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Chapter 9: Bowling Alone, Paying Alone
"The moment you step out of the door of your house, you are in the market... The problem is 

that the market is accessible only to those who have the legal rights to enter it."

 — Hernando de Soto, The Other Path (1986)

The modern citizen has learned a curious trick: to live surrounded by people and still inhabit 

a kind of solitude. One can stand in a crowded train, scroll through a crowded feed, and still 

be socially bankrupt—connected by wires, detached by habit. The city hums. The devices 

glow. The calendar fills. Yet the civic life that once made ordinary existence resilient—clubs, 

congregations, neighbourhood ties, mutual aid, informal apprenticeship, the small rituals of 

association—thins to a ghost. People speak about “community” as one speaks about extinct 

wildlife: with concern, with nostalgia, with a faint suspicion that the thing never really 

existed outside documentaries.

This civic decline is usually treated as a cultural sadness. In fact, it is an economic 

vulnerability. The sentimental language misleads because it frames the problem as 

psychological when it is structural. When people “bowl alone,” they also pay alone. They pay 

alone for unemployment shocks, childcare gaps, illness, bad luck, rent spikes, transport 

breakdowns, bureaucratic delays, legal disputes, and the thousand frictions of life that used to 

be softened by networks and reciprocity. In a low-association society, every problem becomes 

a retail problem. Every crisis becomes an invoice. Every transition—school to work, work to 

better work, single to married, renter to owner—requires an interaction not with neighbours 

but with systems, and systems charge for entry.

This chapter connects civic decline to economic fragility. It argues that the erosion of 

associations and local ties produces a society that is more dependent, more atomised, and 

paradoxically less free. The citizen becomes a consumer of services rather than a participant 

in reciprocal institutions. The market becomes the only social structure left standing, and the 

market is not designed to provide belonging. It is designed to price risk. When you replace 

mutual aid with priced services, you do not remove risk. You merely transfer it to those least 

able to pay.
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De Soto’s observation adds an essential dimension. Not everyone can enter the market on 

equal terms. Market access depends on legal rights: enforceable property, recognised 

contracts, the ability to use assets as collateral, the capacity to trade without arbitrary 

confiscation. The result is a double bind: civic decline removes informal supports precisely as 

institutional barriers restrict formal access. People are left with fewer networks and fewer 

rights—bowling alone, paying alone, and, in too many cases, locked outside the gate.37

I. The civic collapse as economic event

A society’s civic life is often treated as optional decoration: something “nice,” something for 

leisure, something for retirees with time. That view is a category error. Civic life is an 

economic asset because it lowers the cost of living through shared norms, informal insurance, 

and opportunity transmission. When civic life is robust, ordinary people do not face the 

market alone. They face it as members of networks.

In practical terms, civic life performs four economic functions.

First, it transmits information. Jobs, apprenticeships, rentals, odd work, training 

opportunities, trustworthy tradesmen, safe landlords, reputable employers—these are 

discovered through local ties far more than through formal channels, especially for people 

without elite credentials.

Second, it enforces norms. A community with reputational accountability can deter petty 

predation: theft, fraud, exploitation. When reputations matter, opportunism becomes costly. 

When reputations do not matter, opportunism becomes rational.

Third, it provides informal insurance. A neighbour watches a child. A friend offers a ride. A 

church raises money after an injury. A club connects someone to a job lead. A local 

association offers a small loan. These are not romantic gestures. They are risk-smoothing 

mechanisms that prevent small shocks from becoming catastrophes.

Fourth, it trains people in cooperation and self-governance. Voluntary associations teach 

responsibility: turning up, organising, managing conflict, dealing with people who are not 

identical to you, contributing without immediate reward. This training is the apprenticeship of 

citizenship and the foundation of social trust.

37 De Soto (1986), The Other Path. Showed that in Lima, Peru, it took 289 days and $1,231 (31 times the 
monthly minimum wage) to legally register a small garment workshop, proving that "informality" is a rational 
response to a legal system that locks the poor out.
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When these functions weaken, economic fragility increases. People become more dependent 

not because they are morally worse but because they are structurally exposed. The civic net 

that once caught them is gone. The state then expands to catch them, and the market expands 

to price them.

The paradox is harsh: atomisation is sold as freedom. It often produces dependence.

