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INTRODUCTION:


Alone and Adrift After All These Years




No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.1


—JOHN DONNE




When people learn that my professional specialty is fragile states, they want to know: Isn’t America fragile too?


They’ll cite the divisive 2020 presidential election and its deadly aftermath at the US Capitol, police shootings of unarmed Black men, the CDC’s muddled messaging and testing strategy during COVID-19, and the fact that no one can seem to agree on what constitutes a truthful source of news.


My answer? Yes, the US is fragile, but not as a state. Our government is democratically elected and stable, our institutions function comparatively well, and our dynamic business sector makes day-to-day living more comfortable than almost anywhere on earth. Our advances in science and our pioneering of new technology are the envy of the world. We receive the largest number of immigrants from across the globe, and remain a beacon for people seeking a better life. As a state, we’re doing a lot right.


It’s American society that is in trouble—from gun violence in Baltimore to teens committing suicide in Palo Alto to the opioid crisis in Appalachia. Our families and communities suffer from social problems that shock the rest of the world, and ought to shock us: family disintegration, homelessness, school shootings, racial animosity, skyrocketing rates of loneliness and depression, and deaths of despair2—alcoholism, drug abuse, and suicide. No country in history has had such material wealth alongside such unprecedented social decay. As Anne Case, who, with fellow Princeton University professor Angus Deaton, sounded the alarm on rising deaths of despair, asks, “Why are people killing themselves in these ways in the United States, but not in other rich countries…?”3


Our prosperity as a nation doesn’t seem to have improved our well-being. If anything, it has left millions of people and families feeling more alienated and discontented than ever.


I’ve had the opportunity to work with organizations such as the World Bank and the US State Department on the front line of efforts to prevent violent conflict and government collapse in some of the most fragile states on the planet: places like Nigeria, Colombia, Libya, and Yemen. As a result, I’ve had a front-row seat to the problems that plague dozens of different countries on almost every continent. This broad experience has sensitized me to the deep, often invisible dynamics that underpin societies and shape the choices people in them make. When we consider two places like Afghanistan and Ukraine and wonder why one government collapses in the face of an existential threat while the other rallies its citizens to mount a bold and spirited defense, it’s tempting to look to politics for answers. Instead, I look at the societal dynamics—the strength of the social glue, the nature of relationships across groups, and the role of social institutions—to explain the differences.


I have long enjoyed working in these places because, despite the difficult conditions, the people are simply much warmer, their relationships much thicker than what I have experienced in countless neighborhoods here in the US. There is a sense of togetherness, of mutual obligation, that pervades local life. This sense of responsibility and caring envelops every social bond and interaction within communities, and leads to an extension of warmth to guests.


In Cairo, for example, a family I barely knew once took me in for three days as I recuperated from heat sickness. In northern Nigeria, after I traveled ten hours from Lagos to Kano to visit a friend only to discover that he was away (this was before most people in the region had phones), his roommate, whom I had never met, immediately offered me a place to stay and help getting around the city. And in Mumbai, a family let me stay with them for a week despite the scarcity of water, which flowed so irregularly that the family conserved it in as many buckets as they could.


Shifting my gaze homeward leaves me deeply unsettled. In America, a place where a bystander who witnesses a stranger being violently attacked on the street is more likely to film the incident and post it on social media than they are to help or intervene, we don’t feel obligated to help our neighbors, give back to our community, or even (in many cases) care for members of our own family—and we resist joining any group or association that might create such obligations. In a culture that prioritizes “me” over “we” and personal liberty over collective well-being, it’s no wonder that when we do help others, that help is random, unstructured, and transactional—and mostly offered on terms that are convenient for us.


“The average citizen’s interest in public or community affairs has been aptly described as ‘diluted’ and ‘superficial,’” notes sociologist Ray Oldenburg in The Great Good Place. “The individual’s present relationship to the collective is as empty as it is equitable: community does nothing for them and they do nothing for the community. And we continue to shape the environment as if to preserve that perilous arrangement.”4


Whereas once social institutions and volunteer organizations drew people from across the socioeconomic spectrum and proliferated in every corner of our vast country, “national public life is now dominated by professionally managed advocacy groups” rather than groups of concerned citizens. “And at the state and local levels ‘voluntary groups’ are, more often than not,” writes sociologist and political scientist Theda Skocpol, “nonprofit institutions through which paid employees deliver services and coordinate occasional voluntary projects.”5 Meanwhile, in 2018 (the latest year for which comprehensive data is available), just 49.6 percent of US households made a charitable contribution—a drop of almost 17 percentage points from 2000.6


The social decay we are experiencing in neighborhoods across America is unlike anything I have seen elsewhere—in even the poorest places. And it affects not only our domestic conditions but also our foreign policy, because it gives our geopolitical rivals—China in particular—leverage to argue that their authoritarian systems are better than our own. What forces are at work in the United States that create this exceptional social poverty?


