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CULTURAL MECHANISMS IN NEIGHBORHOOD EFFECTS RESEARCH IN
THE UNITED STATES'

di David J. Harding, Peter Hepburn®

The literature on neighborhood effects in the United States is primarily con-
cerned with understanding the consequences of living in a high poverty, high
violence, or otherwise “disadvantaged” neighborhood on individual outcomes
such as educational attainment, employment, health, or fertility. While the key
dimensions of disadvantage may vary considerably from country to country, in
the U.S. case neighborhood disadvantage is shorthand for a number of charac-
teristics that tend to occur together, including poverty, joblessness, racial seg-
regation, single-parent households, welfare receipt, and low levels of educa-
tion. A fundamental premise of this literature is that the poor are doubly disad-
vantaged, both by their own poverty and by the effects of a neighborhood con-
text in which many of their neighbors are also poor (Wilson, 1987; 1996). A
particular concern in the U.S. is with the effect of concentrated poverty on
children’s and adolescents’ outcomes, particularly those like education and fer-
tility that will impact their own socioeconomic status in adulthood. Given that
the children of poor families are disproportionately exposed to neighborhood
poverty and that neighborhood context during childhood contributes to individ-
ual poverty in adulthood, economic segregation and the resulting concentrated
poverty are important drivers of stratification processes. In the U.S. case this
segregation is as much race-based as it is economic: concentrated poverty is
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largely the burden of blacks and Hispanics, and as such neighborhood effects
are also important for understanding racial inequalities.?

Due to the challenges of confounding by family background and individual
characteristics, the vast majority of research on neighborhood effects in the
U.S. has focused on documenting the existence and relative magnitude of such
effects. As we move beyond questions of selection bias, however, scholars
have begun to examine the processes or mechanisms by which neighborhood
effects come about and for whom they are most significant. This is not to say
that prior neighborhood effects literature was not theoretically motivated, but
that the empirical focus has been on whether there are neighborhood effects
rather than on exploring how neighborhood effects come about and operate.
Multiple theories of neighborhood effects in the U.S. have been proposed, in-
cluding but not limited to social isolation, social (dis)organization, environ-
mental hazards, violence, institutional resources, and - the focus of this article
— neighborhood culture. Each theory proposes one or more mechanisms
through which neighborhood disadvantage is linked to individual outcomes.

These theories are not mutually exclusive; they are complementary rather
than competing, Mechanisms drawn from different theories may explain differ-
ent outcomes equally well, the same outcome may be brought about by differ-
ent mechanisms for different individuals, and life-course processes, resource
distributions, and social networks may affect the interpretation or applicability
of any of these mechanisms.” A complete account of neighborhood effects

2 The role of race and ethnicity in the U.S. literature on neighborhood poverty and
neighborhood effects is largely limited to the role of racial segregation in the creation and
maintenance of geographically concentrated poverty. Racial segregation and housing
discrimination coupled with high rates of poverty among minorities, particularly blacks and
Hispanics, leads to concentrated poverty among minorities that is far more common than among
whites (Wilson, 1987; Massey and Denton, 1993; Jargowsky, 1997). However, the processes and
disadvantages resulting from concentrated poverty are often assumed to be universalistic. In
other words, racial or ethnic group-specific cultural beliefs, customs, norms or practices are not
seen as playing a central role in neighborhood effects, even though members of specific groups
tended to be concentrated with others of the same race or ethnicity in poor neighborhoods. This
might be contrasted with some European approaches that focus on specific immigrant groups in
high poverty neighborhoods and the role of group specific cultural traits, particularly as those
cultures interact with poverty concentration (e.g. Lagrange, 2010).

3 One simple definition of a mechanism is “the cogs and wheels of the causal process through
which the outcome to be explained was brought about” (Hedstrom and Ylikoski, 2010: 50)

38

Cultural Mechanisms In Neighborhood Effects Research In The United States

mechanisms likely includes causal processes identified by multiple theories
acting in concert.

Of these mechanisms, neighborhood culture is amongst the most widely dis-
cussed but least developed, theoretically or empirically. The purpose of this pa-
per is to review the literature on cultural mechanisms in neighborhood effects
research in the U.S.* It has three goals. The first goal is to describe and critique
two central theories of cultural mechanisms in U.S. neighborhood effects re-
search. The second goal is to explore additional cultural mechanisms that might
be fruitfully pursued in empirical research on neighborhoods and culture. We
divide this discussion into two parts, one on previously-established, seemingly
non-cultural neighborhood effects processes that might be thought of as cultural,
and another part on the use of concepts from the sociology of culture that have
been hitherto ignored in the neighborhood effects field. Our third goal is to dis-
cuss the conceptual and methodological challenges facing research on culture in
neighborhood effects. Throughout this paper we attempt to highlight the most
fruitful points of overlap between the sociology of culture and the study of
neighborhood effects, to point out unresolved tensions, and to develop an agenda
for overcoming these challenges.

