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PROPERTY AND POWER IN
SOCIAL THEORY

In social and political theories of class inequality and stratification property
and power perform a key role. However, theorists have yet to clearly define
these concepts, their mutual boundaries and their scopes of application.
Moreover, a ‘primacy puzzle’ remains unsolved: is power ultimately dependent
upon property, or property upon power? Which is primary, which derivative?

Dick Pels seeks answers to the property/power puzzle by undertaking a
broad historical inquiry into its intellectual origins and present-day effects.
He re-examines the increasingly misleading terms of the debate between
property and power by placing the traditional controversy within the
framework of intellectual rivalry. He traces the intricate pattern of rivalry
between the two concepts through a series of case studies, including:

e Marxism vs. anarchism

e the fascist assertion of the primacy of the political

e social science as power theory

e the managerial revolution

e the knowledge society and the new intellectual classes

Having examined knowledge as property-and-power, Pels elaborates a radical
and reflexive theory of intellectual rivalry.

Property and Power in Social Theory unravels the dialectics of social-scientific
dichotomies and provides a novel and informative way of organizing
twentieth-century social theory. This work makes a valuable contribution to
sociological theory and to the history of thought.

Dick Pels is Professor of the Social Theory of Knowledge in the Faculty of
Philosophy at the University of Groningen. He is also scholar in residence at
the Amsterdam School for Social Science Research.
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PREFACE

Rather than for truth’s sake and the world at large, books are usually written
for some people and against some others; the present author himself belongs
in both categories at once. Every book is a fight for personal identity as
much as for communicable clarity, attained by both identifying with and
counteracting the example of significant others. Certainly, it is an attempt to
persuade, but I need not persuade al/ others, just those whose judgement is
significant to me. Moreover, I must persuade myself as much as them, not
simply of the justice of my intellectual intuitions but also of the justice of my
existence and ambitions as an intellectual—which is somewhat different
from the impersonal and procedural work of justification which is commonly
accepted as the hallmark of scientific practice. I confess I have never been
much at home in those intellectual lifestyles which repress rather than utilize
the committed presence of the observer in the object observed, and which
easily forget about the essentially contested nature of all scientific postures
and propositions.

If scientific work answers to a logic of significant others, let me name
some of those whose judgement I especially sought and appreciated. This
book was originally written as a dissertation under Derek Phillips” and Louis
Boon’s supervision at the University of Amsterdam. It was published in a
Dutch translation in 1987. But I could not resign myself to the prospect that
it would not reach the broader audience that it was actually written for (and
against). Over the years, I have become fully instructed about the systematic
blockages—which are inseparably linguistic, psychological, and social—
which prevent intellectuals from outside the centre from conversing (and
doing battle) with the dominant as equal partners. Hence I am grateful that,
after a decade or so, the book has finally made its appearance beyond the
flat-lands and the dykes. Meanwhile, it has been thoroughly revised, to such
an extent as to become effectively new. That it has taken this improved
shape is also due to the encouragement of a few people who backed me at
crucial points in time. I have long cherished Lolle Nauta’s friendship. Steven
Lukes, Steve Fuller, Bill Lynch, Nico Stehr, and especially Stephen Turner
have given vital support. The insightful criticism of Rokus Hofstede, Baukje
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Prins, and Tsjalling Swierstra was important in rendering the Introduction
more accessible.

I have long felt that, if I were to dedicate this study to anyone, it could
only be to the memory of Alvin W.Gouldner. More than anything else, it
was his towering presence in Amsterdam in the mid-1970s that was decisive
for my sense of direction (and perhaps also of mission) in the busy metropolis
of modern social thought. Although the present book speaks critically about
some of his work, Gouldner’s spirit evidently colours even this critique.
More than a set of ideas or a form of craftsmanship, it was a way of life and
a kind of person which I recognized as perhaps also my own. In a strange
and emotionally ambiguous manner, conversation with Gouldner did not
cease after his sudden death in December 1980. As his posthumous
publications began to appear, [ was often jealous to come across superb and
powerful formulations of what I thought I had arrived at independently—
and I confess that at times I was rather glad that he was gone and could not
surprise me once again. I persuade myself that he might have liked this
book, which is written in a language which in more than one sense is his.