In the US, the relationships that bind us to each other are weak, even disintegrating, making Americans some of the most depressed, anxious, addicted, alienated, and untethered people in the world. We “are more connected now than ever—through phones, social media, Zoom and such—yet loneliness continues to rise. Among the most digitally connected, teenagers and young adults, loneliness nearly doubled in prevalence between 2012 and 2018, coinciding with the explosion in social media use,”7 New York Times reporter John Leland writes.


Reflecting on the social drivers of middle-class drug addiction, Sam Quinones, author of The Least of Us: True Tales of America and Hope in the Time of Fentanyl and Meth, writes, “‘Prosperity’ means being all alone, in isolation, being alone in a suburb where there are no sidewalks and no one walks outside. That’s become prosperity.… It was this destruction of community and our resulting isolation that seemed to be at the root of this epidemic.”8


While our popular culture tends to portray each of us as a fully autonomous individual in control of their own destiny, social science observes that this is far from true. Each of us is embedded in circles of relationships and institutions that shape everything from our psychology and beliefs to how we treat each other and what life choices we have and make. While our individual choices—and virtue—play an important role in determining the nature of these relationships, they are shaped by the social dynamics around us. Such constraints may seem limiting at times, but are empowering when they enable a positive social dynamic.


The historian Daniel Boorstin writes, “Of all American myths, none is stronger than that of the loner moving west.… The pioneering spirit, we are often told, is a synonym for ‘individualism.’”9 The myth endures today in our celebration of self-determination and self-sufficiency: the myth of the self-made millionaire who pulled herself up by her bootstraps and went on to accumulate wealth beyond what her family could previously imagine. But the frontier was not full of rugged individualists. To the contrary; the practical difficulties of traveling across a dangerous terrain and settling in an unfamiliar place far from home actually proved to be a great incubator of cooperation.10


These migrants “commonly moved and settled in clusters, drawn together by the perils of the unknown land.”11 People banded together to defend themselves, raise houses, clear land, plant crops, trade, share information, build schools, gain companionship, and pray. From this cooperation, extensive social networks, voluntary associations, social institutions, and communities soon emerged. In the absence of formal laws or government, pioneers developed a set of informal, unwritten, and yet widely accepted social norms for self-governance.12


The pioneer towns and trading networks that developed were diverse, consisting of white people, Black people, Mexicans, Indigenous Americans, and even Chinese, and sometimes with a wide variety of languages spoken.13 There were the inevitable conflicts over religion, politics, slavery, trade, and alcohol, and sometimes there was violence. But people had to work together to survive, and so they developed mechanisms to do so.14 As such, the frontier is better understood as the product of “pious ‘joiners,’” rather than of the “unfettered individualists” typically portrayed.15 It was, as sociologist Robert Nisbet concludes, “rich in social inventions, all of which were necessary to progress and protection.”16


In a more recent century, we celebrate Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, and other heroes of the civil rights struggle as lone crusaders, while ignoring the dense social networks and institutions—the families, nonprofits (such as the local chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the Montgomery Improvement Association, which organized the city’s bus boycott), churches, and norms of cooperation and volunteerism—that enabled the movement they started to succeed. We forget how the remarkable social cohesion within the Black community allowed the movement to withstand attacks from racist neighbors and local authorities, as well as the important social ties local activists developed with groups and organizations elsewhere in the country. And we forget the crucial role religion played in building and sustaining the movement and eventually transforming the cultural narratives and norms that enforced segregation. As historian Paul Harvey, who has documented the critical role of Black Christianity in the civil rights era, writes, “nothing else could have kept the mass movement going through years of state-sponsored coercion, constant harassment, and acts of terrorism.”17