1. Cultural Mechanisms in the Neighborhood Effects Literature

What do we mean by cultural mechanisms in neighborhood effects? We
mean a set of processes that are the product of neighborhood poverty (or some
other form of neighborhood disadvantage, such as high rates of unemployment
or non-marital childbearing) and in turn affect individual outcomes of neigh-
borhood residents.’ A cultural mechanism explains how the composition of the

4 We are not the first to do so; see Sampson and Bean (2006) for a related review.

5 This definition is intentionally limited in that it focuses on processes linked to
neighborhood disadvantage rather than all cultural aspects of neighborhoods. In explaining how
neighborhood disadvantage can affect individual outcomes we are attempting to highlight the
direct paths through which culture may operate. This should not be read, however, as a rejection
of alternate conceptualizations of culture, a claim about the relationship between culture and
structure, or an argument that poverty/disadvantage is the sole “source” of culture in a
neighborhood. We are keenly aware of Sewell’s claim that structures are multiple, schemas
transposable, and resource accumulation unpredictable (Sewell Jr. 1992), but are attempting to
offer a simplified reading of “cultural mechanisms” here in the hope of stimulating consideration
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neighborhood (who lives there, particularly their structural positions in the hi-
erarchies of the wider society) affects the cultural context of the neighborhood
(the cultural milieu experienced by residents) as well as how that cultural con-
text affects individuals. Thus we think of neighborhood effects mechanisms as
composed of two components: (1) the processes by which neighborhood pov-
erty or other forms of disadvantage create a particular neighborhood cultural
milieu (what neighborhood effects researchers call more generally the “emer-
gent” properties of neighborhoods, see Sampson, 2012), and (2) how different
types of cultural milieu have consequences for individual behavior, decision-
making, and outcomes. The latter question, how cultural context shapes indi-
vidual behavior, has been a particular interest in cultural sociology and is
where concepts from that field may be most productively incorporated into the
neighborhood effects literature. Because the term culture has many different
meanings and encompasses many different concepts (Jepperson and Swidler,
1994), a particular problem in the literature on neighborhoods and culture has
been lack of specificity in the concepts that underlie the proposed mechanisms.
As we will see below, different conceptualizations of culture can lead to very
different mechanisms.

1.1. The Field as it now Stands

The dominant conceptualization of the cultural context of poor neighbor-
hoods in the neighborhood effects literature is what we term the “deviant sub-
culture” theory. The dominance and ubiquity of this theory has meant that its
core ideas and assumptions are rarely stated explicitly, resulting in considerable
variation across researchers in its presentation and application. Our description
of this perspective is therefore gleaned from various sources.

The deviant subculture theory (hereafter, “subculture” theory) holds that in-
dividuals in poor neighborhoods engage in behaviors that are (at least on aver-
age) different than those of residents of more advantaged neighborhoods be-
cause they are embedded in and responsive to a different culture, one that val-
ues such behaviors or the outcomes to which they lead. Instead of valuing mar-

of such factors in future research. We return to this point, and alternate conceptualization of
culture’s import to neighborhoods, in section 3.1.
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riage, the urban poor value early parenthood. Instead of valuing work and self-
sufficiency, the urban poor value leisure. Instead of valuing investment in edu-
cation, the urban poor value short-term hustling or crime that allows them to
“get by” day-to-day. Young people who grow up in poor neighborhoods are
socialized into this culture through interactions with neighbors and peers. So-
cial isolation from mainstream individuals and institutions, driven by racial and
economic segregation in neighborhoods and schools, precludes other sources of
socialization. Perhaps the strongest statement of this perspective is provided by
Massey and Denton in their 1993 book, American Apartheid.

As intense racial isolation and acutely concentrated poverty have continued, ghetto
values, attitudes, and ideals have become progressively less connected to those prevail-
ing elsewhere in the United States. More and more, the culture of the ghetto has be-
come an entity unto itself, remote from the rest of American society and its institutions,
and drifting ever further afield. (172).

This quote includes three core elements of the subculture perspective. The
first is the importance of concentrated poverty and racial segregation in gener-
ating social isolation. The second is the role of social isolation in generating a
separate, distinct culture (“the culture of the ghetto,” “remote” and “drifting
ever further afield”). The third is what such a culture consists of, “values, atti-
tudes, and ideals,” that is, the ends toward which one should strive.

The ideas underlying the subculture perspective can be traced back to the
fount of Parsonian functionalism. Parsons understood culture — an individual
trait developed through socialization, singular and unwavering — as providing
the values toward which human action is directed (Parsons, 1951). Likewise,
we see in subculture theory a claim that the cultural milieu of the disadvan-
taged provides the ends toward which they act. An earlier generation of schol-
ars, Oscar Lewis and Daniel Patrick Moynihan perhaps best known, brought
this view of culture to the study of poverty as well. The strong negative public
and intellectual reaction to Lewis’s “culture of poverty” thesis (1966; 1968)
and the Moynihan report (1965) tamped down the study of culture and poverty
for several decades (see Wilson, 1987). Since the 1980s, largely via subcul-
tures, culture has reemerged as a legitimate topic in the field. This work main-
tains the motivational understanding of culture while emphasizing its adaptive
nature: the subculture of disadvantaged areas responds to structural factors
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(joblessness, isolation, discrimination, etc.), but is not permanent; a change in
structure is presumed to alter culture. The reemergence of culture in the field
has political as well as theoretical ramifications. Work in the subculture vein,
as Skrentny astutely notes, «takes cultural explanations back from the Right,
and then banishes them from policy discussions because culture is epiphenom-
enal» (2008: 63).

