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Social Capital in Cyberspace

KATHERINE BALMES AND DONMA MAY TOMBOC

‘Digtal fiving” is the name of the game in the nformation Supr_lrhlghwa} The
errerdence of witual communitiss evoles 2 thorough redefimbon of sociEl
rlstonships and human bonding (Gemeinschafl), These communites geremte
inieractions which produce and sustain seoial capital, Cvber communities are
deerned as socially, nolitically and economically liberating because they operats
urder the reality of anorymity, “timelesstime”, “spaceless flows™ and asynelonous
interacticn. Since they merge cultures and peoples into & single "wirad somaly”,
these iwan infinite mannar ol ransforing social confiurations. The augmeantaton
and s pation of sociat capital hinges on tne length of the individoais” connect.on
ta the Web.Unlike physical interface. cybermatworks Toster the creation af frust
wilalessersocial cost, Meverthaiess, virtual communities can anly "complemeant
‘and supplement” rather supplant traditicnal physical communities, The presence
of 2 physical cammunity remaing a &ine gua non of e aceumulation of social
capits! in the Intarnat.

“By means of alectricily, the world of matter lias become & graal
nere, whrating thopsands of miles In & breathless point of time ...
The raund globe is avast .. brain, instingt with intelligence!”
-Mathanizl Hawihorme (1851)

Just ke Jules Verne's pradiction of moon landings and space travel,
Hathaniel Hawthore had foreseen the creation of cyberspace, Cyberspace
s acombination of the physical (computers) andvirtual (ntermet) aspeacts
‘tfinformation and communications technology. Since this breakthrough
asbecome an invaluable facet in people’s lives, the most logical action
fJ to maximize its potential. Having a narrow view of this technological
,Innnuamn can deter nat only of the individual’s but of the civilization’s
development as well. Aside from serving as an Information Superhighway,
HJJE Internet is alsa a venue for the proliferation of wirtual communities,
”“Dlgitql lving', as Micolas Negroponte posited, “willinclude less and less
Hependence upon being in a specific place at a specific tme, and the
tnsmission of place itself will start to become possible”.*

As cyberspace technology was made to aid human activity, its

presence bears several implications to human life. There is.a homeostatic
atjustment and dependence in the development of both. The individual
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and the community adjust as technology progresses. Thereby, the

community undertakes a redefinition of what il is composed of and how
it is constituted. Its mechanisms are augmented; its actors are
reconstricted, and its activities are revolutionized 2

Social capital will inevitably fallow this trend. As a cancept, it will have
its own share ef modifications. Foremost, its scope will no longer be limitad
to traditional modes of interaction. Second, itwill no longer be confined

within boundaries, Finally, its actors will be freed from the constraints of

the physical world with one click of a button.

This paper ventures the possibility of generating and sustaining social
capital in cyberspace. The central aim of this paper is to peint oul that the
Intermel can provide the mechanisms and venues for the potential
generalion and sustentation of social capital, Itis essential that this issue

be addressed as cyberspace continues to canve its niche in rmodern times, .

Ineffect, this challenges old concepts of social capital which are cantained
within finite space and time, Moreover, it presents an evolution of the
creation of socal capital from traditional face-to-face social mteractrmﬂs
Lo virtual and global cybernetworking.

The New Realm: Cyberspace

Theterm "cyberspace” generally referstothe online world, It takesthe
form of the communicalions media — the wires above our head, the cable
beneath our feet, and the satellites in the sky, The online world s
practically nelther an immaterial realrm of data nora kind of virtual world,
Rather, it Is & digital world constructed by computers which form millions
or even bilions of networks, collectively referred to as the Internet.?