Contrary to what revisionist histories might have you believe, our success as a nation is not rooted in centuries of disconnected, individual transactions based on each person’s self-interest. Rather, it is the product of cooperation, collective action, and dense social bonds embedded within robust social structures. Alexis de Tocqueville noted in Democracy in America how essential “association life” was to the country’s democratic spirit because “sentiments and ideas renew themselves, the heart is enlarged, and the human mind is developed only by the reciprocal action of men upon one another.” He thus warned that “in democratic countries the science of association is the mother science; the progress of all the others depends on the progress of that one.” Today, we are witnessing the consequences of forgetting the lessons of our own history. We are, as Mary Eberstadt suggests, “living in ways that are profoundly unnatural for the ineradicably social creatures that we are; and many are suffering as a result, at times without even knowing the name of what ails them.”18
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In America, we tend to think about community as a chain of individual relationships or connections we can choose to acquire through one-on-one friendships, speaking to colleagues in the workplace, or participation in a social movement. Yet none of these “chosen” connections constitute anything like a real community, and Americans—especially those with the resources and/or capacity to relocate as soon as a better opportunity beckons—are generally unwilling to make the compromises necessary to live in one.


Real community produces an ecosystem in which every member is deeply embedded, not a collection of relationships that can be picked up and moved if the owners desire it. A real community requires commitment to a certain social order, a certain set of institutions and norms, and usually to a certain place—and that commitment by definition must constrain some of our individual choices. But in return for surrendering some of our freedoms, we gain something far more valuable: practical support when in need, day-to-day camaraderie, and a greater sense of security and belonging. While this may breed a degree of insularity in some places, and has resulted in the exclusion of some in the past, it certainly does not have to be so. And in fact it is not so in many vibrant communities.


Much has been written about the myriad ways in which strong social relationships foster greater individual well-being. Less understood is that they are equally important to our national well-being. When citizens are disconnected from neighbors and unengaged in institutions, they lack the sense of security and belonging that community brings, often ending up anomic and alienated instead. They are more likely to seek zero-sum solutions in national politics in a way that polarizes debates, and in some cases even turn to authoritarian figures and ideologies to address their concerns. It is telling that in the 2016 primary elections, Donald Trump garnered the most votes in the counties and states with the lowest levels of social connectedness.19


And just as individuals are not autonomous, relationships do not exist autonomously—they are embedded in social structures. For most of us, the structures that matter most are hyperlocal—the marriages, families, networks, schools, communities, and churches (and other places of worship) found in our local neighborhoods. When these social structures weaken, the talented and well-off can compensate and move on, but most of us are left more fragile by the strain.


For decades, we have sought to heal what ails these neighborhoods. Just not in the ways that work. We have tried spending trillions on the War on Poverty, the War on Drugs, and No Child Left Behind. We tried preaching “family values,” took aim at “welfare queens” in the 1980s and at fatherless households in the 1990s. We’ve held nationwide protests decrying the actions of greedy billionaires, racist cops, and family separation policies at our borders. We’ve passed laws “defending” marriage, regulating guns, and making health care affordable. And yet the symptoms of America’s social poverty are still flaring, after all these years; as a review of randomized social experiments in the US published in 2012 concluded, most widely touted ideas for improving schools, government, and other institutions either don’t work at all, or have a negligible impact.20 I am not surprised: most foreign aid dispensed by the US doesn’t help make the fragile states that receive it more stable. And preaching democracy to the Taliban doesn’t work.


We rally ourselves to address an obvious evil like the opioid crisis, even as we lack vision for the daily hard work of building a society resilient enough to withstand the temptation to self-medicate our problems away. We focus on our external challenges while ignoring how the social decay happening much closer to home might pose a far greater risk.


Although frustration toward national leaders and policies may be our initial response to the difficulties of our era, such feelings are unlikely to yield real change. In this book I aim to provide a deeper understanding not only of social poverty in America, but also of the approaches and strategies required to reverse and prevent it. In it I draw on lessons gleaned from my work with some of the most fragile states on the planet, and show how these principles can be applied to strengthening our most fragile neighborhoods here at home.


When change is hyperlocal, that means we all have an opportunity to contribute. My hope is that the stories and lessons you’ll read in this book will not only encourage you to think differently about the social problems we face, but also inspire you to do something about them—starting perhaps with your own neighborhood, and working sideways, one zip code at a time.












PART I:


SOCIAL DISRUPTION: A SIDEWAYS APPROACH












CHAPTER 1:


The Two Faces of Poverty in America




We think sometimes that poverty is only being hungry, naked and homeless. The poverty of being unwanted, unloved and uncared for is the greatest poverty. We must start in our own homes to remedy this kind of poverty.1


—MOTHER TERESA




How do places like this exist in America?” you may have asked yourself while passing through a neighborhood where the homeless line the sidewalks, the retail spaces have been vacated and abandoned, the streets appear unsafe, and the deep despair is palpable. Driving around the Baltimore/Washington, DC, area, I encounter more than a few such places; a glaring reminder that some of the richest people in the country live within a few miles of the poorest. And the disparities are heart-stopping. Same country, same city, yet to the people who reside in them, these neighborhoods might as well be thousands of miles apart.