One example of this approach to subcultures comes from Anderson’s eth-
nographic study of inner-city Philadelphia (Anderson, 1990; 1999), where he
describes romantic and sexual relationships among young people as the “baby
game.” Anderson argues that male adolescent peer groups, without avenues
such as occupational prestige or wealth for demonstrating success, value sexual
conquest of multiple women and high fertility as proof of manhood and signals
of masculinity. At the same time, they also see long-term relationships as traps
by girls or women out to take advantage of a man’s limited material resources.
As a result, young males seek to “play” their female counterparts, promising
long-term relationships in exchange for sex, then moving on to another partner.
Young women, with few prospects for conventional means of success or status,
see early motherhood as a route to adult status and seek to ensnare the most
desirable men with sex. As the process plays out, the result is high rates of ear-
ly childbearing and single motherhood in poor inner-city communities.

Perhaps the most well-known and well-researched version of the subculture
theory is the “oppositional culture” explanation of schooling outcomes among
poor blacks. On the basis of an ethnographic study of an inner-city high school
and the surrounding community, Fordam and Ogbu (1986) argue that, in re-
sponse to limited educational and labor market opportunities, poor inner-city
black youth see school effort as “acting white.” Since only whites will benefit
from schooling effort, blacks who engage in effort at school are thought to
view themselves as better than their black peers. As a result, they are ostra-
cized, and resistance to schooling becomes normative in the adolescent culture.
Subsequent research has found no evidence of greater sanctioning of school
effort among African-American youth (Cook and Ludwig, 1998; Ainsworth-
Darnell and Downey, 1998; Harris 2006), and Carter (2005) has argued that
young people’s conceptions of “acting white” have more to do with music and
fashion tastes than with schooling effort.

Similar subcultural explanations, in which residents of poor neighborhoods
develop cultural values that are different from the mainstream and thereby lead

|
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individuals to engage in different behaviors, appear in neighborhood effects
studies from multiple fields. Some criminologists argue that high rates of vio-
lence in disadvantaged neighborhoods are the product of a “street culture” that
valorizes honor through violence and public domination of others. Absent ac-
cess to other forms of prestige or social status, respect goes to the toughest (for
a review, see Kubrin and Weitzer, 2003. See also Stewart and Simons, 2010
and Berg et al., 2012). In the immigration literature, segmented assimilation
theory (Portes and Zhou, 1993) holds that some second-generation immigrants
assimilate into the values and norms of inner-city black culture rather than
mainstream culture because of their skin color, neighborhood location, and
perceived lack of opportunities for upward economic mobility. This “down-
ward assimilation” leads to negative outcomes.

While U.S. poverty and neighborhood effects researchers have been focused
on subcultural theories, researchers in fields such as urban studies, race and
ethnicity, education, stratification, and the sociology of culture, have developed
alternative ways of thinking about culture. These approaches — lumped under
the rubric of the “cultural turn” — part ways with the conception of culture as
providing the ends to which action is directed, and instead consider the various
ways in which cultural resources, tools, and models enable and constrain the
behavior of actors who have access to them. Topics of study include but are not
limited to frames (Goffman, 1986); schemas (Sewell Jr., 1992); styles, skills,
and habits (Swidler, 1986); habitus (Bourdieu, 1984); semiotic codes (Alexan-
der and Smith, 1993); and narratives (Somers, 1994).

The cultural turn was, at least in part, motivated by empirical work on the
values, attitudes, and ideals of the poor, and continues to find applications in
that field.® Studies of education, fertility, and work in poor communities have
documented strong adherence to conventional values such as the importance of
education, marriage, parenthood, and work. Qualitative research has provided
evidence of a high degree of cultural conflict in poor communities (Hannerz,

® Debate over the degree to which the poor share the values and aspirations of the middle-
class was one of two central examples in Swidler’s seminal “Culture in Action” (1986). Swidler
uses evidence from Liebow, Hannerz, and Valentine to argue that the values and aspirations of
the poor are indeed similar to those of the middle class, but that cultural differences made
enactment of these aspirations much less likely. In addition, Hannerz’s Soulside informs
Swidler’s thinking on cultural repertoires.
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1969; Anderson, 1999);" argued that local cultures are derived from main-
stream culture but reinterpreted to fit local needs and in response to blocked
opportunities, rather than a rejection of mainstream culture due to lack of op-
portunity (Liebow, 1967; Duneier, 1992; Anderson, 1978; Rodman, 1963); and
shown that local values are consistent with mainstream values (Edin and
Kefalas, 2005; Newman, 1999).

