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Community, Social Capital, and
Democracy:

The Case of Miner County, South Dakota

by Jon Lauck!

In October of2003, I enjoyed suppers in two church basements in
rural South Dakota. The first was the annual "soup and pie supper" at the
Union Presbyterian Church, perched on a swell of yellow prairie about ten
miles from Fedora in Miner County. The second was the annual "turkey
feed" at the Congregational Community Church in Winfred, which straddles
the Miner and Lake County lines. The pie and turkey were excellent, but the
circumstances are grim. These community gatherings are passing, and with
them a critical ingredient of workable democracy. The development has
intellectuals worried about democracy's future.

"Democracy must begin at home," argued John Dewey, "and its
home is the neighborly community.,,2 The erosion of communities, many
believe, undermines America's long-term democratic prospects. The debate
over the decline of community activities, associations, and participation, what
Robert Putnam collectively refers to as "social capital," is really a debate
about democracy's ability to function. When citizens retreat from civic
participation and community affairs, democracy shrivels. Putnam, whose
first interest is Italian political culture, fears that America will become Sicily,
where "[e]ngagement in social and cultural associations is meager. From the
point of view of the inhabitants, public affairs is somebody else's business-
that of i notabili, 'the bosses,' 'the politicians' -but not theirs.,,3 The worry
is that as community recedes in places like Miner County, the broader danger
of the Sicilization of the American republic increases.

Concerns about Miner County should be particularly acute because
it is one of the capitols of social capital. Although not disclosed in his book,
Robert Putnam's conclusions about the rich social capital of the northern
plains are based in part on his survey work in Miner County. Putnam's
research found that the Dakotas ranked highest in the nation in social capital.

I Assistant Professor of History, South Dakota State University, Department of History, Box
504, SDSU, Brookings, SD, 57007-0393, <jon _lauck@sdstate.edu>
2 Dewey quoted in Robert Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy (Ithaca,
Cornell University Press, 1991),314.
3 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community
(New York, Touchstone, 2000), 345.
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The erosion of community and community institutions in Miner County, the
heartland of social capital, is particularly alarming to those concerned about
our democratic prospects. If Miner County cannot hold itself together,
perhaps no place can.

Reflecting on Miner County and its place in the broader debate over
democracy's future happened quite by chance. My parents invited me to the
Union Presbyterian Church soup and pie supper and I accepted because I
wanted to show my girlfriend, a city girl, the 'real South Dakota.' My
parents were born on farms in rural Winfred and my Aunt Thelma, who still
lives on a farm in rural Miner County, made several of the pies for the
supper. Although my parents later bought a farm in adjacent Lake County,
they often return to the old neighborhood and visit with old friends,
validating Putnam's conclusions about the social capital of the Great
Depression/World War II generation. My interest in writing about preserving
community and social capital in Miner County began when I asked one of the
Union Presbyterian Church volunteers about their membership: "Oh, we have
11 active members."

***

The future of Miner County is best viewed in the context of the
broader debate about community and its place in the history of American
"republicanism." In recent decades, before political scientists began speaking
of "social capital," historians began to consider the importance of the
ideology of republicanism, or the social and political ingredients necessary
for a republic to function properly.4 Much of this research has focused on the
importance of republican ideas to the American revolution and was prompted
by Gordon Wood's magisterial work The Creation o/the American Republic,
1776-1787 (W.W. Norton, 1969). Community, civic obligations, and the
"sacrifice of individual interests to the greater good of the whole," according
to Wood, "formed the essence of republicanism.,,5 Republicanism exalted
community and civic virtue and served to restrain individualism and self-
interest.