These disparities are literally a matter of life and death. People living in Anacostia’s Barry Farm, a low-income neighborhood in Washington, DC, have a life expectancy of 63.2 years, according to Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) data, whereas a baby born in the wealthier Friendship Heights and Friendship Village neighborhoods just ten miles away can expect to see their 96th birthday.2 In Chicago, Illinois, residents in the low-income neighborhood of Englewood have a life expectancy of 60, compared to 90 for those living just nine miles away in nearby Streeterville.3 Similar disparities can be found in regions across America; overall, two US neighborhoods can differ in expected life expectancy by 41.2 years, a staggering range.4


Millions of Americans are clustered in neighborhoods beset by crime, discrimination, and housing and food insecurity. They are alone and adrift, both geographically and socially removed from places where the wealthier and better-educated live, and excluded from most of the gains and opportunities the nation’s economic growth brings.


In some cases, it’s because an industry that had once employed many residents abandoned the region. In other cases, it’s because the middle class has fled, or because the legacy of racist Jim Crow policies such as discriminatory zoning and mortgage lending and redlining has made generational wealth all but impossible to attain, a reality well documented by Richard Rothstein and others.5 The result is a large number of neighborhoods that are shattered, both economically and socially. Photojournalist and author Chris Arnade describes how “the people left in these communities, who saw their factories disappear, their downtowns devastated, their neighborhoods fill with drugs and despair, they understood that the losses were more than just numbers in a spreadsheet.”6


Joe Cortright and Dillon Mahmoudi report that the number of urban neighborhoods of concentrated poverty in the US tripled, with the number of poor persons living in them doubling, between 1970 and 2010.7 It has edged up since, and now affects, according to Purpose Built Communities, an organization we will learn more about in chapter eight, about 825 urban neighborhoods8 as well as a good many suburban and rural locales.


The social dynamics affecting these places cast a deep shadow on the lives of many, especially children living in poverty, who are more likely to experience physical or psychological trauma. As Jack Shonkoff of the Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University explains, when low-income children are disproportionately exposed to environmental stressors, traumatic experiences, and family chaos, they are much more likely to end up with poor coping skills, poor stress management, unhealthy lifestyles, mental illness, and chronic health conditions9—problems that they often pass down to their own children, creating an intergenerational, multiplying effect.10


These neighborhood effects explain why children who are born poor are increasingly likely to stay that way. This is especially so for Black people, who are not only less likely to move up the income scale, but also more likely to be stuck in one of these distressed neighborhoods over many generations. As Jay Wamsted, a high school math teacher in Atlanta, put it in the New York Times, “ZIP code may not be destiny, but it operates with something like gravity. It exerts a tremendous pull on its children, for good or for ill. Can you break the pull? Of course! But most won’t.”11 This, of course, is no accident, as many of these neighborhoods were engineered into existence by segregation and then systematically underinvested in.


Not only are Black youth ten times as likely to live in a poor neighborhood compared to white youths (66 versus 6 percent), Black families are seven times more likely to have lived in poor neighborhoods for two or more generations (48 versus 7 percent for white families).12 For Native Americans, the data is even worse: they are now more likely than any other group to live in high-poverty neighborhoods.13 “If you are poor, male, African-American or Native-American, you have a disproportionally high likelihood of ending up in prison, unemployed, or both,”14 writes Camille Busette of the Brookings Institution.


Nothing mars our country’s promise of “opportunity for all” more than these highly distressed places. But while the unequal distribution of income and opportunity partly explains the challenges these places face, they aren’t the whole story. As Robert Putnam argues in Our Kids, it is the weak family structures, class segregation, fewer role models, and limited social networks found in these neighborhoods that keep many of the millions of children growing up in them mired in severe disadvantage.15 Yes, economic poverty matters. But as we will see in this chapter, social poverty—often in the form of weak social institutions, unhelpful social norms, and a lack of robust social connections—plays a significant role.
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When people ask us where we’re from, we rarely cite the specific neighborhood we live in (with the exception, perhaps, of New Yorkers and San Franciscans); instead, we mention our family background/ethnicity, the state or country where we were born, the state or country where we now live, or some combination of the three. This makes a degree of sense. A neighborhood is less an official designation than a common geography; we don’t pay neighborhood taxes or elect neighborhood officials, and depending on where we live, our neighborhood could be as small as a dozen city blocks or as large as a county. Only the people who live in these places can truly define when a neighborhood begins and ends.16


