenomenon of bonding-over-bridging is 

closely related to the classic Calvinist dogma of separation from the world.  

 

Social capital and Dutch-American Calvinist immigrant groups 

 Religion, or perhaps more accurately, traditional religion, and social 

capital are close conceptual friends.26 Historically robust “Dutch” 

denominations such as the Reformed Church in America (RCA) and the 

Christian Reformed Church (CRC) are no exception to this rule.  Says Putnam: 

“Faith communities in which people work together are arguably the single 

most important repository of social capital in America ….  Churches provide 

an important incubator for civic skills, civic norms, community interests, and 

civic recruitment….  Religiosity rivals education as a powerful correlate of 

most forms of civic engagement.”27 Religious social capital according to 

Corwin Smidt has certain particular qualities that are distinctive from other 

forms of social capital in terms of its quantitative availability, durability, 

range, capacity to nurture reciprocity, and the disproportional benefits its 

wields.28   
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 Having their own churches – albeit with a rich history of conflicts and 

schisms29 -- provided and still provide Dutch-American Calvinist communities 

with distinctive social, cultural, and even economic assets. Their religion-

based group immigration to specific geographical regions (e.g. Michigan, 

Iowa, Illinois, South Dakota, Wisconsin) furnished Dutch communities not 

only with a shared past, but also with a common future and destiny.30 From 

the very beginning of their group immigration in the mid-nineteenth century, 

Dutch-American Calvinists started their own communities based on strong 

religious convictions and the deeply felt need to survive and make a living as 

an ethnic and religious community.31 The church was the leading social 

institution in community development. The shared Dutch language also 

facilitated this process of community building – at least in the early years of 

Dutch immigration – along common Dutch geographic and social origins, 

common Dutch cultural practices and routines, and Dutch in-group 

marriages.32 Cultivating Dutch cultural mores was a basic strategy to survive 

in a new and strange country and at the same time emphasized and reinforced 

Dutch community identity. 

 In his magnum opus Dutch Chicago, Robert Swierenga presents a vivid 

and comprehensive history of Dutch immigration to the Windy City.33 He 

shows how important local church-related networks – in our terminology, 

social capital – were in preserving Chicago’s early Dutch Calvinist culture and 

community. “Most Dutch took their savings to Dutch-owned banks, bought 

homes through Dutch realtors, drew up their wills with Dutch attorneys, went 

to Dutch doctors and dentists with their hurts, and patronized fellow 

merchants and craftsmen. Employers preferred to hire relatives and fellow 

church members.”34 Besides this local Dutch support system, the conservation 

of Dutch culture was further assured by an isolationist structure of Dutch 

church services, private elementary and secondary schools, social clubs and 

societies, and independent businesses. This religiously and ethnically based 

“exclusive” local institutional infrastructure preserved the Dutch cultural 

heritage for a considerable period – into the 1950s – and kept the world at a 

distance.  Swierenga also nicely shows how Dutch Chicago eventually became 

subject to cultural erosion, or, to social capital inflation. 
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 In due time Dutch immigrant social capital gradually but clearly 

became Americanized, but building and maintaining solid social networks 

remains a culturally recognizable feature of many Dutch-American 

communities.35 These networks are not only profitable in a cultural sense but 

also economically. Traveling in areas with a dense population of Dutch-

Americans (e.g. Holland, Michigan; Pella, Iowa) underpins the notion that the 

Dutch did and still do fairly well.36 Religion and social capital are close friends 