The basic conceptual problem with subcultural explanations of neighbor-
hood effects is that it is hard to see how a subculture can dictate individual be-
havior when the empirical evidence suggests lack of uniformity in cultural
models present in the neighborhood. The cultural turn perspective relies instead
on a different underlying conceptualization of what culture is and how it influ-
ences individual behavior. The subculture concept assumes that culture is co-
herent and cohesive and explains behavior as conformity to subcultural values.
Variation in behavior must therefore result from embeddedness in a different
subculture with different values. In contrast, modern sociology of culture is
based on a cognitive view in which culture is fragmented and composed of,
«disparate bits of information and... schematic structures that organize that
information» (DiMaggio, 1997: 263). A key concept is the cultural repertoire
or toolkit (Hannerz, 1969; Tilly, 1978; Swidler, 1986): the set of cultural re-
sources that an individual has available for deployment. An individual always
has multiple cultural resources in his or her repertoire, and they need not fit
neatly together. Indeed, they may be divergent or conflicting.

Based on such an understanding of culture, Harding has put forth an alterna-
tive to the subculture perspective that conceives of disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods as culturally heterogeneous rather than simply distinct from middle- or
working-class communities (Harding, 2007; 2010; 2011). Harding defines cul-
tural heterogeneity as «a wide array of competing and conflicting cultural mod-
els» (2007: 341). In other words, rather than being dominated by a unified sub-
culture with non-mainstream values, the cultural heterogeneity theory describes
poor neighborhoods as containing a mix of competing and conflicting cultural
elements, some of which are oppositional or “ghetto-specific” (Wilson, 1987)

7 Anderson’s position on the debate between subculture and cultural heterogeneity is difficult
to discern. On the one hand, his notion that poor urban neighborhoods contain both “street” and
“decent” cultural codes is a core motivating idea for the cultural heterogeneity perspective. On
the other hand, his explanations of behavior and decision-making in poor urban neighborhoods
tends to fall back on the deviant subculture logic, as discussed above.
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and reflect responses to blocked opportunities, but most of which are conven-
tional.* The cultural heterogeneity perspective holds that poor neighborhoods
are culturally heterogeneous, and that this meso-level heterogeneity causes
young people growing up in such neighborhoods to develop a far more hetero-
geneous repertoire than their counterparts in more advantaged neighborhoods.

The cultural heterogeneity perspective revives two insights that were once
core ideas of sociological research on urban poverty. The first comes from
Shaw and McKay (1969), who argued that socially disorganized slum neigh-
borhoods present youth with «systems of competing and conflicting moral val-
ues», both conventional and unconventional. Shaw and McKay used this in-
sight to explain higher rates of delinquency in immigrant receiving neighbor-
hoods during the early 20"™ century, arguing that this heterogeneity of moral
values leads to the weakening of social norms and breakdown of informal so-
cial control (see below on the role of culture in social organization theory). The
second comes from Hannerz (1969), who was the first scholar of whom we are
aware to use the concept of repertoire in an analysis of culture among the urban
poor. Hannerz argued that each individual has a repertoire of various cultural
“items” — beliefs, norms, values, meanings, and modes of action — that is a
mixture of both mainstream and “ghetto-specific” cultural elements, with ghet-
to-specific cultural elements being adaptations and reactions to poverty and
social exclusion. The culture of the local community can either add to or sub-
stitute for various elements in one’s repertoire.

How does cultural heterogeneity help us to explain the effect of neighbor-
hoods on an individual’s outcomes? Assuming that an individual’s repertoire is
the product of the various cultural resources that he or she comes into contact
with regularly, an individual residing in a culturally heterogeneous neighbor-
hood will have a more diverse repertoire of cultural resources available. Espe-

¥ Wilson's conceptualization of the cultural context of poor urban neighborhoods seems to
have evolved over time. While The Truly Disadvantaged discusses the importance of social
isolation in creating a “ghetto-specific” culture, When Work Disappears uses the term “ghetto-
related” and emphasizes that many residents of poor urban neighborhoods subscribe to
mainstream values, even if such values are difficult or impossible to live up to. His discussion of
culture on pages 66-72 in WWD is similar to the cultural heterogeneity perspective discussed
here. Wilson’s latest book, More Than Just Race (2009) continues along the same lines,
specifically and emphatically rejecting subcultural explanations of behavior in poor urban
communities.

45



Harding, Hepburn

cially for young people, a diverse repertoire can make envisioning and imple-
menting effective strategies of action more challenging. Adolescents in more
culturally heterogeneous neighborhoods are less likely to realize or act in ac-
cordance with the pregnancy frames, relationship scripts, educational goals,
and frames about violence that they articulate (Harding, 2007; 2011; Berg et
al., 2013; Berg et al., 2012).