Given these fuzzy definitions, it would be easy to conclude that neighborhoods don’t really matter, in any practical sense. But that couldn’t be further from the truth. In fact, the neighborhood is arguably the most significant unit by which we organize our society. It determines how safe we are, the quality of the schools our kids go to, what resources we have access to daily, the kinds of job opportunities we have, our psychological well-being, and even, as we have seen, how long we live. These depend on our social capital, which, as J. D. Vance writes in Hillbilly Elegy, his memoir about growing up in a low-income, opioid-riddled Appalachian community, “is all around us. Those who tap into it and use it prosper. Those who don’t are running life’s race with a major handicap.”17


Neighborhoods rich with social capital not only reduce everyday stress, but also offer higher-quality institutions and networks: the kinds of resources residents can call upon in the future if they need help or want to get a job or advance in their careers.18 And, as sociologist Patrick Sharkey writes in Stuck in Place, research shows that the earlier and longer children are exposed to a socially rich neighborhood, the more likely they will thrive in life.19


Fragile neighborhoods, in contrast, do the reverse, yielding stress, mistrust, frustration, and a sense of insecurity.20 As Jane Jacobs wrote, “An unsuccessful neighborhood is a place that is overwhelmed by its defects and problems and is progressively more helpless before them.”21


Children born in Brooklyn’s 11215 zip code are arguably among the most privileged in the world. Their Park Slope and Windsor Terrace neighborhoods are home to a vibrant commercial center, some of the city’s best-performing public schools, and some of its lowest violent crime rates. They are full of two-parent families—mostly high-earning college graduates—and a seemingly infinite number of local groups catering primarily to parents and families (type “Park Slope parents” into Google and you will be served up a list of Facebook groups, meet-up groups, and other community groups hosting a bevy of online and in-person gatherings). Census data shows 68 percent of the zip code is white, and only 5 percent of its children live in poverty.


Only Prospect Park separates 11215 from 11225, Prospect Lefferts Gardens and Crown Heights South, where 26 percent of children live in poverty. These are among New York’s highest-crime neighborhoods, where half of all public school students were reading below their grade level, even before COVID-19 disproportionately impacted the area. Residents of Prospect Lefferts Gardens, 59 percent of whom are Black, earn less than half what their neighbors across the park do, and are less likely to graduate from high school, work, marry, and participate in politics. Only 29 percent have a bachelor’s degree, compared to 69 percent of its wealthier neighbors.22


How to explain the vast disparities between two neighborhoods located in such close proximity?


The easiest answer is that places like Prospect Lefferts Gardens and Crown Heights South are products of the systemic racism that persists in this country. But while it is certainly the case that racism—both past and present—still disadvantages many, it is not the whole story. Racial segregation is still common, albeit not legally enforced, and inequalities in policing and criminal justice are still prevalent, contributing to America’s staggering incarceration rate—the highest in the world. Many Black people still have unequal access to quality education, opportunity, and health care. And the racial wealth gap—perhaps racism’s most pervasive legacy—was as wide in 2016 as it was in 1962, before the passage of landmark civil rights legislation.23 But while racism and place-based segregation have long plagued predominantly Black communities, the legacy of racism offers neither a comprehensive lens to analyze all the problems these communities face nor a plan to address them. It is therefore important, notes Harvard sociologist William Julius Wilson, that we also recognize the role of “non-racial factors.”24


Moreover, while neighborhoods facing what Wilson calls “concentrated disadvantage”25 used to be predominantly Black and Native American, today a growing number of white people live in such places too. In 2021, over 100,000 Americans died from a drug overdose, a large portion of them from the predominantly white Central Appalachian region, which is experiencing a social crisis marked by surging opioid, heroin, and fentanyl abuse. And many more are affected by the devastation dependence brings; in the most affected places, for example, as many as a quarter of all children lack a reliable place to sleep.


Naturally, many point to economic factors to explain the social success of one neighborhood over another. Economic growth and job opportunities have been unevenly distributed. Inequality has soared. Many feel that they are not sharing in whatever gains are being produced. These are all legitimate concerns, but are they adequate explanations for the social disparities we are witnessing?