Amsterdam
October 1997



INTRODUCTION

The problem of intellectual rivalry

This is a habit we all share, of relating an inquiry not to the
subject-matter itself, but to our opponent in argument.
Aristotle

PROPERTY AND POWER

In everyday speech, we are both serviced and deceived by our most
commonplace concepts: we have grown into their usage to such an extent
as to forget that they are actually using ws. Their functions appear self-
evident, and their rules of reference remain largely implicit. Even in more
disciplined discursive fields such as the historical sociology of ideas—which
forms the subject of this study—such deceptive utensils proliferate in great
quantity. The genealogy of ‘master concepts’ such as property and power
offers no exception to this rule. As summary notations for fundamental
building blocks of social life, they manifest the familiar translucency which
comes from uninterrupted, mindless daily usage.

Axial terms in the Western repertoire of social thought, power, and property
have been central concerns of political theory, jurisprudence, sociology,
history, and political economy. They have played a pivotal role in theories
of social inequality and class formation, identifying nodal points around
which secondary, derivative inequalities were most likely to accrue: chances
to participate in different lifestyles, to enter and operate social networks, to
gain access to education, or to acquire social prestige. Both are also conceptual
crossroads at which different currents in classical and modern social theory
have met and interbred.

Despite this axial character (or rather, because of it), both concepts present
a notorious source of embarrassment to modern academic social science.
Property and power exuberantly illustrate Karl Kraus’s experienced observation
that ‘the closer one looks at a word, the further it recedes in the distance’. The
disciplinary partitions of twentieth-century social thought have cut up the
analytical field into sociological, legal, historical, economic, and politico-scientific
slices which, taken by themselves, provide too narrow an analytical platform
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require. Jurists and political economists are often absorbed in definitory conflicts
over the precise demarcation between detention, possession, and property;
the juridical theory of property is itself parcelled out over disparate technical
branches such as the law of realty and the law of persons, family law and
public law. Political philosophers and political historians still do not talk much
to sociologists and economists, while the latter have long remained imprisoned
in sociologically weak theories of distribution. Critical sociologists have duly
signalled the ‘common neglect of property institutions’ in their discipline
(Gouldner 1958:9), complaining that the contemporary sociology of property
presents ‘an extremely fragmented appearance’ (Hollowell 1982:18)." In the
case of power, concentrated and comprehensive multidisciplinary studies appear
less sparse, although some version of Maclver’s observation that there exists
‘no reasonable adequate study of the nature of social power’ (1947:458) is
echoed by many modern students of society and politics.

It is correct to say that politically committed strands of theorizing have
more successfully resisted this risk of fragmentation than mainstream academic
thought. Marxism, for example, has consistently presented the property question
as the pivotal question of political economy and the revolutionary movement,
while the anarchist tradition has similarly fastened upon power or authority as
the alpha and omega of its theoretical and practical efforts. But, as the latter-
day cliché runs, socialists have often been too impatient to change the world
to awalit its careful interpretation. As a result, concepts such as property or
production in classical Marxism have been swept along in a vortex of
ambiguities, and perplexity has reigned about what precisely the abolition or
supersession of private property could be taken to mean. A similar perplexity
has been fomented by classical anarchists, for whom the ‘abolition of
government’” has likewise acted as a close equivalent of the Apocalypse.

But there is more to the problem of property and power than the false
transparency of their everyday usage, or the fragmented and ambiguous
character of their more technically articulated definitions. It is a rudimentary
idea of the present study that they are also interrelated in peculiar fashion,
and that it might be profitable to explore the unkempt border area of their
definitional distinctions and overlaps from a new and somewhat unusual
perspective. The two master concepts of property and power, I am
convinced, are tied together by so many historical threads that definitional
problems on either side remain insoluble unless they are studied as a
conceptual doublet. Indeed, despite the apparent ease with which property
and power are routinely distinguished from one another—a distinction
which basically reduces to a dichotomy between the disposition of physical
things and command over the actions of persons—they are often defined
in terms of one another or as mutual opposites, elliptically, without an
independent definition of either. The common-sense distinction itself, if
subjected to further enquiry, appears to turn upon a more deeply rooted
cleavage between ‘material production’ and ‘organization’ (or between
‘economic’ interactions between humans and nature and ‘political’
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interactions amongst humans themselves), which is often correlated with
an equally venerable dichotomy between civil society and the state (in
their classical binary conceptualization).

