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This paper summarizes findings on community-level trust and perceptions of threat derived from social capital research conducted during 2005 in Basra, Iraq, and in The Netherlands.  For the purposes of this research, social capital was defined as the community-based pool of norms, values, attributes, and resources available to community participants.


The research project used a 192-item survey of two hundred Iraqi business owners and managers in Basra and in The Netherlands. It addressed social trust and perceptions of ethno-religious threat as components of the social capital in the business networks.  Survey elements included items drawn from the World Values Surveys (Inglehart), the Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey (Roper Center), and the Social Capital Inventory (Narayan and Cassidy). 


Relationship segregation, social trust, and community influence in social networks were estimated through indices reflecting components of social capital emerging from factor analysis of survey responses.  Indices included civic participation (socialization), perceptions of threat from outgroups, ethnic and religious identity, social trust, personal security, and contribution to community-based resources. 


Uniformity of responses to certain items about outgroups corresponded to findings by other authors on segregation and trust in social networks (Burt 1997,  Buskins 2005, Inglehart 2004, Narayan and Cassidy 2001, Putnam 1995).  

This work was an expansion on an analysis of perceptions of threat by outgroups among Iraqis in five locations conducted in 2003 (Gresham 2004). My hope is that these initial findings will encourage the community of social scientists to explore deeper the social networks among Iraqis, with a view to providing practical tools to build trust in a national unified ethos, without diminishing ethnic and cultural distinctives within Iraq.
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Social Capital of Iraqis: Trust & Threat

I. Introduction


This paper summarizes some of the findings on community-level trust and perceptions of threat derived from research conducted during 2005 in Basra, Iraq, and in The Netherlands.  For the purposes of this research, social capital was defined as the community-based pool of norms, values, attributes, and resources available to community participants.


The research project used a 192-item survey of one hundred Iraqi business owners and managers in Basra and one hundred Iraqis in The Netherlands. The survey addressed social trust and perceptions of ethno-religious threat as components of social capital.  Survey elements included items drawn from the World Values Surveys (Inglehart), the Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey (Roper Center), and the Social Capital Inventory (Narayan and Cassidy). 


Relationship segregation, social trust, and community influence were estimated through indices reflecting component of social capital correlations emerging from factor analysis of survey responses. 


Patterns of response to certain items about outgroups corresponded to findings by other authors on segregation and trust in social networks (Burt 1997,  Buskins 2005, Inglehart 2004, Narayan and Cassidy 2001, Putnam 1995).  
II. Purpose

The purpose of this project was to explore dimensions of social capital and social networks, since these theories might explain how and why the social communities of Iraq function as they do. 

III. Background

What are the differences between "us" and "them"?

In research terms, a group which is just like me is my "in-group," or "ingroup," and a group which is not like me is my "out-group," or "outgroup."  Ingroups and outgroups help me distinguish between me and others, and form my perceptions of how I see myself, how I see others, and how I protect myself from others who might harm me.2  A familiar saying is, "I am against my brother; my brother and I are against our cousins; our family is against the world."  79% of my Basra respondents said that in case of a need, they would first ask their own family for help, instead of a non-family organization.  Trust, like its opposite, fear, depends on the social distance, the familiarity and predictability of behavior, between groups. (The first point in the above saying is, "I am against my brother,"  and this relates to another saying of, "The friend of my friend is not necessarily my friend"). Protecting myself comes before protecting others.

To protect myself, I make assumptions about myself, my group, and other groups to justify my claims that "my group" is better than "their group."  There are many assumptions about life among Iraqis, and I seek to narrow the gap between my assumptions and my facts.   An assumption would be to say, "All Iraqis are like ...,"   but the fact would be, "Based on the 681 survey samples my team collected, our respondents indicated that ...."

As long as one group regards another group as "those inferior others," the potential for conflict and mistrust is higher.  To protect myself, I can create ingroups and outgroups along affinities of religion, ethnic background, social class, or national identity.  Each affinity group provides different combinations of resources that make it easier for me to take care of myself, and maximize comfort while minimizing discomfort.  Strong affinity group ties are what propels the us vs. them attitudes that can lead to uncooperative behavior (although, I have not yet seen it proved conclusively that attitudes cause behavior).

These Iraq Projects.

This current project began in 2003 with a pilot project on perceptions of threat between and among Iraqi social groups.  Data was taken from 479 surveys in 20032, and 203 surveys in 20053, from interviews of Iraqis about their "outgroups."  We looked at perceptions of outgroups based on ethnic, religious, status, and geographic location, and also personal attributes such as financial intelligence and media use.
Questions explored in 2003 included:

1.  How do ethnic and religious identities relate to perceptions of threat from other groups?

i.e.: Would all Sunni respondents express similar perceptions towards Shia Iraqis?

2.  How do locations of respondents relate to perceptions of threat from other groups?

i.e.:  Would respondents in urban areas give different ideas from those in rural areas?

3.  How do feelings about return migration differ among groups and locations?

i.e.:  Would all Iraqis express similar feelings towards the return of expatriate Iraqis?

4.  How do perceptions differ concerning threat by foreign states?

i.e.:  Would all respondents perceive the intentions of Turkey the same way? Or those of Iran?

The most important finding from this study of perceptions of outgroups in Iraq, in my opinion, was that  "Ethnic and religious identities, taken by themselves, did not relate directly to perceptions of outgroups."  That is, perceptions of threat from other groups could not be attributed only to either ethnic or religious background.  

After the first survey, it was obvious that a more-detailed look at the social networks was needed.  In specific, an exploration into the domain of social capital seemed appropriate.  As mentioned, social capital is here defined as the community-based pool of norms, values, attributes, and resources available to community participants. In addition to resources in the community, the other important factor is that of human capital, that is, the education and work experience that qualifies a community participant to improve their own quality of life because of what they are able to do or produce.  Human capital is what allows us to get work based on what we can or should be able to do.  Social capital is what allows us to improve our social status because of what the community is willing to share with us.xx

Why social capital?  Because of the need to focus on making peoples' lives more worthwhile instead of trying to fix what is assumed to be wrong with "other" people.12

Research attempts to explain the variance in answers to questions.  That is, different answers to some questions, (the dependent elements, the effect), should be explained by a few answers to other questions, (the independent elements, the cause). Ideally, the effect we can measure should be explained adequately by simple answers to simple causes.  
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