Based on a qualitative study of adolescent boys in three neighborhoods in
Boston, Harding (2010) identifies three processes through which neighborhood
cultural heterogeneity translates into negative schooling outcomes and early
fatherhood. “Model shifting” occurs when alternative cultural models are
available to replace those in use when challenges or setbacks occur, leading to
lack of consistency in action or effort. “Dilution” occurs when information
about how to enact particular cultural models is diluted by the volume and di-
versity of such cultural models. In a culturally heterogeneous neighborhood,
dilution may mean there are fewer opportunities to develop the skills, habits,
and interactional styles that allow young people to successfully navigate and
secure resources from complex institutions such as the labor market or post-
secondary education. “Simultaneity” occurs when individuals try to deploy
multiple cultural models at the same time and those models are incompatible
with one another, leading to flawed strategies of action. Other types of process-
es, yet to be identified and described, may operate as well.

Individuals do not simply pick selectively from the available cultural re-
sources; they also look to their environment for sanction of and support in their
application. This is one place in which the role of structural positions or mate-
rial circumstances enters cultural heterogeneity theory. Cultural models that
have social support in the local environment are more likely to enter one’s rep-
ertoire and to be deployed from it, but the social support need not be universal
and can be evidenced by either the words or the actions of others. Moreover,
structurally influenced social identities may play an important role in the inter-
pretation, salience, and deployment of particular cultural models from the rep-
ertoire. Some cultural models may “resonate” (Schudson, 1989) more with
one’s prior experiences, which will be in part determined by structural posi-
tions or material circumstances. Those with greater resonance are more likely
to be deployed. In contrast subculture theory views culture as a direct response
to opportunities (structural positions) or material circumstances.
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Table I1: Comparison of Subculture and Cultural Heterogeneity Theories of Neighbor-
hood Culture and Neighborhood Effects

Subculture Cultural Heterogeneity
Cultural Concepts Values Frames, Scripts, Narratives
(Ends) (Means)
Cultural Coherence High Low

Availability and Deployment of

Basis for Explanations of Be- Conformity to
Cultural Models (repertoire)

havior subculture

Tightly coupled Loosely coupled
(subculture as refer-  (multiple sources of cultural models)
ence group)

Social Netwvorks and Culture

Different Repertoires and
Different Deployment

Accounting for Variation Different subcultures

Resonance, Social Support, Identities
(Influencing availability, salience,
and deployment of cultural models)

Subculture as re-
sponse to blocked
opportunities

Role of Structural Positions &
Material Circumstances

Individual Agency Lower Higher

Table 1 summarizes key differences between the subculture theory and the
cultural heterogeneity theory. While much of this has been discussed above, we
want to highlight two additional points. First, cultural heterogeneity theory
acknowledges that cultural resources come from multiple sources, such as local
contexts (family, school, church) and larger social institutions such as the me-
dia, politics, or religion. As a result, social networks and culture are only loose-
ly coupled, as individuals draw on multiple sources in developing their reper-
toires. In contrast, the subculture theory assumes that a subculture is, in addi-
tion to being a set of cultural resources, a bounded group or network of indi-
viduals; social networks and culture are tightly coupled. Second, given its em-
phasis on selection of cultural models for deployment from the repertoire, the
cultural heterogeneity theory assumes a high level of individual agency, while
the subculture theory, with its emphasis on cultural conformity, assumes a low-
er level of agency. The concept of repertoire assumes that individuals selective-
ly filter cultural resources they encounter in their environment, although in a
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way that is attentive to which ideas are dominant in the local context or in the
wider society.

1.2. Critiques of the Current Field

The literature on cultural mechanisms in neighborhood effects summarized
in Table 1 is at a crucial stage, with two very different perspectives on the cul-
tural context of poor neighborhoods and the processes through which this con-
text affects individuals. In the remainder of this section we discuss three cri-
tiques that have been made of these perspectives, with the goal of motivating
our discussion of alternative conceptualizations and a new research agenda in
the subsequent two sections of the paper.

A first critique, levied generally against the post-cultural turn field, cautions
against abandoning the notion that culture may influence the ends toward
which individuals strive. The critique, as we understand it, can be made in two
ways. First, there is a philosophical argument, rooted in American pragmatism,
which questions the very distinction between means and ends. This perspective
suggests that a given cultural resource — a frame, a script, a strategy of action —
may have multiple instances, and that singling it out as solely a means of or
constraint on action (rather than also recognizing the ways in which it can serve
as an end), is to overlook the plurality of meanings it may have.” Second, there
is a logical argument that one need not assume cultural coherence in order to
use concepts such as norms, values, ideals, or attitudes. The question of what
culture consists of — and whether ends are important — must be analytically
separate from whether it is coherent or heterogeneous. In other words, the cri-
tique described above of the subculture perspective need not be taken as a gen-
eral critique of the applicability of cultural concepts related to values, ideals,
ends, or “motivations” as Vaisey (2009; 2010) calls them collectively.