As 1 shall demonstrate, this set of collateral distinctions, though often
presented as a timeless configuration which reflects the natural articulation
of the world, ontologically ‘freezes’ what is manifestly a transient and reversible
ideological conjuncture. Property and power, or economics and politics, or
civil society and the state, only acquire independent status in an extended
process of conceptual fissure which, after long historical gestation, reaches
its deepest cleavage in the classical systems of political liberalism and liberal
political economy—a process of differentiation, moreover, which does not
stop at its point of largest amplitude, but is being reversed with accelerating
speed as we approach our present time. Indeed, both the concept of property
and that of power have recently been implicated in drives for generalization
which have made them simultaneously vaguer and more similar to one
another—to the point of developing into virtual synonyms. The major puzzle,
as Chapter 1 sets out to demonstrate, is therefore to be found less in the
notorious variability and vagueness of both master concepts taken in isolation,
than in the peculiar pattern of divergence and convergence which
characterizes their long-term historical relationship.

The liberal dualism of ‘propertyless’ power vs. ‘powerless’ property, in
other words, does not reflect a logical essence or a timeless fact of nature,
but marks a provisional culmination of a long process of semantic
polarization, which increasingly splits the inclusive feudal conception of
dominium or domain into political and economic compartments. As rights
of property are defined in a more absolute and exclusive manner, they are
ever more clearly demarcated from and profiled against rights of sovereignty,
which are subjected to a process of concentration and substantialization
which mirrors in its essential features the parallel fortification of property
rights. However, this splitting movement does not halt at the node of
largest amplitude, as Whiggish liberal narratives would insist, but is ‘toppled
over’ and reversed—a secular process which roughly begins in the middle
of the nineteenth century but accelerates considerably in the course of the
twentieth. In what appears like a concerted attempt to undermine the
divide from both sides, the two vocabularies are once again interfused
and collated. In a long historical perspective, we are therefore approaching
a new comprehensive theory of dominion (or as I shall call it, disposition)
in which many traits of the original feudal conception are recognizable
anew. This movement of fission and fusion can be visualized in the diamond
pattern shown in Figure 1.

THE PRIMACY PUZZLE
Moreover, as soon as the nature of such historic linkages between property and
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Sovereignty

Dominion & Disposition

Property

Figure 1 The diamond pattern

power is questioned in an explicit manner, two mutually exclusive answers
are likely to emerge, which have long settled in two rivalling master repertoires
of social ontology. In one tradition, power is routinely presented as the
grounding concept and property as its derivative, while the alternative tradition
has undertaken to reverse this order of logical and generative priority. This
‘eco-nomic’ tradition has consistently rejected an allegedly ‘groundless’ or
‘abstract’ notion of power in order to locate this absent ground in property,
albeit in the ‘last instance’, whereas the ‘political’ tradition has stood matters
on its head, arguing that property was itself in need of a grounding, since it
ultimately constituted a form or function of power. In an essay on the rise of
political sociology, Runciman has traced this dilemma to the emergence of
the ‘essential distinction, unthinkable in the Middle Ages, between society
and the State”

Once...the distinction begins to be realized, it should be possible
to ask the question: which determines which? Is it, as sometimes
implied by Machiavelli, the State (or rather, the statecraft of the
prince) by which society is moulded, or is it, as explicitly stated in
Marx, society which determines the form and nature of the State?