but religion and financial capital are no strangers either, as Max Weber 

already stated a century ago.37 Dutch-American Calvinist “enclaves” are 

generally quite prosperous, both in agricultural and more developed areas, 

which not only reflects successful individual entrepreneurship but also strong 

economic development through available macro community resources and 

assets.38 The Dutch cultural alter ego in American society is clearly one of a 

hard-working ethnic group that is economically flourishing. Dutch-American 

communities are by and large relatively solid, close, and supportive networks 

which means, sociologically, that they are high-trust communities. The 

standard list of community problems instantly mentioned by the average 

American culture watcher – crime, drugs, alcoholism, suicide, unemployment, 

single parent families – are simply less observable in most Dutch-American 

communities. Without sketching an exaggerated rosy or nostalgic picture of 

Dutch communities, the observation holds (at least from a comparative point 

of view) that these communities are indeed based on mutual trust, solidarity, 

voluntarism, and participation. Ethnic communities such as the Dutch-

American ones have a long history of mutual help – which is typical for many 

immigrant groups – and they stress the importance of voluntary participation 

in bringing about collective interests and community goals.39 Volunteering in 

church and community life is generally seen as the right and civic thing to do, 

a moral obligation that is evidently religiously legitimized.  

 These statements, it is true, are first and foremost observations that are 

clearly in need of (much) more solid empirical research in order to determine 

the actual cultural and economic success of Dutch-American Calvinist 

communities and to assess their actual social capital. A prime issue on the 

Dutch-American studies agenda, consequently, is the more precise empirical 
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assessment of the broadly assumed social cohesion of Dutch-American 

Calvinist communities vis-à-vis other immigrant communities. 

It is important to emphasize in this context that social capital does not equal 

‘good causes’; especially communities that excel in bonding but lack bridging 

social capital, are very likely to fail in reaching out and to advance more 

general collective goals. In those cases social capital may degenerate into 

social enmeshment, narrow-mindedness, or intolerance.40  

 As stated above, the church is the main social institution in Dutch-

American Calvinist communities. It regulates social life, offers a joint 

existential perspective and theodicy, prescribes and guards guiding norms and 

values, strengthens personal identity and reinforces community 

distinctiveness, promotes community belonging and involvement, regulates 

interaction with the “outside world,” and exercises community leadership and 

control. Having their “own” colleges for higher education is a major 

institutional asset too.41 Higher education performs a double function: it 

socializes the next generation in fundamental church doctrines and it recruits 

and trains new (church and community) leaders. The community, the church, 

and education are the institutional pillars par excellence of Dutch-American 

Calvinist immigration groups. It is quite true that these fundamental pillars 

have become subject to secular trends, too, but far less than is the case with, 

for instance, mainstream Reformed churches in the Netherlands.42  

 Religion is the main cultural representation of Dutch-Americans’ social 

capital, probably even more so than their “Dutch” self-identification.43 “At 

best their sense of ethnicity – of Dutchness – is no more than a rather vague 

sentiment that affects their behavior only in certain areas, in their choice of 

friends or of their marriage partners.”44 Dutch self-presentation by Dutch-

Americans is by and large quite superficial and their factual knowledge of the 

old motherland is usually almost absent.45 Reformed religion and its 

imprinting on Dutch-Americans’ existential worldviews and the Reformed 

church as its institutional representative are much more influential than being 

Dutch-Americans as such.46 There is not much deeply rooted Dutch ethnicity 

behind the cultural paraphernalia of tulips, windmills, and Sinterklaas.47 

 A defining feature of Dutch-American Calvinism is the separation from 

the world, at least in a theological meaning. Boundary maintenance – 
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including omnipresent but benevolent social control mechanisms and 

socialization canons – is an intrinsic part of internal social capital 

management. But this “in-but-not-of-the-world” mentality has generally been 

somewhat flexible as Americanization of Dutch Calvinist immigrant 

communities progressed. Ingroup/outgroup attributions were part of their 

cultural heritage and day-to-day lives but hardly in extreme or rigorous ways. 

The outside world became increasingly part of the activity span of Dutch-

Americans, but at times the boundaries need to be drawn again. As Rob Kroes 

concludes in his ethnographic study of Dutch Calvinist pioneers in 

Amsterdam, Montana, “In spite of the blurring of boundaries, in spite of the 

community’s increased interwovenness with the outside world, there is still 

something like an iron cohort that sees its self-assigned duty as standing 

guard at the gate and, whenever it sees fit, pulling up the bridge and closing 

the doors.”48 Social capital is a treasure and treasures need to be protected.  