It’s tempting to equate poverty with fragility. But all countries in the world were poor at some point, and clearly not all were fragile. Japan, for example, rapidly developed when it opened up to trade in the mid-nineteenth century. The United Kingdom was mostly poor until it led the industrial transformation that changed the world. On the other hand, a handful of places that have become rich due to the wealth beneath their land—such as Libya—are quite fragile. However, whereas almost all the cohesive nation-states around the world have been able to construct the strong institutions necessary to develop diverse economies and lift themselves out of poverty, the great majority of fragile states remain poor and are likely to stay that way, because they lack the cohesion to build the institutions necessary to develop economically and are inherently unstable.


Something similar can be said of our fragile neighborhoods here at home. While poverty plays a role in social breakdown, it is just one contributing factor out of many, and in fact, some very poor communities are nonetheless socially strong. Think of the Amish, Hasidic Jews, and enclaves of Somalis, Jamaicans, Chinese, and other immigrant groups who arrive penniless but with strong cultural and familial bonds.


“The Fujians are poor—really poor, as in four-people-to-a-single-room, all-rice-diet, soda-can-collecting poor,” says the Manhattan Institute’s Kay Hymowitz. “[They] may not have time for family movies or school-night dinners, but they have their own way of creating intense family ties and obligations.” She goes on to describe how their support networks are organized around hometowns or family names. “People with the last name Lee join the ‘Lee association,’ for instance, where they can find tips on jobs, advice about test-tutoring centers, and fellow mah-jongg players.”26


By the same token, when social ties are weak, material wealth alone is not enough to protect a society from the risks of social poverty, which is why drug and alcohol abuse, suicide, and mental health struggles are all too common in middle- and upper-class neighborhoods, despite all the disposable income wealthier people enjoy.


The US health care system could be a contributing factor to the fragility of neighborhoods, certainly. Many Americans still lack adequate health insurance coverage. Too little is invested in prevention, forcing some patients to spend much more money on treatment for preventable conditions. But on the whole, more people have basic health insurance than ever before, and Americans are in general living longer and better than they were a few decades ago. The specific decline in health outcomes among some segments of the population are, in some cases, just as likely to be products of the underlying social dynamic as of a lack of access to affordable care. As a report published by the Institute of Medicine and the National Research Council concludes, factors such as “those related to safety, violence, and social disorder in general, and more specific factors related to the type, quality, and stability of social connections” all matter to health.27 In fact, a landmark report from the Dahlem Workshop on Attachment and Bonding concludes that “positive social relationships are second only to genetics in predicting health and longevity.”28 When the support structures aren’t there, it takes a toll on emotional, psychological, and physical health.


Princeton University’s Angus Deaton and Anne Case have found that the sharp increase in deaths of despair could not be explained by changes in incomes, noting that “purely economic accounts… have rarely been successful in explaining the phenomenon.” Instead, they argue that the deterioration of traditional social structures such as marriage, church, and unions and impact on “family, on spiritual fulfillment, and on how people perceive meaning and satisfaction in their lives” is chiefly responsible. And the deterioration of structures leads to a deterioration in norms. “Changes in social customs” have produced “dysfunctional changes” in society, with the rise in mortality and morbidity the result.29


These deteriorating social structures are primarily place-based, with some neighborhoods much more affected by their decline than others. As a result, notes Patrick Sharkey in an essay coauthored with George Galster, “the fault lines for spatial inequality may be gradually shifting in the United States,”30 with place-based disadvantage becoming a greater problem than race-based disadvantage in explaining why some people thrive and some do not.


Strong social institutions and norms, not material wealth, are what provide the structure for cooperation and flourishing. They are especially important in times of crisis—when the resilience of a group of people is tested. Sociologist Eric Klinenberg has documented how, during a 1995 heat wave in Chicago, the neighborhood of North Lawndale saw more than six times as many fatalities as the nearby South Lawndale, even though the two places were socioeconomically similar. In his “social autopsy” of the incident, Klinenberg attributed the higher number of deaths in North Lawndale to “a number of surprising and unsettling forms of social breakdown,” which allowed people to “die behind locked doors and sealed windows, out of contact with friends, family, community groups, and public agencies.” South Lawndale, in contrast, was able to curtail the loss of life because its healthy social life, robust civic organizations, and low levels of crime nurtured higher levels of social connectivity and stronger social norms related to people’s helping each other in time of need.31


As sociologist Nicholas Christakis concludes in his book Blueprint, “the tendency to be altruistic or exploitative may depend heavily on how the social world is organized… a property not only of individuals but also of groups. Cooperation depends on the rules governing… the structure of the network in which people are embedded.”32
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None of this means that personal agency doesn’t matter. Not everyone born in a fragile neighborhood will struggle in school, become addicted to opioids, or turn to a life of crime. And fragile neighborhoods can produce people who go on to lead fulfilling, prosperous lives. But for most residents, the social context adds a heavy load, reducing opportunity, increasing challenges, and weighing them down.