(Runciman 1963:22-3)

Bottomore has likewise drawn attention to this gradual polarization between
the social and the political, as originally formulated in the contrast between
civil society and the state. Against this backdrop, the central problem of the
age becomes ‘the relation between the sphere of production, property and
labour on one side, and organized political power on the other’. This remains
a focal point of controversy ‘in which Marxist theory...is broadly opposed to
those theories which are more exclusively concerned with the independent
effects of political institutions’ (Bottomore 1979:8-9, 12).> The concurrence
of such rivalling options therefore gives rise to a peculiar primacy puzzle or
dilemma of reduction: is power a function, an articulation of, or otherwise
dependent upon property? Or is it the other way around? This is the question
which Dahrendorf, the sociologist of conflict, has also paradigmatically asked
of Marx: is property a special case of authority, or vice versa, authority a
special case of property (1959:20-2)?
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One important aim of the present study is to clarify why we cannot be
partisan to either strategy of reduction, since power and property, and the
broader socio-political vocabularies which they animate, are also deeply
enmeshed in the politics and morals of intellectual rivalry. Concepts such as
power and property themselves constitute means of power which supply the
weaponry of intellectual polemics, or items of property which perform as
stakes in bids for intellectual competition. As competing theoretical favourites,
they continually rise and fall with the ideological tide. Such tidal changes
show a definite oscillatory pattern. The 1970s, for example, witnessed a
grand sweep ‘from Marx to Nietzsche’, which also involved a marked shift
from a master narrative of property and economics towards one of power
and politics. The 1980s, by contrast, massively reverted to the economizing
metaphors and individualistic behavioural models of neo-liberalism and
rational choice theory. On the face of it, then, the ‘long political decade’ of
the 1960s and 1970s was succeeded by a decade (and a half) of economistic
rationality, efficiency, commercialism, and privatization, which reached its
provisional culmination in the anti-statist and pro-market revolutions of 1989—
90 in Eastern and Central Europe.

But the grand polemic between political and economic metaphors is far
more intricate than this, and features some unexpected continuities and
duplicities. It is arguable, for example, that the Marxian theorem about the
‘last instance’ determination of the economy precisely functioned to legitimize
something like a ‘first instance’ prerogative of the political, i.e. the political
voluntarism of revolutionary intellectuals who offered themselves as
spokespersons for the iron laws of the capitalist economy. The neo-liberal
marketeers, on the other hand, in reacting against this not-so-hidden
interventionist agenda, appropriated the formula for their own contrary ends,
claiming ontological primacy for a market logic which this time ‘objectively’
demanded a major roll-back of state power. It only adds to our confusion if
we notice that, after the dramatic ‘credibility loss’ suffered by Marxism and
other left-wing ideologies, the most vigorous criticism of such neo-liberal
economism, and the most insistent claim for the primacy of the political, no
longer issues from the left but from an increasingly vocal (and intellectual)
New Right. Such contrapuntal melodies and performative double games at
least awaken us to the relative arbitrariness with which the idiom of power
and politics is often preferred over that of property and economics—or the
other way around.

The ‘rivalry perspective’ which is advanced here inevitably modifies our
attitude towards that core dispute in classical and contemporary social theory
which is still (too) often introduced in terms of the ‘correct’ division of
labour or the ‘natural’ boundary line running between economic society
and the political state. As the historical record demonstrates, such boundaries
have continually shifted from one context and locale to another, and require
incessant ‘boundary work’ by those who are interested in ascertaining an
autonomous identity (and the productive status of their line of work) over
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others who dominate the field and wish to consolidate their positions of
primacy against such newcomers’ claims. In this boundary work, both the
sharpness with which demarcation lines are drawn and the hierarchy among
the domains and activities separated by them are continually at stake and
open to negotiation. The survival of ‘last instance’ ontologies of the political
or the economic, and of the grand polemic between them, cannot therefore
be exhaustively explained by reference to objective economic or political
realities which they supposedly reflect, since such arguments simultaneously
‘act upon’ these realities in order to shift the balance of forces, e.g. to stabilize
a particular boundary and a particular hierarchy between fields and types of
productive activity. In addition, these arguments also act upon each other,
since they are implicated in a compelling figuration of rivalry which has a
determinate logic of its own, and which condemns them to oscillate between
fixed conceptual points.