A second critique questions whether the current conceptualization of cultur-
al heterogeneity sufficiently theorizes the role of dominant vs. non-mainstream
cultural models. For example, Harding (2010) analyzes heterogeneity in career
scripts, but focuses on a set of scripts — such as vocational training, GED fol-

% See the discussion of imagined futures in section 2.2 for a specific example of this
argument.
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lowed by community college, work in the low-wage labor market — that, while
not necessarily salient in a middle class community, would not be viewed as
deviant in the wider society. This leaves largely unexamined the role of alterna-
tive “deviant career” scripts, particularly drug selling or other criminal activity.
More generally, how do the evaluative hierarchies of the wider society influ-
ence the availability and deployment of cultural models in poor neighbor-
hoods? What role do local and non-local norms play in the composition of in-
dividuals’ repertoires in poor neighborhoods and the decision to act according
to a particular cultural model from the repertoire? The role of neighborhood
context relative to the wider society deserves further consideration and elabora-
tion if we are to understand the role of neighborhood context in repertoire con-
struction and how strategies of action are developed from repertoires.'®

A third critique questions whether either the subculture or cultural hetero-
geneity perspective presents an adequate model of what “culture” is. This cri-
tique requires elaboration of what elements constitute culture, at what levels of
analysis they are to be found, and how these elements are related to one another
and to a range of structural factors. Twenty years ago, Jepperson and Swidler
(1994) described the difficulty of this problem in cultural sociology, and the
questions that they faced remain, by and large, unresolved. Suffice it to say that
culture can be and regularly is theorized as existing and acting at the level of
individuals — frames, scripts, and other “cultural models” (Holland and Quinn,
1987)!; styles, skills, and habits; identities; etc. — as well as the community
(especially in the form of norms and institutions). It is important to note that
the heterogeneity theorized by Harding is heterogeneity within a given element
— heterogeneity of frames about sex or scripts for education — and not across
elements. The connections between and within these levels, however, have
bearing on his model and remain under-theorized. How are cultural resources
“inside” the individual related to one another and to community norms? How
do they get “inside” and how do we account for differential internalization?

'% This reflects a larger weakness in the repertoires literature, which has not sufficiently
theorized the composition of repertoires or deployment of elements from the repertoire in action
or behavior (see Lamont, 1992; Lamont and Thévenot, 2000).

"' Holland and Quinn define cultural models as, «presupposed, taken-for-granted models of
the world that are widely shared (although not necessarily to the exclusion of other, alternative
models) by the members of a society and that play an enormous role in their understanding of
that world and their behavior in it» (1987: 4).
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These questions have direct bearing on the subculture and cultural hetero-
geneity theories. The deviant subculture perspective is most closely aligned
with conceptions of culture based on values, ideals, and attitudes, while cultur-
al heterogeneity has primarily relied on frames, scripts, and cultural models. A
richer elaboration of the latter should account for what heterogeneity means
when applied to other concepts. Given Harding’s argument that heterogeneity
at the community level leads to more heterogeneous repertoires among mem-
bers of the community, we need a deeper theory of both normative heterogenei-
ty (a concept that seems at first glance paradoxical) and the transmission of
cultural resources. In addition, the structure and consequences of cultural het-
erogeneity may vary depending on the cultural resource considered. For exam-
ple, cultural resources like styles, skills, and habits can be thought of as more
internalized and less conscious than cognitive concepts like frames, scripts,
beliefs or narratives. Is it possible to internalize competing or conflicting styles
or habits? Can the habitus be heterogeneous? More generally, can these other
cultural concepts be used to describe differences in cultural context between
poor and more advantaged neighborhoods and to explain differences in behav-
ior or outcomes across neighborhoods?

2. Possible Alternative Conceptualizations of Neighborhood Cultural
Mechanisms

The above critiques suggest that alternative conceptualizations of neighbor-
hood cultural mechanisms are possible and necessary. In this section we con-
sider additional possible linkages between the neighborhood effects and cultur-
al sociology literatures. In reviewing these literatures, we have come to see
linkages — some implicit, some potential — between the two fields. We believe
that there are well-established neighborhood effects theories that are nominally
unrelated to neighborhood culture yet contain elements of cultural explanation
or could be strengthened by explicitly considering cultural concepts. Likewise,
there are concepts central to the sociology of culture that could fruitfully be
brought to bear in explaining neighborhood effects. We aim to highlight sever-
al of these possibilities in this section.
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2.1. Finding Culture in Neighborhood Effects Theories

In this sub-section we attempt to emphasize the cultural aspects of extant
neighborhood effects theories and mechanisms. These are not typically thought
of in the language of cultural sociology, but we believe that linking the two
may prove beneficial to both fields.

Our first example comes from the social organization field of the neighbor-
hood effects literature. Instead of focusing on the cultural context of poor
neighborhoods, this longstanding approach focuses on the social organization
of poor neighborhoods, or the extent to which residents are socially connected
to one another in such a way that they can act collectively to regulate activities
in the neighborhood via informal social control. Although this literature origi-
nally focused on crime and delinquency (e.g. Shaw, 1929; Shaw and McKay,
1969; Kornhauser, 1978), it has also been extended to the control of adolescent
behavior in other domains such as education and fertility (e.g. Coleman, 1988;
Browning er al. 2004; 2005).