The "Internet” [written with an uppercase “1"}, also known as the Met;
isaselalinter-connected networks. On the other hand, the Web (spelled
wilth an uppercase "W"}, is a collection of graphical pages on the internet
thal can be read and accessed using a computer, Itwas creatad in 1939
alaresearch institute in Switzerland, Centre Eumpean polr la Recherchs
Mucleaire (CERN) solely for mifitary use. It has gone a long way fram am_eiﬁ-
it was originally conceptualized for. Nowadays, the Wab maybe used for
purposes of commerce, education, or simple correspandence and
inforrmation dissemination. The main topic of this paper is anchored on
these connective and interactive capabilities.
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The Intemet is a convergence of computer science and linguistic
genius. It greatly extends the reach of a computer network 1o physically
unreachable places. It offers a variety of communication tools; greal
distances no longer exist and people can communicate in real time in their
own convenience. Communication, which the Web facilitates, is the
prerequisite in forming bridges and bonds, which make networks that
would generate and sustain social capital.

What is Social Capital?

The study of social capital has become popular in the social sciences
over the past few years, Its popularity began with the work of Harvard
Professor Robert Putnamin his celebrated book, Making Democracy
Work.® But even before the publication of the hook, several thinkers have
already embarked on defining social capital.

Bourdieu

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu posited that the size of the network
of connections that an individual can effectively mobilize and the volume
of the economic, cultural, ar symbolic capital of those to wham he is
connected with equates Lo the volume of social capital possessed by that
individual.# This means that one's'social capital output is dependent with
one's connections. Simply put, group members produce social capital,
The group provides its members a collectively-owned social capital, which
empowers them by giving them credits that they can use to create
econamic capital.’

There are set boundaries and defined set of individuals who possess
cultural capital that inculcates the norms and tradilions. Social capital is
created as networks are formed. When connections are strengthened,
differential access to resources and social differentiation are fosterad,
Individuals who have more access to goods and are favoured in society get
more coconomic capital. Conversely, people who have mare conamic
capital can create more links Lo lap more resources, As these social
contacts despen, norms are established, bringingthe cyele backto square
one, Nonetheless, itis not enough to treat the concept merely as a form
of netwarks, It is also essential to examing its ideciogical or cuitural
aontext,®
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Coleman

James Coleman puts farth a broad conception of social capital, He
posils that it consists of some aspects of social structure and Facilitates
certain actions of actors.® This view depicts the entirety of social structure,
pertaining to the horizontal and vertical set-ups, such as firms and the
norms governing behavior,' Colerman stressed that horizontal ties are
needed to give communities a sense of identity and a common purpose,
However, it also argued that without "bridging” ties that transcend various
social divides like religion, ethnicity, socio-ecanomic status, harizontal
ties can become a basis for the pursuit of narrow interests. This in turn can
actively preciude access to infarmation and material resources that would
otherwise be of great assistance to the community,

For Coleman,social capital has three basic components.™ The first
pertains to obligation and expectation, which depend on the reliability of
the social environment. The second deals with information dissemination
to prompt action. The third form is the presence of norms accompanied
by effective sanctions. Thus, efficient communication is avital prerequmn:e
befere an individual can create norms to live by,

Putnam

The most popularzed concept of social capital is associated with
Robert Putnarm who said that it is "a sel of horizontal networks hetween
people and associated norms that affects the productivity of the
community." Therefore, it facilitates coordination and cooperation for
the mutual benefit of the members of the association.? Again, the
"network of networks” analogy with the Internel comes to mind. Each
individual is a "hyperlink” ta another in the virlual realm and that each
interaction can create infinite permutations. In this context, as coordination
and cooperationare fostered among the members of a virtual cormmunity,
social capital may be generated because it oversees the flow of
cormmunication

Lin

Man Lin defined social capital as the "embedded resources of social
networks accessed and used by actors for actions."® Resources are.
defined as the valued goods in a society, like wealth, reputation, and
power. One can be born with it or may strive to acquire it. When such
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resources are utilized to gain personal or collective profit, these bacome
social capital.

He also brought up the concept of cybernelworks, which he defined
a5 “social networks In cyberspace specifically the Internat.” He further
noted that recent technologies have tremendous impact on social capital.
Constructed by individuals or groups, oybernetwarks are created for
resource lransactions or reinforcement of relationships. Cybermetworks
are able to mrovide social capital because they "carry resources that go
beyond mere information purposes.”™ Furthermore, social capital is
gainad due to awide variely of linkagas and information, and the incentive
to interact and go back Tor more.