 

Conclusion 

 The steadily developing tradition of Dutch-American studies of the 

historical roots and social adventures of Dutch Calvinist immigration groups 

has come up with many fine descriptive studies. These studies have surely 

improved our factual understanding and knowledge of how these immigrant 

groups have done in American society. Its theoretical basis is less advanced, 

though. In this paper I have argued that the theoretical notion of social 

capital, as presently progressing in sociology, anthropology, political science, 

and economics, may very well serve as an umbrella concept to study and 

explain the social, cultural, political, and economic adventures of these 

communities. Theoretically, the relative societal and cultural success and 

advancement of many Dutch-American Calvinist communities can be 

attributed to its comparatively strong and sustainable social capital. A strong 

sense of a common history and a common future, the (Christian) Reformed 

church as the overarching local institution, a self-directed system of (higher) 

education, a strong focus on socialization, shared religious “antithetical” 

visions, strong Calvinistic norms, values, and traditions, strong ethics, a 

common identity, high mutual social trust, strong networks, geographical 

proximity, being part but also apart from the world, and a sense of being 
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Dutch, all contributed to its substantial social capital, which in turn explains 

its relative societal and cultural accomplishments. This does not, of course, 

imply that Dutch-American social capital is not subject to inflation, only 

relatively less so than other immigrant cultures. The degree to which this is 

indeed true is a prime issue for much more advanced and detailed empirical 

research. The statement that high trust and strong antithetical outlooks can 

co-exist among Dutch-American Calvinist groups has to do with the fact that 

these groups are particularly wealthy in bonding (i.e. internally accumulated 

and invested) social capital and (comparatively) not so good in bridging 

(externally oriented) social capital. 

 In closing, I want to propose that the empirical study of the various 

forms of social capital of Dutch-American Calvinist communities - also and in 

particular in comparison with other immigrant groups – should receive a 

more prominent place on our joint research agenda, not only in reconstructing 

their past but also in speculating on their future. Pressing questions include: 

do different Dutch Calvinist immigrant groups and communities (also) differ 

in social capital? How is social capital maintenance affected by geographic 

location, i.e. differences between urban and rural communities? Is social 

capital linked to economic capital? How is social capital accumulation related 

to community leadership? Can systematic intergenerational differences in 

social capital be observed and if so what are its cultural impacts? Is the 

(assumed) slower secularization among Dutch-American Calvinists related to 

a (maybe) slower process of social capital erosion? Is there a trend from 

bonding to bridging social capital?  Do the components of social capital 

change over time or are they relatively stable? Does it make sense to 

distinguish religious or spiritual capital from social capital? What are the 

negative community impacts of social capital conservation? In developing 

such a common research agenda we can stimulate multidisciplinary research, 

particularly by sociologists and historians, strengthen the conceptual cohesion 

and integrative knowledge of our studies, detect white spots in our research 

focus, and advance our core understanding of the social adventures of Dutch-

American Calvinist communities. 

 Strong social capital is very likely the key factor in explaining 

community advancement and progress, but - and this is crucial - social capital 
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needs to be maintained and secured in order to remain successful. If not, 

social capital may deflate and erode. The importance of social capital 

maintenance and updates for Dutch-American Calvinist communities implies 

and requires a highly successful socialization of next generations in its core 

value systems. This is particularly true in the present cultural Epoche of 

strongly competing religious and secular meaning systems. Will globalization, 

pluralization, and multiculturalism strengthen Reformed community 

responses based on bonding, inward-looking social capital or responses based 

on bridging, outward-looking social capital? In the first case these global 

cultural forces will reinforce stricter boundary maintenance between 

Reformed communities and the wider world, in the second case Reformed 

communities will open up with the danger of facing identity inflation. This, in 

a nutshell is the cultural dilemma that Reformed communities have to deal 

with. 

In any case, if the next generation – the generation par excellence affected by 

globalization, pluralization, and multiculturalism - is not reached, social 

capital may easily decline. Effective socialization strategies are an 

indispensable part of effective social capital protection and growth. The next 

generation, in this sense, is always the best test of the sustainability of the 

social capital accumulated by immigrant groups such as Dutch-American 

Calvinists.  
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