There is a strong cultural element to social organization theory, in that a
neighborhood’s capacity for social control may be determined as much by resi-
dents’ subjective beliefs about, scripts toward, and frames of their neighbors as
by the social network ties linking neighborhood residents together. Berg et al.
(2012), for instance, find that adolescents in neighborhoods with greater heter-
ogeneity in frames about violence are more likely to engage in violence. More-
over, shared beliefs are central to the idea of collective efficacy, defined as
«social cohesion among neighbors combined with their willingness to intervene
on behalf of the common good» (Sampson, Raudenush, Earls, 1997). Collec-
tive efficacy represents the most important recent theoretical advance in our
understanding of social organization. Although not typically discussed in cul-
tural terms, the theory suggests that residents’ subjective beliefs about how
their neighbors will react to crime, delinquency, or disorder are important de-
terminants of whether they are able to work together to limit their neighbor-
hood’s exposure to such problems.

Small (2004) makes the link between neighborhood culture and neighbor-
hood social organization explicit through his concept of “neighborhood
frames.” A neighborhood frame is a lens through which an individual under-
stands the key features of his or her neighborhood. Small analyzes the neigh-
borhood frames of the residents of Villa Victoria, a Puerto Rican public hous-
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ing project in Boston. He shows that young people who view the neighborhood
as the product of a collective struggle to create and defend from gentrification a
Puerto Rican enclave participate in activities that enhance the neighborhood’s
social organization, while those whose neighborhood frame sees the neighbor-
hood as “just another housing project” do not participate in such activities.
Those young people who view the neighborhood through the lens of its history
and collective struggle do so because that history has been passed down to
them through social interactions with older neighbors.

Collective efficacy and neighborhood framing suggest that neighborhood
effects processes normally associated with social organization theory can in-
corporate an understanding of the role of cultural processes. In fact, cultural
processes may be key mechanisms by which neighborhood disadvantage is
translated into social organization or lack thereof.

As a second example we consider the case of legal cynicism, which Sampson
and Bartusch define as, «cynicism about the legitimacy of laws and the ability of
police to do their job in an effective and nondiscriminatory manner» (1998: 784).
These authors find that neighborhood disadvantage is an independent predictor
of legal cynicism among African-Americans. Kirk and Papachristos (2011) view
legal cynicism as a cultural frame and find that legal cynicism explains high
homicide rates in some Chicago neighborhoods during the 1990s. In a related
vein, Harding (2010) argues that a frame of “institutional distrust” that emerges
from young men’s neighborhood-based interactions with the police is often
translated to other social institutions and their agents, such as schools and
teachers, affecting how young men from poor violent neighborhoods approach
interactions and relationships with authority figures.

Here we see that violence and other forms of public social disorder may
breed cynicism and distrust toward a range of institutions. In our first example
we stressed the ways in which available frames, scripts, or beliefs might affect
the possibilities for social organization and collective efficacy. This example
illustrates how the lack of organization and efficacy can, in turn, lend social
support to non-mainstream frames and scripts. While collective efficacy and
neighborhood frames concern residents’ (culturally-shaped) beliefs regarding
their own neighborhoods, culturally significant interpretations of external insti-
tutions may likewise be a product of neighborhood context.

A third site for the potential application of cultural elements to the study of
neighborhood effects comes from the urban studies literature on neighborhood
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change, (re)development, and gentrification. There has been limited direct con-
tact between this field and sociologists studying either neighborhood effects or
culture, but it seems worthwhile to put them in discussion. This work seeks to
understand the social forces that lead to change or stasis in the economic and
demographic character of neighborhoods as well as the consequences of such
changes for residents (e.g. Zukin, 1987; Mele, 1996; Boyd, 2000; Lloyd, 2002).
In this literature, culture is often conceptualized as consumption, particularly of
the arts but also of food, clothing, or recreational spaces. The key cultural con-
cept is amenities, and neighborhoods are differentiated from one another by the
sets of amenities that fall within their borders or are nearby. Changes in a
neighborhood’s amenities may spur or may follow from changes in de-
mographics or the socioeconomic positions of its residents, and certain neigh-
borhoods become known for the cultural amenities that they offer. Silver,
Clark, and Yanez (2010) formalize the concept of the “scene” to allow for sys-
tematic measurement of clusters of amenities in spatial locations. A scene is a
cluster of urban amenities, and Silver er al.,, (2010: 2295) argue that scenes
“structure shared cultural consumption” and that scenes enable people to actu-
alize cultural “values and meanings.”