II. Bowling Alone: the civic erosion and what it changes

Robert Putnam’s central claim in Bowling Alone is not merely that fewer people join clubs, 

attend meetings, or participate in civic organisations; it is that the decline of social 

participation reduces social capital and therefore undermines collective capacity. Whether one 

accepts every detail of his causal account, the underlying phenomenon is observable: fewer 

durable associations, fewer multi-generational ties, fewer thick local networks that tie 

strangers into something like a common life (Putnam, 2000).38

The economic significance is that these associations used to function as what one might call 

“low-cost institutions.” They provided coordination without bureaucracy. They provided 

discipline without police. They provided help without formal eligibility processes. They made 

daily life less brittle.

As association declines, the burden shifts in three directions.

It shifts to the market: services replace reciprocity. Paid childcare replaces neighbour help. 

Paid eldercare replaces family integration. Paid counselling replaces community support. 

Paid security replaces neighbourly watchfulness. Every substitution increases costs and often 

reduces quality, because purchased services are rarely as flexible or as personally invested as 

reciprocal relationships.

It shifts to the state: programmes replace associations. Welfare replaces mutual aid. Formal 

training replaces apprenticeship networks. Regulatory enforcement replaces norms. These 

programmes can prevent destitution, and they are often necessary. Yet they are not free. They 

require administration, eligibility tests, paperwork, and discretion. They turn support into a 

bureaucratic transaction rather than a social relationship.

And it shifts to the individual: self-reliance replaces shared resilience. People must 

individually manage risks that were once distributed. They must individually navigate 

38 Putnam (2000), Bowling Alone. Documented the collapse of American community life (e.g., league bowling 
down 40%, club meetings down 60% since 1970s) and its correlation with lower social trust.
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complex systems. They must individually bear the cost of life shocks. Those with high human 

capital—education, stable family, money, and time—can often manage. Those without are 

crushed.

Hence the title: bowling alone becomes paying alone.

III. Paying alone: how atomisation increases the cost of living

The market is efficient at many things. It is efficient at allocating goods under price signals. It 

is not efficient at providing the lived human support that reduces vulnerability. When civic 

life decays and the market becomes the default support structure, risk is priced rather than 

shared.

Consider the ordinary shocks that strike households.

A child becomes ill. A car breaks down. A parent needs care. A job is lost. A landlord raises 

rent. A neighbour becomes dangerous. A health problem emerges. A bureaucratic delay 

freezes income. In a high-association environment, these shocks are softened. People borrow 

time, help, and information from networks. The shock may still hurt, but it is less likely to 

become cascading failure.

In an atomised environment, each shock triggers market transactions: paid childcare, paid 

repair, paid legal advice, paid transport, paid storage, paid security. The household faces not 

merely the shock but the invoice. Because these transactions occur under urgency, the 

household also faces adverse bargaining conditions. It is a retail buyer in distress.

Atomisation thus creates a hidden inflation: the inflation of life’s ordinary frictions.

This is one reason why certain societies can feel “expensive” even when nominal incomes 

rise. The costs people face are not only rents and groceries. They are the costs of living 

without informal insurance.

And those costs compound. Money spent on managing crises cannot be saved. Lack of 

savings makes the next shock worse. The household becomes financially brittle. Brittleness 

becomes dependence. Dependence becomes resentment. Resentment becomes political 

volatility. The society then wonders why politics becomes hysterical. The answer is often 

economic fragility caused by civic decay.

IV. Job networks and the disappearance of the informal ladder
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Employment is often described as a function of skills and formal hiring processes. In reality, 

much employment is mediated by networks. Networks provide information about openings, 

endorsements of character, and informal screening. They reduce risk for employers and 

increase opportunity for workers.39

When civic life declines, job networks thin. People without strong family or professional ties 

struggle to find entry points. Employers respond by relying more heavily on credentials, 

formal experience, and algorithmic filters. These mechanisms are not meritocratic; they are 

defensive. They replace trust in character and training with trust in paper and proxy signals.

The result is a labour market with a cruel structure: those inside accumulate more 

opportunities; those outside are excluded not because they are incapable but because they are 

unverified.

The ladder becomes steeper, not because the rungs are higher, but because the first rung is 

missing.

This is why civic decline produces economic stagnation at the bottom. People cannot climb 

because they cannot enter. A society that wishes to reduce poverty must therefore care about 

social capital. A cheque can support survival. A network can provide entry. Survival without 

entry is a holding pattern.

V. De Soto and the gate: legal entry to the market

De Soto’s point is not sentimental at all. It is juridical and economic. The market is accessible 

only to those who can legally enter it. Legal entry requires recognised property rights, 

enforceable contracts, and the ability to use assets as collateral (de Soto, 1986). Without 

these, economic life becomes informal and insecure. People may work. They may trade. They 

may build. But they cannot reliably scale, invest, or leverage assets, because the legal system 

does not fully recognise or protect them.