The context of the republican revival of the 18thcentury was the
erosion of English social institutions and the "degeneracy" which
accompanied the expansion of the British Empire. Social critics turned to
Cicero and Tacitus, who had critiqued the collapse of republican Rome and
had "contrasted the growing corruption and disorder they saw about them
with an imagined earlier republican world of ordered simplicity and arcadian
virtue and sought continually to explain the transformation." For the
American revolutionaries, the "nostalgic image of the Roman Republic

4See Daniel T. Rodgers, "Republicanism: The Career of a Concept," Journal of American
History vol. 79, no. I (June 1992), 11-38.
5 Wood,at 53.
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became a symbol of all their dissatisfactions with the present and their hopes
for the future.,,6 Greek and Roman republicanism "supplied the material used
by the pamphleteers of the American Revolution.,,7

In his study of the artisan political culture of early 19thcentury New
York, Sean Wilentz found that "artisans sustained a classical republican
political language long after what Gordon Wood has described as the death of
'classical politics' in America."g In the new United States, Wilentz
explained, "versions of republicanism multiplied," but a "singular political
language bound Americans together." Just as New York artisans "elaborated
their own democratic variant of American republican ideology," the residents
of Miner County did the same. New York artisans used the Mechanics'
Committee; Miner County people used community picnics.9 One Swedish
immigrant to the county later recorded that "Many picnics have been held,
generally sponsored by a church, the school, or Sunday school, when people
come together for a big dinner, a program and games. Sometimes it was a
last day for a school, a day for Sunday school or a Fourth of July." In Miner
County they now use soup and pie suppers.

The earliest citizens of Miner County would have adhered to an
early form of republicanism, one more classical, and one that emphasized the
superior qualities of rural life and the virtues of agriculture. As Wood noted,
the agrarian emphasis within republicanism was ancient in origin: "Rural life
was celebrated not for its wild or natural beauty but for its simplicity and
repose to which in Horatian fashion virtuous men could retire after a lifetime
of devotion to duty and country.,,10Wood explained that many believed that
rural culture and characteristics made republics function: "It was not the force
of arms which made the ancient republics great or which made the ancient
republics great or which ultimately destroyed them. It was rather the
character and spirit of their people. Frugality, industry, temperance, and
simplicity-the rustic traits of the sturdy yeoman-were the stuff that made
society strong. The virile martial qualities-the scorn of ease, the contempt
of danger, the love of valor-were what made a nation great."ll

The immigrant farmers of Miner County were a particular source of
republicanism. Roughly one-third of Miner County residents in 1890 were
foreign-born. Of the 1,230 foreign-born, 330 were from Norway, 300 from

6 Wood,51, 53.
7Frederic C. Lane, "At the Roots of Republicanism," American Historical Review LXXI, no.
2 (January 1966),419.
8 Sean Wilentz, Chants Democratic: New York City & the Rise of American Working Class,
1788-1850 (New York, Oxford University Press, 1984),61,95.
9 Oscar S. Person, In the Green Valley Township, Miner County, South Dakota: Sixty Years
of History and Other Historical Writings (1944), 38.
10Wood, 50.
11Wood, 52.
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Germany, 125 from Sweden, 100 from Denmark, and 70 from Ireland.12
Rowland Berthoff has emphasized how immigrants were adherents to the
ideals of classical republicanism and its focus on community. The
smallholding European peasant who later made his way to places like Miner
County in the 1880s was inured to classical republicanism. Berthoff notes
that the "character of the thrifty plowman or herdsman was explicitly
described, in fourteenth-century poems and morality plays, in terms of traits
like those attributed to the virtuous citizen by republican theorists: diligence,
care, prudence, ftugality.,,13 The late nineteenth century emphasis on
republican community "must have been due in no small part to the renewed
immigration, between 1815 and 1914, of still more peasants.,,14 European
immigrants held an "image of America as the land of democracy" and pro-
immigration literature emphasized "American's success in blotting out
slavery-the final vestige of European feudalism."ls The notions of
republicanism embraced by the immigrant farmers of Miner County showed
up later in the form of "social capital" in Putnam's research.