One might think of scenes as placed-based instantiations of the concept of
urban subcultures developed by Fischer (1975; 1995). Fischer defines a subcul-
ture as «a large set of people who share a defining trait, associate with one an-
other, are members of institutions associated with their defining trait, adhere to
a distinct set of values, share a set of cultural tools (Swidler, 1986), and take
part in a common way of life» (1995: 544). Although Fischer developed his
subcultural theory of urbanism to explain the “unconventionality” of urban life
and did not explicitly consider neighborhood-specific subculture, the theory
carries potentially important ideas for a middle ground between deviant subcul-
ture and cultural heterogeneity. Like the deviant subculture perspective de-
scribed above, it links subculture to networks of association and interaction and
emphasizes values as a key aspect of culture, yet like the cultural heterogeneity
perspective, it also conceptualizes culture as a shared repertoire and emphasiz-
es the role of interaction and cultural diffusion across subcultures. Other key
ideas from urban subculture theory are the role of institutions in structuring and
maintaining subcultural differentiation, variation in the intensity of subcultural
interaction, and the distinction between central and peripheral cultural ele-
ments.
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Thus far, scenes have largely been used to understand neighborhood
change. In order for scenes or other forms of urban subculture to inform cultur-
al mechanisms of neighborhood effects, we must develop a fuller understand-
ing of how a neighborhood’s scenes affect individual residents. What types of
scenes are most common in and around disadvantaged neighborhoods? What
types of scenes do residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods participate in out-
side their own neighborhoods? Do scenes favored by the upper classes provide
nearby residents with opportunities to acquire cultural capital? Do scenes pro-
vide sources of identity or neighborhood narratives? For example, Wherry
(2011) shows how a neighborhood’s branding as a cultural center can reinforce
ethnic identities and provide a context for practices and performances associat-
ed with those identities. Do scenes provide employment opportunities or con-
sumption opportunities for local residents, or are their amenities mostly pro-
duced for and by outsiders? What types of scenes increase or reduce social co-
hesion and collective efficacy? Does a diversity of scenes generate or contrib-
ute to cultural heterogeneity?

Finally, the importance of institutions in the neighborhood effects literature
provides another opportunity to more carefully consider the role of cultural
mechanisms. Institutions are understood in the sociology of culture as, mini-
mally, repositories of well-established, taken-for-granted meanings, symbols,
and rules.'? They permit and constrain certain courses of action, and may vary
in their availability to or interpretation by certain actors. They can also vary
along several axes, both from abstract to concrete and from wide-reaching to
particular. On the more immaterial side, we take things like marriage and
Christmas as institutions (both have broad reach). In more concrete terms, the
U.S. penal system as a whole is an institution (broad, expansive), and so is
Riker’s Island prison (small, particular).

The neighborhood effects literature has primarily used the concept of insti-
tutions in the small and particular sense, viewing them as organizations that
create, aggregate, and distribute material, social, and (to some extent) cultural
resources. Wilson (1987) argued that the exodus of middle-class blacks from
inner-city ghetto neighborhoods in the post-Civil Rights era weakened the in-
stitutions of those neighborhoods, leading to what he termed *“de-

2 For a more comprehensive statement of the significance of institutions in the sociology of
culture, see Swidler (2001).
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institutionalized ghettos” (see also Wacquant, 2008; on the “hyperghetto” and
de-institutionalization of marginalized neighborhoods more generally). Alt-
hough the contours of the institutional landscape in poor urban neighborhoods
remains an open empirical question (Small, 2006; 2009; Small and McDermott,
2006; Small and Stark, 2005; Sanchez-Jankowski, 2008), it is clear that institu-
tions play important roles in the life of neighborhoods. For example, Small,
Jacobs, and Massengill (2008) argue that local institutions foster and maintain
neighborhood network ties by linking otherwise disconnected people together.
Sanchez-Jankowski’s Cracks in the Pavement (2008) provides an example
of how institutions can be pertinent to the study of neighborhood effects. Based
on a decade-long longitudinal ethnographic study of five poor neighborhoods,
the author develops a model of the interplay between neighborhood institutions
and neighborhood culture. He demonstrates how commonly-overlooked institu-
tions — housing projects, grocery stores, barber shops and hair salons, gangs,
and local high schools — integrate the “value orientations” of the community,
establish hierarchies, elaborate and maintain social order, and facilitate day-to-
day survival under conditions of material scarcity."” For Sanchez-Jankowski, a
neighborhood’s institutions — understood here in a very concrete, particular
sense — are closely linked to its cultural environment. Local institutions are
products of neighborhood culture and critical to the production of social organ-
ization and structure that sustains and preserves the neighborhood culture.'* A
key implication of such an analysis is that the cultural context of poor neigh-
borhoods and its impact on individual behavior cannot be understood without
attention to the local institutions that reflect and sustain that cultural context.

13 1t is worth noting that Sanchez-Jankowski draws a clear distinction between establishments
and institutions. The former may become the latter under certain circumstances, but it is not a
given. In other words, not every hair salon or grocery store is an institution. Other common
establishments or organizations (churches, day-care centers, jails, etc.) could be considered in
this light.

'* Readers may also wish to consider Sanchez-Jankowski’s (2008) analysis of the “subculture
of scarcity” in poor neighborhoods, which is a product of material deprivation and facilitates
day-to-day survival in poor communities. He proposes that the subculture of scarcity consists of
two “value orientations,” the maximization of security and the maximization of excitement.
Because it 1s based on values but also draws from Swidler’s work on cultural toolkits, it has the
potential to bridge the divide between the “culture as ends” and “culture as means” strands of
cultural theory.
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