Based on the concepls of sacial canital formed by Bourdieu, Coleman,
Putnam, and Lin, this paper operationally defines scoial capital as the
embedded resources of networks, founded on trust, norms, and reciprocity,
and farmed outl of social interaction and investments,

Limitations of the Definitions of Sociol Capital

Another issue with the rise of the Internet is the continuous growing
gap between the “haves and the have-nots."™® Although cyberspace
Interaction eliminates biases and hierarchical erganization within the Net,
there is still the the gap between thase who can access the Internet and
those who could not. And this gap inevitably widens mainly due to the
absence of technology (personal computers), and the lack of knowledge
to access cyberspace and cybernetworks, which are determined by Ltheir
socin-economic class, ethnic, religious, and residential lines, The Intarnet,
therefore, will never sarve society “until universal access is ruly realized. ™
This paper focuses anly on individusls with access to cyberspace
lechnology. The authors see the discussion of cyberspace and social
capital relevantin contemporary times because of the impact of technology
in society and everyday human living,

Real versus Virtual Communities

With the emergence of the virtval reality, “an artifical, computer
generated, and simulated ervironment that actually feels real...", * and
the Intermet, where people can interact, share infarmation, and create
networks, the absence of a face-to-face interaction may no lenger pose
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aproblem ta community-building. While virtual reality provides stimuli that
are almost real, the Internet provides a medium for interaction that
transcends time and space. Unlike the telephone, which merely augmenls
direct relationship by posing as an instrument of cammunication, cyberspace
interaction forwaris a realily apart from the realfty. Hence, this breakthrough
allows for the usual “real cormmunity” activities to proliferate online®

The emergence of virtua! communities, "groups of peaple linked nol
by geograpty but by their participation in computer networks" * took Lhe
limelightinthe discussion of secieties forseveral reasons. Foremast, since
virtual communities are constructions of virtual social interactions, they
orovide an alternative reality Tor those who are tired of the real but
corrdpted and disengaging world ** Several theorists have posited that,
since ibwas a craated community — made inresponsea 1o the impefactions
of real-world interactions — it has the ability to revive the community asan
interaction and bonding of people (Gemeinschalt) and not just as a
collective entity bounded by contracts, money, and tokens {Gesellschart)
which, let alone, leads to social disengagement. Ed Regis attributed this
to the logic of fin-de-siécle mania; '

“..ar perfect knowledge and power.. the power to remake humanity,
2arih, the universs at large, if vou're tired of the ills of the flesh, the get
id of the flesh we can do that now. T the universe isn't good enough
for you, then remake it, from the ground op, "2

Second, the virtual space allows for the sharing of environments and
experigncas even withoul physical presence, two factors essential iothe
strengtheningof social Lies amongcormmunity members.®® By envronment,
the authors refer ta the virtual environment where cyber interactions
accur. By experfences, they mean the sharing of informatian, narratives,
meanings, and language transmitted over the Internet, The lalter does not
reqguire physical interaction. The mere awareness of the other's presence
interacting with an individual is sulficient to create an integration of the
actors, ¢

Third, individuals are able to further explore the meaning of the “self’
as the virtual space allows for infinite opportunities to create and recreals
identity, which maybe a venue for unexpressed facets of an individual ¥
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Finally, as cyber utopians and cyber libertarians have argued, cyber
sammunities or global villages are socially, politically and economically
liberating. Economic and palitical power are not concentrated on certain
nades due to multiple channels of interaction; thus, less propensity for
@me to take advantage over others.®® New businesses are able o
compete inthe market despite big, global competition. Politically-challenged
sectors of the community are able to voice out their advocacies freely as
much as those privileged in the physical world, For some advocates, il is
democracy at its finest. Simply put, everyone is equal in cyberspace.

The facets of a virtual cammunity provide equality and utopian reality,
Thefirst is ananymity. Forinstance, a person interacting in a dualist reality
-the “constructed self” surfs and interacts in the vast cyberspace while
his physical body is cocooned in front of his PC - is not obliged to reveal
his "stable” and “real" identity to other people.® |n effect, anonymity in
gyberspace becomes an equalizing factor in social interaction. ldeas and
informiation shared take merit over physical, ethnie, religious, and gender
differences, 5 This socialization structure lies on the fact that there is no
single body that oversees all Internet activities, a system, which Ause,
fmajian and lvens, ™, refer as “consensual anarchy.”