The current imbalance between agrarian and republican influences
and liberal individualism in American life is what concerned the social critic
Christopher Lasch. He would have worried about the slow erosion of Miner
County's community institutions and the chiseling away of the rich layers of
social capital Putnam found in the county. The mounting social and
economic problems in the late 20thcentury United States, according to Lasch,
has "reopened the historic debate about democracy." Lasch criticized
advocates of individualism who "have always taken the position that
democracy can dispense with civic virtue." He believed it was critical to
promote a "heightened respect for hitherto neglected traditions of thought,
deriving from classical republicanism and early Protestant theology, that
never had any illusions about the unimportance of civic virtue." Instead of
mere tolerance of one another, according to Lasch, workable democracy
requires "loyalties," "fortitude," "workmanship," "moral courage,"
"honesty," "self-respect," and "citizenship." "Unless we are prepared to
make demands on one another," Lasch says, "we can enjoy only the most
rudimentary kind of common life." Democracy, according to Lasch, requires
the community, social capital, and the "character-forming discipline of the
family, the neighborhood, the school, and the church" which places like
Miner County provide.16

12 LeifI. Fjellestad, Early History of Miner County (Sioux Falls, Center for Western Studies,
1981),47.
13 Rowland Berthoff, "Peasants and Artisans, Puritans and Republicans: Personal Liberty and
Communal Equality in American History," Journal of American History vol. 69, no. 3
(December 1982), 591.
14Berthoff, 594.

15Merle Curti and Kendall Birr, "The Immigrant and the American Image of Europe, 1860-
1914," Mississippi Valley Historical Review vol. 37, no. 2 (September 1950),220.
16 Christopher Lasch, The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy (New York,
W.W. Norton, 1995),85-89,97.
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Miner County was born with the republican social capital that Lasch
thought so critical to the success of democracy. Farmers from Midwestern
states and European immigrants began moving into Miner County in the
decades after the Civil War, especially during the late 1870s and early 1880s.
Cooperation was critical for sod-house building, the planting of trees for
timber claims, and harvesting. The settlers quickly built schoolhouses, the
women of "The Ladies Library Association" established a library in 1884,
and editors started newspapers like Prairie Home, the Howard Farmer, and
the Howard Advance. Indirectly linking the development of Miner County to
the Age of Rome and ancient republicanism, an immigrant named one of the
county's villages Carthage (although he was naming it for his hometown in
New York), whose newspaper was called the Carthaginian. In yeoman
republican fashion, 90% of farmers owned their own farms and enjoyed a
high degree of economic independence, addressing a core concern of
republican theorists, who thought the wage system degraded republican
virtue and citizenship.I?

Since so many Miner County settlers were Civil War veterans, in May of
1883 the George R. Stevens Post of the Grand Army of the Republic was
mustered in with 100 members as part ofthe "GAR's fraternal revival in the
1880s.,,18George R. Stevens was a member of the 2ndWisconsin Infantry
Volunteer Regiment, part of what General Joseph Hooker deemed the "Iron
Brigade," and was killed at Gettysburg, a battle whose remembrance was
steeped in classicism and was fought during a time when people thought of
"America as a second Athens.,,19 The 2ndWisconsin was the first 3-year
regiment to arrive after Lincoln's call for troops to defend the capitol. The
naming of the post may also have been influenced by the fact that many
South Dakota settlers were from Wisconsin. In neighboring Lake County,
the county seat of Madison was named by immigrants from Wisconsin who
thought the area reminiscent of Madison, Wisconsin.

A Wisconsin link also applies to politics. The Republican Party,
whose opposition to slavery precipitated the Civil War in which so many
Miner County GAR members fought, was founded in Rippon, Wisconsin in
the 1850s. Wisconsin immigrants who came to Miner County brought their
attachment to the Republican Party. In the 1880race for governor, the
Republican candidate out-polled the Democrat in Miner County more that
two-to-one.20 When Dakota was first settled in the 1860s, 80% of new

17LeifI. Fjellestad, Early History of Miner County (Sioux Falls, Center for Western Studies,
1981),16,18,29-30,31-32.