Chapter 2 begins to focus upon the recurrent vocabulary switches and
primacy battles between the ‘master sciences’ of property and power, as
they unfold within the expanding and contracting space of the diamond
pattern. After tracing early manifestations of the priority dispute in the Roman
Law school, it charts the gradual polarization which develops between an
‘Aristotelian’ tradition of political philosophy and a ‘Smithian’ tradition of
political economy, which increasingly fixes the contrasting profile of their
core notions of sovereignty and property. While philosophers such as Bodin,
Hobbes, and Montesquieu followed Aristotelian premises about the grounding
and encompassing nature of power and politics, Lockean liberalism and
Scottish-French political economy departed from the opposite premise about
the infrastructural character of property and economics—a vocabulary switch
which was subsequently re-enacted in Marx’s dramatic ‘overturning’ of
Hegelian idealism. On both sides of the rivalry, the master concepts were
defined so broadly as to permit a continual ‘dialectical’ slippage from part to
whole, which implied that the object boundaries of these rivalling master
sciences could be drawn as widely as possible. Starting from opposite ends
(politics or production), both the Aristotelian and the Smithian master sciences
hence manifested a pervasive imperial drive, and strategically hesitated
between the modest study of the part and the intellectual annexation of the
whole.

Chapter 3 proceeds with a detailed investigation of the rivalry between
Marxism and anarchism, and especially of the dispute between Marx and
Bakunin, whose ideological opposition has been taken as a case of
paradigmatic significance by many students of intellectual competition. This
dispute once again centred in considerable degree upon the different priority
which the antagonists assigned to property or power as generative ‘last
instances’ of social reality, and upon the opposite order of abolition (state
tirst, then capital, or the other way around?) which summed up their political
projects. Even though the late twentieth-century twilight of the Grand
Narratives has boded decline for both ideologies and for their sibling rivalries,
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the old opposition has by no means died out, as is amply confirmed by the
polemics conducted by the French Althusserian school, the more recent
antics of ‘rational choice Marxism’, and the critical work of modern ‘ecological’
anarchists such as Bookchin. In addition, new movement ideologies such as
feminism and ecologism prolong ritualized debates in which this heritage of
rivalry between Marxism and anarchism and their originary vocabularies of
property and power are repeated in attenuated but still recognizable form.

Chapter 4 continues this inventory by focusing upon the historic
confrontation between fascism and Marxism, in light of the radical-right
conviction that politics should take priority over economics, and that the
power question was more fundamental than the question of property. To
take fascism seriously as an intellectual system still remains a hotly contested
‘revisionist’ approach which many students of right-wing ideology consider
dangerously close to gainsaying political irrationalism and evil. However,
fascist ideology was not simply nihilistic and power-sick, but departed
from a genuine revolutionary idealism, and offered reasonably coherent
solutions to intellectual dilemmas which were left standing by rival
ideologies—among which Marxism was routinely singled out as the most
formidable competitor. In their totalizing conceptions of power and the
state, right-wing ideologists tended to repeat a cognitive pattern which
characteristically beset the more respectable intellectual systems they were
attempting to reverse: the dialectic of the ‘last instance’. Carl Schmitt’s
influential conception of the political perhaps offers the most clear-cut
example of this reversal of ontological priorities. The recent reinvention of
‘the ubiquity of the political’ on the political left therefore paradoxically
recycles many of the critical arguments which were previously advanced
against Marxist and liberal economism by intellectuals of the prewar political
right.

The three chapters that follow are together devoted to a comprehensive
analysis of the rise and development of academic social science in terms of
the power-property dilemma, ranging from early demarcations of the
sociological object up to present-day analyses of the ‘knowledge society’.
Chapter 5 begins by raising doubts about ‘the discovery of society’ as emerging
through a constitutive demarcation from the state—and about the autonomy
of social science as traditionally demarcated against classical political
philosophy. Counteracting the tendency to homogenize social theory’s past
from an overly ‘Anglo-Saxon’ or liberal image of its early history, it offers a
triadic, ‘knowledge-geographical’ tableau of interpretations of the social object,
all of which were much more closely aligned with political ideologies than
is normally acknowledged in academic disciplinary history, and most of
which resisted a clear-cut delineation in state vs. society terms. In the tripartite
space of emerging social science, the French and German-Italian branches
stuck significantly closer to the political and staatswissenschaftliche tradition
than the Anglo-Saxon branch, and exemplified not so much a rupture with
as an innovatory continuation of Aristotelian political philosophy, extending
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and generalizing its scope of analysis from state sovereignty towards a more
inclusive theory of the generation and distribution of social power.