Second is its ability to transcend lime and space ™ Cyberspace
nteraction does away with traditional, chronological activities because it
operates in “timeless time” and “space of flows."* Therefore, social
interaction does not have to be synchronous (e g, cocktall parties) 1o
effectively create networks. Asynchronous interactions, such as emails,
ame just as efficient connectors of people.®

Aithough communities can emerge from and exist within computer-
linked  graups, the “technical linkage of electronic personas is not
sufficient to create a community,™** Community includes more than
merely the exchange aof information; it is usually characterized by social
contracts, reciprocity, and gift economies. Moraover, (na study conducted
by Barry Wellman, et al.,® there is a significant relationship between
[nternet activity and commitment to online communities: when the former
increases, the latter decreases. This = due to several factors. Internet
users, although apen to various information sources, Is also cpen Lo
rritating, abhorring sites, which decrease interactivity Interests of the
individual® . Subsecuently, as users are exposed to massive networks,
oriine connections create more "bridge” social capital (numerous yel
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weak ties) instead of "bonding" social capital (hounded but strongties), 28
The former, although wide and global in scope, merely creates
acguaintances, not necessarily leading to trust relationships, In addition,
relationships formed out of weak ties do not promise sustainability, This
is @ wealk forrm of social capital. Once communication discontinues, such
communities may dissole,

Thirdly, although anonymity serves as an egualizing variable for
Internet users, It alse poses weak commitment to online communities,
This 1s mainly due to people's low investment in onling communities.
Without the obligation to connect “stable” or “real” identity to any activity
online — either uselul or detrimental to cyberspace interaction — there is
a low sense of responsibility to outcomes of such activities. Moreover,
non-verbal interaction (e.g. visual, auditory, tactile, and olfactony stimuli)
leads to a deeper and more meaningful communication, trustand a sense
of obligation. Cyberspace, unfortunately, has not translated the effects of
these electranically. '

Finally, Locksley believed that the emergence of information technology,
including the Internet, leads to “outcornes of mare inequality, less
freedom, less choice, greater centralization of power and mare intense
and controlled work. "™ |t serves as a tool for those already in power ta
control the economy, culture, and politics."® Although :remgnizing ils
potential contribution to sogial development, he further argued that
information capital serves those who has the capacily to do so “ratherthan
[to satisfy] social needs, ™! .

The needto proliferate virtual communities is a question of convenience
rather than of necessity, They were conceptualized to make lives easier,
sustain existing interpersonal relationships separated by great distances,
and provide more venues and options Tor human interaction. This s an
nvaluable asset in the business sector because it saves time, money, and
effort in conducting certain transactions.

On a lighter note, there can also be a psychological reason for the
existence of virlual communities. They maybe designed to satisfy one's
need to disclose. There are personalities who choose (o communicate
behind the mask of anonymity, which is greatly fostered and empowered
by technology. Some people may prefer to keep intouch online astheyare



SOCIAL CAPITAL IN CYBERSFACE 115

fread fram any inhibitions {e.g. bashfulness, physical disabilities, lack of
confidence) that fage-to-face interactions bring.

The concept of a virtual community becomeas relevant bacause it
transcends race, language, time, and distance barriers, The Internet s a
nettral ground for interaction. Since the Internet communicates digitally
through Hypertesxt Mark-up Language (HTMVL), itis free from the imitations
of oral language. This paper does not contend, however, that wvirtual
communities should fake the place of traditional communities. Not only
will this be an economic guestion, but this will also raise gravar personal
and humane issues. This paper contends that virtual communities are
made available at present to complement and supplement rather than to
take the place of traditional communities.

How are Cyberspate and Social Capital Related?