18Fjellestad, at 31-32; Stuart McConnell, Glorious Contentment: The Grand Army of the
Republic: 1865-1900 (Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina Press, 1992),86.
19 Garry Wills, Lincoln at Gettysburg: The Words the Remade America (New York, Simon &
Schuster, 1992),42.
20Fjellestad, Early History of Miner County, 33.
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residents registered as Republicans.21 The GAR lodge also existed to
reinforce the settlers' Republican proclivities. But the GAR was not simply a
"bloody-shirt Republican club," as Stuart McConnell has explained. It also
bolstered community by wearing "several masks: fraternal lodge, charitable
society, special-interest lobby, patriotic group, political club.,,22 In short, the
GAR spawned social capital.

The settlers were also well awate that their new farms were earned as
a result of the Republican "free soil" ideologies of the 1850s and 1860s
which produced the Homestead Act of 1862 (which Congressional
Republicans could not pass until the Southern Democrats bolted during the
Civil War)?3 According to LeifFjellestad's study, "most early settlers in
Miner county made use of it to secure for themselves a quarter section of
land.,,24If measured in terms of free-holding agrarian settlement, which
some theorists believed to be critical for republican institutions, Miner
County in the 1880s represented a unique Jeffersonian moment.

Miner County settlers also quickly began building churches. In
1881, the Methodist Episcopal Church was organized with the proceeds from
the minister's sale of his Timber Act tree claim. In 1882, a Catholic priest
said the first mass in Howard and St. John's Evangelical Lutheran Church
was also organized. The Union Presbyterian Church, which prompted this
essay, was built in 1883. The Winfred Congregational Church, now home of
the annual "turkey feed," was built in 1884. In the Northeast comer of the
county, where many Norwegian immigrants settled, the Belleview Lutheran
Church was completed in 1886. Other churches would quickly follow.25

Miner County residents, starting in 1881, also began elaborate Fourth
of July celebrations. In 1883, four or five thousand settlers flocked to the
celebration in Howard, which included a band, a parade, speeches and the
county's first fireworks display. One of the main speeches was by D.D.
Holdridge, the commander of the GAR pOSt.26Another author recalled that
on the Fourth of July in 1905, in Green Valley Township, "a group of
neighbors numbering thirty-four held a picnic in the nice grove of trees by the
ruins of the old Moses Martin sod buildings.,,27 The presence of Civil War
veterans, the GAR lodge, and the Fourth of July celebrations reinforced and
entrenched a tradition of intense patriotic fervor. During World War I, the

21Herbert T. Hoover and Steven C. Emery, "South Dakota Governance since 1945," in
Richard Lowitt (ed), Politics in the Postwar American West (Norman, University of
Oklahoma Press, 1995),~.
22Stuart McConnell, Glorious Contentment, xiii-xiv.
23Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, ....
24Fjellestad, Early History of Miner County, 2.
25Fjellestad, 27-28.
26Fjellestad, 32-33.

27Oscar S. Person, In Green Valley Township, Miner County, South Dakota: Sixty Years of
History and other Historical Writings (1944).
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small Miner County village of St. Mary's even re-named itself Argonne to
honor the heroics of American soldiers during the bloody Muese-Argonne
offensive in France in 1918.28Respect for military service also explains the
county's name, which originated with Captain Nelson Miner, who "won his
spurs after the Indian outbreaks in 1862, when he displayed rare courage and
ability. ..protecting the early settlers in eastern Dakota from Indian
depredations during the critical years of the Civil War.,,29Underscoring the
connection between Dakota settlement, republicanism, social capital, and
civic participation, Captain Miner served several terms in the state
legislature.

Miner County's early parades, GAR formation, church-building, and
political partioipation began a tradition of social capital. This heritage is
bolstered by the fact that Miner County was settled in the golden age of
ftaternal organizations-ofthe 568 ftaternal orders in the nation in 1901,490
had been formed after 1880.30In the 1960s, the county's fraternal
organizations (one of Putnam's favorite measures of social capital) included
the American Legion and the VFW (essentially successors to the GAR), the
Masonic Lodge, I.O.O.F., Rebekahs, Royal Neighbors, and the P.E.O. Other
clubs included the Community Club, Howard Service Club, Homemakers
Extension Club, Civic League, Miner County Young Men and Women,
Athletic Association, Sportsman's, a golf club, and a snowmobile club. In
1965, the Mayor of Howard, in yeoman republican fashion, made the case for
Miner County community and rural life:

Our big city neighbors may sneer; but we that live here can
perhaps feel a little smug, knowing something they do not-most
here are on a first name basis; we can breathe ftesh air and sleep
secure; most of our lives and work are tailored to the needs of our
rural ftiends; lives depend on God, Earth, Mother Nature, and
hopefully, us-to complete the circle of our lives. Good schools,
churches, clean homes, and parks are other reasons to make
proud of Howard and to say 'I like it here!",31

In a review of the data that Robert Putnam collected ftom Miner
County for Bowling Alone, Wendy Rahn noted the persistence of critical
indicators of social capital. The indicators of "civic engagement," according
to Rahn, put Miner County "in a class by itself.,,32 Community is also
str~mgerwhere individuals trust one another and Rahn concluded that
"general social trust as well as many specific forms of trust are much higher

28South Dakota: A State to Behold, p. 102.
29Fjellestad, 7.
30"Three of the orders-the Masons, the Odd Fellows, and the Knights ofPythias-reported
more than 500,000 members each." McConnell, Glorious Contentment, 85.
31Howard, South Dakota: On the Move (1965).
32Wendy Rahn, A Survey-Based Assessment of Community Life in Miner County: A Report
to the Northwest Area Foundation, October 1,2001, at 7.
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in Miner County than the rest of the nation." This includes high levels of
trust in local government and in "collective efficacy," or the belief that
people can come together to solve a problem, which "are considerably higher
in Miner County than in the nation as a whole.,,33 According to the data, 96%
of county residents believed it "very likely" or "likely" that people would
cooperate to save water or electricity in the event of an emergency. 80%
voted in the 1996 Presidential election, 52% had worked on a community
project in the previous year, 34% were involved in a charity or social welfare
organization in the previous year, 81% were members of a church, and 64%
had taken part in church activities in the previous year. 98% of county
residents said they were "happy" or "very happy.,,34

In contemporary political terms, the social capital of Miner County
would be considered "conservative." Much of the community activity is
focused on Christian churches and sports such as hunting (the county is
famous for pheasants), racing, tractor pulls and baseball (Canova has had a
stellar amateur team for years). Culturally, Miner County is in the heart of
the political Red Zone, or the region of the country that tends to vote for
Republican Presidential candidates. As David Brooks might note, there are
no Pottery Barns, Starbucks, Brooks Brothers or other symbols of Blue
America in Miner County.35 According the Putnam's numbers, 52% of
county residents consider themselves "conservative" or "very
conservative.,,36

Despite its Republican origins and Red Zone status, Miner County is
far from being a predictable Republican bastion today. To the contrary, the
county helps explain why there are currently three Democratic Senators from
the Dakotas. Part of the explanation is the recurring power of the Social
Security and Medicare programs to draw Democratic votes-41 % of Miner
County residents consider themselves to be retired. Or perhaps the emphasis
of Democratic Senate candidates on federal largesse and their renunciation of
ideological liberalism explains their success. The political split within the
county tends to indicate that social capital does not translate into predictable
partisan outcomes.

For those worried about community and social capital, the trends in
Miner County are unmistakable. In 1940, Miner County boasted 7,400
people-now it has 2,700. In the 1950s, the county seat of Howard had four
car dealerships and four grocery stores. Now it has one grocery store. The
local priest told me that the present funeral to baptism ratio in his church is
two-to-one. In the weeks prior to my visit to Miner County, the Nazarene
Church in Carthage closed. The Union Presbyterian Church, for which my

33Rahn, 9,16,18-19.
34Rahn, 30, 33, 34-35.

35David Brooks, "One Nation, Slightly Divisible," The Atlantic Monthly (2001).
36Rahn, 18.
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aunt Thelma made 5 of the pies for the soup and pie supper, lost one of its
eleven members. Thelma, 81, was trampled a few weeks ago as she was
helping round up the cattle on her and her son's farm. Without her pies, the
social capital of Miner County will suffer. Those cattle were trampling on
our democratic prospects.
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