This matters because civic decline often coincides with bureaucratic thickening. The state 

grows, rules proliferate, compliance burdens increase, and legal complexity becomes a 

barrier. Those with resources—education, time, legal counsel—can navigate. Those without 

cannot. The result is exclusion from formal market advantages: credit access, business 

formation, property development, stable contracts.

39 Burks et al. (2015), "The Value of Hiring through Employee Referrals," Quarterly Journal of Economics. 
Found that referred candidates are more likely to be hired, stay longer, and be more productive, confirming that 
networks are efficient information channels, not just nepotism.
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People are then told to “participate in the economy,” as if participation were merely a moral 

choice. But participation is also a legal condition. One can be willing and still be locked out.

The tragedy is that civic decline removes informal supports at the same time that legal 

complexity restricts formal entry. The citizen is isolated and constrained. Their world 

becomes a corridor of gatekeepers.

Under such conditions, populism is not surprising. It is predictable.

VI. Dependency: when the intermediate institutions vanish

The phrase “dependency” is often used as an insult. It should be used as a description of 

institutional structure. People depend on something. The question is what.

In high-social-capital societies, dependence is distributed across many intermediate 

institutions: family, associations, networks, local norms, local support structures. This 

dependence is not humiliating because it is reciprocal. People both receive and give. 

Dependence is balanced by obligation.

In low-social-capital societies, dependence collapses into two poles: the market and the state. 

The market provides services at a price. The state provides support through eligibility and 

administration. The citizen becomes either a consumer or a client. Reciprocity diminishes. 

Agency diminishes. The social skills of cooperation are replaced by the bureaucratic skills of 

application.

This is why civic decline is not merely loneliness. It is a change in the architecture of 

dependence.

And this change has political implications. A citizen who is a client is easier to manage. A 

citizen who is embedded in associations is harder to manage because they have local power, 

local loyalty, and local identity. Civic decline therefore subtly increases state capacity while 

reducing civic resistance. The citizen becomes legible. Legibility invites control.

This is not conspiracy. It is structure.

VII. Atomisation and the rise of “insurance society”

When informal insurance declines, formal insurance grows. This seems sensible. But formal 

insurance is costly, and it is not always available to those who need it.
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The modern household is increasingly an “insurance household.” It must insure against health 

shocks, job loss, disability, legal disputes, property damage, cyber fraud, and more. Some 

insurance is necessary. Yet the expansion reflects not merely increased risk but decreased 

resilience.

Resilience is the capacity to absorb shocks without formal mechanisms. A network can 

absorb shocks. A family can absorb shocks. A community can absorb shocks. When these 

weaken, households purchase resilience through products. Those who cannot purchase 

become exposed.

This produces a stratified society. The wealthy live in a high-resilience environment because 

they can buy it. The poor live in low resilience because they cannot. The middle class 

becomes anxious because it can purchase some resilience but fears losing it. Anxiety becomes 

the prevailing mood. Anxiety is politically combustible.40

A society that wishes to stabilise politics must stabilise households. Stabilising households is 

not only a matter of income; it is a matter of social capital.

VIII. Civic decline and the costs of mistrust

Chapter 8 explained distrust as a tax. Chapter 9 explains how the tax is collected.

Mistrust increases:

 legal costs, because contracts become more defensive;

 compliance costs, because institutions assume defection;

 security costs, because predation rises;

 administrative costs, because programmes must monitor eligibility;

 opportunity costs, because collaboration declines;

 entry costs, because gatekeeping becomes the default.

Each cost is a second effect. Each cost is invisible in the rhetoric of “progress.” Each cost 

falls hardest on those least able to pay.

40 Hacker (2006), The Great Risk Shift. Analyzed how economic risk (job instability, health costs, retirement) 
has shifted from government and corporate balance sheets onto individual households, increasing anxiety even 
amidst aggregate growth.
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This is why civic decline is a poverty multiplier. It does not merely reduce happiness. It 

increases frictions that trap people at the bottom.

IX. The civic path back: rebuilding without romanticism

The temptation is to treat civic renewal as nostalgia: a desire to return to some imagined past 

where everyone knew their neighbours and joined clubs. That is not required. Social capital 

can be built in modern forms. But it requires two things the modern political culture often 

resists: shared norms and local autonomy.