Cyberspace, specifically the Internet, can pave the way lowards the
generation of social capital that transcends the limits of geographically-sel
modes of interaction. Internet advocates stress that electronic networks
can help citizens build organizations, provide local information, and
oevelop bonds of civic life and convviality.™

With the adveni of the Intemet, cybernetworks would eveniually
mushroom in the World Wide Web. Consistent with the lechnology that
bred it, these communities would form networks upon networks of
networks that would foster the creation of trust with unwritten rules
drafted, narms generated, and people acquainted across spatial, time,
and-even cultural barriers,

Since cybermelworks are online communities, the effect of their
activity creates a form of empowerment for individuals and communities
interacting in cyberspace, or what Tim Jordan referred to as cvberpower,
"The Internet can serve as public spaces for informal citizen-to-citizen
imteraction, [it] can support rational dialogue and in some cases,
defiberation, and [it] can promote the social connectedness, trust, and
cooperation that fessentially] constitute social capital.”*® There are three
levels of empowsarment: individual, social, and ideclogical.



FATHERIHE BALMES AND DONHA MAY TOMEDRL

T

Individval Empowerment

This means that the use of the Internet allows an individual 1o gain
knowledge regarding the technology (i.e., information and communications
technology) and regarding the world, Cyberspace houses millions of
darmains which contain tremendous amaunt of data and/or information,
With just ane click of a button, these Web sites allow an individual at his
own pace to know more about himself, his own society, and the world at
large. The Internet provides venues forindividuals to seek job opportunities
online in the convenience of their own homes. This is net anly favorahie
for the job-seeker but also for employers who cowld save more time,
maney, and human resources. There are alse Web sites that teach people
how to select software programs.™ Another fad is online education. There
are many Wiorial sites that teach about anything from Java programming
to bonsai-making, Pop-upicons in popular search engines or selectedweab
sites advertise online schools which could earn anybody {who can afford
it} a bachelor's degree or even an M.B.A. degree in just a few manths. The
Internet has become an indispensable tool for education and individual
empowerment.

The Internet “benefits” from the individual's ingenuity and persistence
to perfect the technology and other non-technical matters which allow it
toexist. Computer scientists and engineears, nol o mention a whole gamut
of professions ranging from the white collar jobs to the vocational/
technical ones, contribute to the development of the Internet as a
technology or as an instrument of commerce.

Sociol Empoweriment

The Internet is basically & network of netwarks, Although these
networks are in hardware form (e.8. computers), they are run by people,
Thus, the Internet can be instrumental in strengthening community ties,
and thereby, augmenting social capital. There are several ways to dothis,
Mario Morino delineates ways how the Internet tries “lo improve and
rmagnify human communication and interaction in a community,™7

* By bringing together members of a community and promoting
dehate, deliberation, and resolution of shared ideas;

* By organizing communication and information relevant to the
cormmunities’ needs and problems on a timely basis;
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* By engaging and involving the participation of a broad base of
citizens, including community activisls, leaders, sponsors, and service
providers on an on gning basis;

* By striving o include all members of the community, especially
those in the low income neighborhoods and those with disabilities of the
lirnited mobility;

* By making basic services available at fair and reasonable costs or
fiee;, and,

* By representing local culture, local relevance, local pride, and a
strong sense of community cwnership,

Ml of these facilitate the formation of social capital, Participation of
individuals in civic engagement forms civic networks, trust among its
members, and norms of reciprocity. Higher social capital means higher
tendencies that people will cooperate with each other. The community,
therefore, strengthens bonding social capital, which are relationships
within groups, and bridging social capital, which are refationships among
groups such as sharing of resources between the church and the universily
of the city.*®

Idsological empowerment

The present power of the Intermet promotes advocacy. Inexpensive
and globally-accessible, it paves the way for infra- and inter-community
support for projects. It is not only limited to a local group but spreads out
its power in a global scale. It forms ideofogical cyberpower, or the
ampowerment of a group “in order to advance the imaginary: a vision, a
movernent, an ideological purpose” through enline aclivity.