And what matters is not just how the people who live in these places treat each other, but how the places themselves are treated by others. If the federal, state, or city government discriminates against a particular locale—by, for example, starving it of infrastructure or funding—then its institutions will suffer. As Michael Woolcock of the World Bank’s Development Research Group concludes, the economic prospects of any group of people depend not only on the policies of government, but also on the “relations within and between” that group and other parts of society.33


For over a century, invigorating impoverished neighborhoods has been a recurring focus of public policy and private initiatives—starting with the efforts to reform slum neighborhoods in the late nineteenth century and continuing through the New Deal, the Housing Act of 1949, the 1966 Model Cities program, urban renewal, the community development movement, the Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation, 1977’s Community Reinvestment Act, various tax schemes, and, under President Obama, Promise Neighborhoods, a federal initiative aimed at turning neighborhoods of concentrated poverty into neighborhoods of opportunity. While there have been some noticeable successes, such as in Washington, DC, and New York City, these are isolated cases. Most efforts fall far short of their goals, at best making an impact on one relatively small area or on the lives of only a small minority of residents.34


Deeply frustrated by the domestic challenges we face, Americans have responded with understandable anger and bitterness. “Why must we leave our neighborhood where we grew up just so we can be safe and our children free from harm?” asks community activist Symone Walters, who lost her son to gun violence in 2013.35 We look for answers to questions like these in government policies, in economic trends, and in technological advances, but have yet to find a coherent explanation that works. This, of course, only adds to our confusion and resentment, stoking the tribal rage on both ends of the political spectrum that threatens to upend the political stability that has long set our country apart.


Populists may be justified in their anger. And yes, we have our share of bad leaders and policies, and could all work harder to make Washington work better. But our social problems cannot be addressed through politics. They have persisted—and even worsened—irrespective of who is in office, and both partisan narratives struggle to grasp the core issue. Whereas those on the right typically preach family and faith and urge a return to a gilded past, those on the left typically believe that the problem is caused by a combination of inequality, structural flaws in capitalism, racism, and a weakly funded public support system.


While both sides’ explanations have merit, they are largely missing the point, leading to agendas that would inevitably weaken our social systems and the mechanisms that support them. Whereas the left’s profligate spending on social programs and emphasis on individual autonomy weaken the social structures and norms that used to support healthy neighborhoods, the right’s emphasis on market solutions above all else is simply a different flavor of individualism—the same mentality that has wreaked havoc on our social fabric. While we tend to think of individual freedom as a value espoused by the right, David Brooks argues that both parties have espoused “individualistic worldviews,” promoting “policies designed to expand individual choice. Neither paid much attention to social and communal bonds, to local associations, or invisible norms.” This is because, he says, “no matter who was in power, the prevailing winds [have] been blowing in the direction of autonomy, individualism, and personal freedom.”36 The lesson is clear: neither politics nor the market can cure what ails us without addressing the social component.


I’ve witnessed some spectacular failures of international policies that assume a uniform readiness for democratic elections, drop large dollops of foreign aid, or call for top-down governance reform, while disregarding the unique history, geography, social makeup, and institutions that shape a society. It pains me—but it doesn’t surprise me—that despite decades of domestic efforts undertaken by our government and by private philanthropy, our own country suffers from a form of local governance failure akin to what nation-states suffer nationally in many parts of the world. What is wrong with America? What are we overlooking?


“In the United States, vanquishing enemies, be they geopolitical foes, plagues, or diseases, is a common goal,” writes journalist and author Ben Westhoff, pointing out that “we tend to prefer ‘cure’ over ‘care’ and to start a ‘war’ on a disease… instead of treating the social factors that cause” it.37 To treat the social factors—that is, to prevent the disease from emerging—it’s crucial to differentiate between symptoms and the underlying disorder. For example, when a nonprofit initiative fails to deliver the desired results, it would be easy to blame a lack of funding or low employee morale; instead, we need to look deeper and ask ourselves why the organization isn’t raising enough money, or why its employees are undermotivated. As social impact experts John Kania, Mark Kramer, and Peter Senge argue, “Making big bets to tackle a social problem without first immersing yourself in understanding what is holding the problem in place is a recipe for failure.”38 Unless the root problem is understood, remedies may have little impact—or merely solve one problem by creating another, or, even worse, cause unintended harm.