This approach introduces a new specification both of the unity and the
diversity of the sociological object/project. It highlights the ambiguous position
of emerging social theory as simultaneously weighed down by the historic
antagonism between ‘power theory’ and ‘property theory’, and as striving to
clear a third location which claims to supersede it. This ambition is especially
marked in the tradition of French positivism, in its dual rupture from political
philosophy and political economy and its repositioning of the social object
in between state and economic market (and of the project of societal
corporatism as a third way between individualism and socialism). This elusive
object/project can perhaps be redescribed as that of knowledgeable
organization. It defines at once the classical promise and the classical hubris
of the sociological tradition, according to which positive social science would
be capable of laying a firm groundwork for the comprehensive engineering
of social change. In this fashion, budding social science issued an early (and
quite self-interested) prediction about the ‘knowledge society’ and the rise
of a new ‘knowledge class’ of sociologically educated intellectuals.

THE NEW CLASS THESIS

When looking at the property-power dilemma across a range of theoretical
traditions, we are therefore not only intrigued by the peculiar structuring
effects of intellectual rivalries on conceptual profiles and styles of thought;
we are also, and inevitably, pulled towards the big issue of social class.
Property and power, we noted, have traditionally performed as axial concepts
in different, often opposite, theories of social stratification, and it is no
doubt in this domain of social enquiry that their competitive relationship
has wrought the most pernicious results. Different socialist and social-scientific
traditions, in their own house and in rivalry with each other, have fuelled an
interminable dispute in which some currents focused on the concept of
class and defined it in terms of property, while alternative currents embraced
the concept of elite, usually defining it as grounded in power. In this regard,
Marx’s contention that all history (so far) was the history of class struggles
perfectly mirrored Pareto’s less familiar dictum that history was nothing but
‘a graveyard of aristocracies’. Of course, the current relationship between
property/class and power/elite theory is far more complex: oppositions such
as the one that rallied Pareto against Marx have long been overtaken by
attempts to synthesize the two viewpoints—as is conspicuous in the writings
of, for example, Mills, Dahrendorf, Gouldner, Giddens, and Bourdieu.
However, although such efforts have become the rule rather than the
exception, many mediating attempts still tend to fall back upon one of the
two conceptual alternatives.’
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Chapters 6 and 7 of this study contend that the dilemma of reduction,
and the liberal dichotomy upon which it historically turns, increasingly reveal
themselves as discursive anachronisms which stand in the way of an adequate
analysis of contemporary developments in the social division of labour and
the distribution of social rewards. The theory of class and stratification must
no longer be torn between the property and power vocabularies. This contest
is the more unfortunate because there is broad agreement that the most
significant developments over the past century have precisely been the
following:

1 A progressive (though not linear or geographically even) process of
intertwinement or osmosis of the spheres of civil society and the state,
and the institutionalization of an intermediate zone of connecting
associations.

2 Anew spurt in the secular process of rationalization or intellectualization,
which is drawing the contours of an emerging ‘knowledge society’, and
which progressively imposes something like an ‘intellectual’ logic and
habitus upon non-intellectual societal domains.

3 The concomitant rise of new strata of ‘knowledge professionals’ who
typically prosper at this ‘reflexive’ intersection between polity and
economy, and increasingly infiltrate the old economic and political
classes—if they do not posit themselves as their historical successors.