“as evidenced in industrialized nations, civic participation in politics
and society in general can be solicited through the Internet. Government
can decertralize while staying in close 'virtual' contact to facilitate
coardination. Volunteerism can be generated by putting people in touch
with the [agencies], which speak to their interests and values."™® The
Internet Is a tool that “performs three major functions: information
sharing, persuasion, and solidarity formation."™ These are the basic
things that a prospective voluntesr wants to know. Brady, Verba, and
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Schlozman®™ delineate the reasons why people do nol take part in civic
engagements, particularly in politics. First of all, “people can’t.” This may
mean that there is a scarcily of resources to engage in such activities,
Second, “people don't want to." This is tantamount to the people’s lack
of motivation to join. Lastly, “nobady asked. " This is where the inf2rmation
campaign on the Internet comes in. The World Wide \Web is an idaal site
to establish a “recruitment network.” But the Internet is “institution-
oriented” and accessed moslly by the opulent and educated citizens and
therefore exhibits more potential than actual impact {to generate social
capital].

Toking o Look Back: Some Proctical Considerations

The formation of social capital in the Intemet requires lesser social
investment compared to face-to-face interactions. MNonetheless, the
capacity to demand, if not impose grave sanctions in enfarcing norms in
cyber communities is still a challenge. When one becomes infuriated and
suddenly rages online, he can simply log-out from the computer or pull off
its plug. The act, if practiced in real life, eould translate to hostile
relationships. When someone has been filtered out of a mailing list of an
e-group, he could simply change his e-mail address and subscribe to the
same group again withoul being noticed, This is like having a plastic
surgery to assume a different persona or identity. This is the reason itis
hard to trust people in the Net.

Hence, no matter how great this technological breakthrough is, it stil
has a lot of practical shortcomings. No matter how sophisticated it gets,
the Internet can never replace genuine human interactions and real life
relationships,

Butto consider Information and Communications Technalogy (ICT) as
a mere enlity with no value to the development of society is a grave
misunderstanding of technology-society relationship. Cyberspace
technology, with its roots in the social capital formed in the physical
community, leads to the formation of cybernetworks, which generates
cyberpower. Conversely, cyberpower, through online interaction,
strenglhens social capital by providing a new medium of communications
among community membiers,
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This discussion infers, therefore, that the prerequisite for strengthening
social capital is that there should be a pre-existing counterpart physical
community, and with the Intermet onky augmenting the soclal connections.
docording to Donald Schuler,"Community and technology are not
antithetical."** Humans are innately sacial but are capable of using tools
for his benefit. The Intemet serves as an urgent tool for community
development and not as a tool for community establishment. 1ts function
in the community is to strengthen, not to create communities.

Figure: 1. Conceptual Model

Social Capital Cyberpower

Although virtbal communities cannot substilute traditional
communities, they still generate social capital. The authors posit that the
longer an individual "connects” with a particular virtual community, be it
supported by a physical comemunity ar not, it may generate norms, trust,
familiarity, and sense of reciprocity or social capital. Exploring the
possibility of the length of connectedness in the network as the primary
indicator of the formation of social capital in cybernatworks is a potential
research study, Through regular and continuous interaction in & virtual
community, individuals develop a sense of familiarity 1o those in the
community through sharing of experiences and infarmation.

Amajor critique of this mode!, however, concem the unpacking of the
individual's motivation to go anling in the first place. The authors do not
denythat it may begin as an extrinsically motivated (incentives) activity
to meet someoene, to create connaclions and linkages, to do business,
andtoacquire infarmation and freehies. ™ As the length of connectedness
to a virual community increases, the level of invelvement with that
community likewise increases. This forms bonding capital which is
summarized in the diagram which Tollows:
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Figurz 2: Fermation of Social Capital in Cyber Networking
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*acquaintance #  social b {desper w
capital invelvement)

L e iR |

Tima interval

Conclusion

Hontding
sockal
capital

"The tirst thing to realizs is that Intemet is part of reality, The people
you comespond with on the network are real people with lives and
careers and habits and feelings of their own "5

Social capital and cyberspace are not separate worlds in hurman life,
They induce each other such that the former leads to the empowerment
of the latter while cyberspace technology strengthens existing socil
capital in the community. Lastly, social capital is generated in cyberspace
through a regular and continuous networking.  Although this view is stil
problematic, itis noteworthy that the technologies behind itare continually
advancing. Thus, the full potential of the social capital has yet to be fully
realized in the context of cyberspace technologies. &
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