First, shared norms. A society cannot build trust if it refuses to define expectations. If 

everything is “valid,” nothing is reliable. Trust requires predictability. Predictability requires 

norms.

Second, local autonomy. Associations thrive when they have room. Overregulation suffocates 

them. Politicisation polarises them. A society that turns every association into a battlefield 

will destroy them.

Civic renewal therefore requires restraint: fewer rules where norms can function, less 

politicisation of voluntary life, more space for local problem-solving, and more respect for 

ordinary responsibility.

It also requires legal simplicity where possible, aligning with de Soto’s insight: if the market 

is accessible only to those with legal rights, then rights must be clear, enforceable, and not 

trapped behind administrative labyrinths. People cannot build stable economic lives in a fog 

of discretion.

The ladder is not built by sermons. It is built by entry.

X. The lesson: a society can be rich and still be fragile

One of the most deceptive features of modern life is that material abundance can coexist with 

civic weakness. People can have devices and still lack networks. They can have entertainment 

and still lack belonging. They can have formal rights and still lack practical entry. They can 

have welfare and still lack ladders. They can be “connected” and still be alone.

The cost of this condition is not only psychological. It is economic: higher costs, weaker 

mobility, greater dependency, and greater political volatility.

Put differently: civic decline is an economic recession in disguise.
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If the goal is prosperity and stability, then social capital cannot be treated as an optional 

cultural garnish. It must be treated as infrastructure—because it is the infrastructure that 

makes all other infrastructure usable.

The Lesson Line

When citizens stop joining, they start paying—because what community once provided 

freely, the market sells dearly and the state rations reluctantly.
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Chapter 9 Notes:

[1] Bowling Alone: The Collapse of Community Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse 

and Revival of American Community (2000). Documented the sharp decline in American 

civic engagement (e.g., club meetings down ~60% since the 1970s) and its correlation with 

lower generalized trust, effectively measuring the evaporation of "social glue."

[2] De Soto: The Cost of Legality De Soto, The Other Path (1986). In a famous experiment 

in Lima, Peru, De Soto's team tried to legally register a small garment workshop. It took 289 

days of full-time bureaucratic work and cost 31 times the monthly minimum wage, proving 

that "informality" is a rational survival strategy in the face of exclusionary law.

[3] Job Networks: The Value of Referrals Burks et al., "The Value of Hiring through 

Employee Referrals," Quarterly Journal of Economics (2015). Using data from three large 

firms, this study found that referred candidates are more likely to be hired, stay longer, and be 

more productive, confirming that networks are efficient information channels, not just 

nepotism.

[4] The Risk Shift Hacker, The Great Risk Shift (2006). Analyzed how economic risk 

(income volatility, health costs, retirement) has shifted from government and corporate 

balance sheets onto individual households, increasing anxiety and fragility even during 

periods of aggregate economic growth.
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Governing Claim Civic decline is not merely a cultural sadness; it is an economic 

vulnerability. When associations and informal networks fade, households must replace 

reciprocal support with paid services ("paying alone"), transferring risk to those least able to 

afford it.

The "Hazlitt" Examples (Primary)

1. Job Networks (The Invisible Ladder):

o Claim: Hiring should be purely based on formal applications to be fair.

o Hidden Assumption: Formal processes can perfectly capture character and 

reliability.

o Mechanism: Networks (referrals) solve the information asymmetry problem 

for employers (who is reliable?) and the access problem for workers (where 

are the jobs?). When networks thin, employers rely on credential filtering, 

locking out those without paper qualifications.

o Lesson: The ladder becomes steeper not because rungs are higher, but because 

the first rung (the network) is missing.

2. The Insurance Society (Privatised Risk):

o Claim: Modern markets provide products for every risk.

o Hidden Assumption: Everyone has the liquidity to purchase these products.

o Mechanism: As mutual aid dissolves, households must insure against every 

life shock (health, care, legal). This "retail" risk management is expensive. The 

wealthy buy resilience; the poor stay exposed.

o Lesson: Atomisation creates a "hidden inflation" of life's frictions—resilience 

becomes a luxury good.

3. De Soto and the Gate (Legal Exclusion):

o Claim: The poor should "participate in the economy."

o Hidden Assumption: Participation is a choice, not a legal privilege.



121

o Mechanism: If property rights are weak and registration is expensive 

(bureaucracy), the poor are locked into the informal economy. They cannot 

leverage assets or enforce contracts, meaning they cannot scale.

o Lesson: You cannot tell people to climb a ladder that is locked behind a legal 

gate.
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