Despite such epochal realignments in social structure, the conceptual
challenges posed by them are still often met in discursive terms which are
imprinted by the stereotypical distinction between property and power, and
by a premeditated view of the order of priority which governs them. While
the modern sociology of stratification, for example, treats the gradual shift
JSfrom property to power as dominant stratificatory axis as a virtually
uncontested theoretical baseline, it is confronted by an equally vigorous
tradition of neo-Marxist inquiry which takes the erosion of property by no
means for granted, and continues to work from a generalized vocabulary of
production, capital, and class. Chapter 6 illustrates this persistent opposition
(but also the growing convergence between the two camps) by re-examining
the controversies centring upon Mills’ The Power Elite in the 1950s and
Dahrendorf’s power theory of social class in the early 1960s, the polemic
between New Left critics and mainstream sociologists in the 1970s, and the
more recent positionings of ‘analytical’ Marxism, neo-Weberian ‘closure
theory’, and the field theory developed by Bourdieu. This dual pattern of
rivalry and osmosis is further traced through the prism of the ‘managerial
revolution” debate, where the competition between a property and a power
analysis has induced a curiously repetitive game of classificatory expansion
and contraction. This debate also usefully refocuses my concern with the
problem of ‘knowledgeable organization’, since managers may be typified
as a new organizational intelligentsia, which displays some typical closure
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practices and legitimation strategies of a new ‘knowledge class’. What is the
specificity of such a class’s holdings or assets, of its havings-and-doings?

As the congruence between polity and economy advances, the dilemma
of reduction already loses the little meaning which it may possibly retain for
sociologically identifying ‘old’ property-based classes or power elites. But it
forbids the more thoroughly an understanding of the peculiar stratificational
situs of such nmew strategic elites because their holdings constitute new
configurations of dispositional chances which together make up something
less than exclusive, heritable material property but also add up to something
more than political or bureaucratic power, and hence form a composite
whole which is not quite equal to the sum of its parts. The point is not so
much that vast hierarchies of control and surveillance have been superimposed
upon the disposition of physical means of production, but that new
dispositional configurations have arisen which integrate different productive
resources (external material goods and tools, divisions of labour and
leadership roles, incorporated cultural assets), and various modalities of
disposal (collective or bureaucratic control over physical means of production
and human labour, direct individual disposition of cultural capital), which
are formally divorced from inheritance through kinship and are active at
one and the same time. Because the new strategic elites which emerge in
the ‘societal state’ (Kraemer 1966) most immediately embody the productive
force of ‘knowledgeable organization’, their dispositional identity is complex,
but the main thing appears to be that their access to the exercise of material
property (which is not privately but institutionally held) and their access to
political or bureaucratic hierarchies is increasingly mediated and dominated
by the closure mechanisms and inheritance patterns of personally held
cultural capital.

Hence the need for a more head-on confrontation with the issue of
intellectual disposition and closure, as it is reposed in terms of this emerging
logic of ‘reflexive modernization’. Following Bourdieu’s classification of forms
of cultural capital, which is slightly modified by insights acquired from Mills,
Collins, and Parkin, Chapter 7 outlines a provisional model of intellectual
closure, the ‘spinal cord’ of which is formed by the disposition over non-
material incorporated goods, which strongly conditions the appropriation of
other relevant resources, both material and immaterial. It is interesting to
note, in this context, that current controversies surrounding culture,
knowledge, and technical skill as forces of production and factors of
distribution already evidence an advanced state of fusion of the property
and power repertoires. However, ultimate semantic preferences still remain
divided, and a complete fusion between both hegemonic metaphors has so
far not been achieved. Recent contributions either elaborate a ‘political
economy of culture’ through a generalization of the vocabulary of investment,
property, and capital, or generalize the idiom of political theory in the direction
of a theory of cultural or symbolic power. The first strategy typically issues
in a notion of ‘cultural capital’ such as advocated by Gouldner or Bourdieu;
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the second one is bound to arrive at something like Foucault’s master idea
of pouvoir/savoir. However, if we wish to account for the true complexity of
the havings-and-doings of the new ‘knowledgeable organizers’, we need to
mix and synthesize the connotations which are historically transmitted by
the two rivalling vocabularies: the static or ‘residential’ connotations of
property and the ‘active’ or ‘performative’ ones of power. Rather than
generalize from one or the other alternative, we had better circumvent the
residual effect of the dilemma of reduction altogether, and propose new
bridging terms such as ‘disposition’, ‘competency’, and ‘closure’, which I
presume are less burdened by deceptive historical connotations.