The breadth and complexity of the social ills that affect our most fragile neighborhoods over a long time horizon suggest that the source of our problems is foundational and deep-seated—not something we can easily point to. All the symptoms—loneliness, alienation, distrust, tribalism, and anomie—point to a disease that is relational in nature. To find the cure, we must reject what author Yuval Levin of the American Enterprise Institute calls a “reigning, if generally implicit, metaphor of American social life”—the notion of social relationships as “a kind of formless connection [of] people who are linked in principle or interacting one by one.”39 This means transforming what social psychologist Erich Fromm described as a society made up of clusters of individual atoms: “little particles estranged from each other but held together by selfish interests and by the necessity to make use of each other.”40


This reigning metaphor partly explains why so many attempts at addressing social breakdown are flawed. Humans are in fact, as Fromm pointed out, social beings, “with a deep need to share, to help, to feel as a number of a group.”41 And yet, with few exceptions, traditional approaches have focused on delivering specific services to meet specific needs such as better housing, youth mentoring, or access to better health care at the level of the individual, while ignoring the social aspect of the problem. While these targeted initiatives, like renovating the city’s most neglected affordable housing complex, piloting a youth mentoring program at one local school, or opening a health clinic in one part of town, may indeed benefit some (sometimes at the expense of others), they don’t do much to strengthen the institutions and structures that are essential to improving neighborhoods and the lives of residents living there on a sustainable basis.42 Although society works largely horizontally across space and relationships, most approaches to social reform are vertical in nature, emphasizing national, public, one-size-fits-all solutions (which in fact fit no one) rather than action that bolsters social dynamics place by place.


In my work with fragile states, I have observed that neither action from the top down (government or foreign money and laws) nor action from the bottom up (individuals or organizations working in isolation) does much to improve the situation on the ground. A more effective way to repair and revitalize fragile places is to work horizontally across the landscape to strengthen the interconnected web of institutions and relationships locale by locale while finding ways for each locale to work with the others better. Resources can help, of course, but without social cohesion, they are insufficient. Strong societies can always find resources, but divided societies with weak institutions will struggle, no matter how many resources they have.


This horizontal—or “sideways”—approach is influenced by politically neutral “systems thinking,” which is considered best practice in many sectors, including in health care, business, and policing. By examining all structural and institutional elements of a social system, as well as the interactions among them, systems thinking can be used to identify the root causes that underlie systemic failures.


Moreover, whereas most organizations working in distressed neighborhoods focus on tackling weaknesses or problems, I have found it more productive in my work to build on strengths—something a sideways, relational approach makes much easier to do. Building on what already works and strengthening cooperation across a society both enhance the capacity and confidence of a locale, and empower its residents to take leadership roles. As Jane Jacobs often said, strong neighborhoods solve their problems, rather than becoming consumed by them.43


This approach also makes it easier to prevent problems rather than respond to them after they emerge, which is what we typically do now. As Brookings Institution scholars Richard Reeves and Isabel Sawhill write, too often we are focused on “providing ambulances at the bottom of a cliff, rather than building fences at the top. It’s far better to act early,”44 and strengthen the institutions that support people, rather than waiting to address the fallout when they weaken. After all, the better social dynamics each place has, the more likely residents will flourish—making problems less likely to occur. And whether the target for social repair is a small town or a war-torn country halfway around the world, prevention is not only far more effective, but also far less expensive than problem-solving. Pathways for Peace, the joint 2018 United Nations and World Bank report on preventing conflict that I worked on as senior advisor, concludes, “for each US$1 invested in prevention, about US$16 is saved down the road.”45


To view America’s social poverty with this sideways orientation, I traveled around the United States and studied the successes of five leading-edge social repairers working to revitalize the relationships and social habitats across neighborhoods located everywhere from rural Kentucky to inner-city Detroit. Unlike most organizations working to address social problems, these organizations don’t simply breeze into town, apply Band-Aid solutions, and move on. Rather, they work hand in hand with local leaders and residents to strengthen the social institutions that have the most impact on people’s daily lives, through entry points like marriage, family structure, community, schools, and the built landscape, and work to develop and implement models that can be sustained and scaled up locally over time. In many cases, they focus on establishing social ties across groups that previously did not exist and redefining the social norms across locales that have divided society by race and social class.


The result is not a silver bullet—these are transgenerational problems. But if we are to have any hope of lifting these disadvantaged neighborhoods out of poverty, we must first address the underlying social dynamics. When implemented strategically and collaboratively, and customized to specific places, over time these efforts can have a far greater impact than anything we have attempted in the past.
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