DYNAMICS OF INTELLECTUAL RIVALRY

In undertaking to analyse the various phases of this particular reduction
puzzle, light may be thrown upon a characteristic feature of the mode of
intellectual production itself—which, as sociologists of knowledge from
Mannheim to Bourdieu have claimed, is simultaneously a game of intellectual
distinction, in which competitors-producers attend as much to what their
rivals say as to ‘reality out there’. If the agonistic field is surveyed as a
whole, we may attain a clearer view of the commonality of interests which
binds intellectual rivals who can only see themselves as diametrically opposed,
and who hasten to accentuate mutual difference rather than admit mutual
kinship. Usually, investment in a particular discursive tradition and investment
in a particular rivalry are two sides of the same intellectual coin. Priority
disputes such as that about property vs. power are to some extent cherished
conflicts, the logic of which is adopted by all and which penetrates deeply
into the infrastructure of the contesting theories. An investment in one
particular doctrinal option represents an investment in the entire configuration
and, logically, a minimal but important investment in the adversary’s game.
Following Bourdieu, such theoretical alternatives may be identified as
epistemological-sociological couples ennemis which express objective
relationships between adversaries who are at the same time accomplices,
who, ‘through their very antagonism, demarcate the field of legitimate
argument, excluding as absurd, eclectic, or simply unthinkable, any attempts
to take up an unforeseen position’ (1981:282). Habitualized rivalries close
off the field of dispute, precisely because the polemical content of the
competing viewpoints is underplayed or denied. The doctrinal opposition is
maintained from both ends as a permanent one, and is routinely taken to
reflect the natural state or deep structure of reality itself. A theory of intellectual
rivalries, by searching out the combative, critical aspects of scientific
propositions and concepts, could then show that much of what intellectuals
offer as solid principles which are strongly supported by facts, are rationalized
inversions of the viewpoints taken by their adversaries, and do not carry
much intellectual weight beyond the battleground of polemics itself.
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The doctrinal contest which is examined here therefore represents a larger
set of conflicts in which the contestants are simultaneously unwitting
accomplices. The rivalry between such master repertoires illustrates a
transversal logic which can also be discerned in other summae divisiones of
the intellectual field. It is not unlikely that disputes between consensus and
coercion theorists, actionists and structuralists, or idealists and materialists
offer primacy puzzles and dilemmas of reduction quite similar to the one
which I have presently selected for review. To investigate whether, or to
what extent, these various divisions parallel, fortify, or intersect one another
cannot be the task of the present book. What I hope to accomplish, rather,
is to follow the historical unfolding of one of these intellectual antinomies,
to trace how it is perpetuated and perfected through many intellectual
generations, how vocabulary switches enable newcomers to oppose the
established without treading outside the logic of the game, and to fathom
the intellectual politics which suggest difference and originality by defocalizing
the common cadre within which the contest is enacted. By thus throwing
light upon the ‘powerful’ or ‘proprietary’ character of particular scientific
claims, it is hoped that we can move somewhat nearer to a sociology of
professional intellectuals and of the glittering prizes they are seeking.

In the social theory of knowledge, the study of intellectual rivalries may
prove fertile because it brings out the sheer complexity of the difficult and
often gratuitous notion of the ‘existential determination’ of thought, and
helps to focus its various meanings more clearly. More specifically, it strikes
a middle course between a materialist theory about the ‘reflection’ of external
economic or political interests (as deriving from a vulgar Marxism or elitism)
and an idealist theory of disinterestedness (cf. the conventional image of
science as value neutral) by inserting the intermediary level of intellectual
interests, and by undertaking to weigh their independent effect upon the
formation of social and political ideas (their capacity to ‘refract’ external
interests) (Mannheim 1952; Bourdieu 1993a:180-2; Bourdieu and Wacquant
1992:69). Far from returning to the classical fold of the history of ideas, my
veritable aim is to turn the perspective of the sociology of knowledge back
upon itself, by trying to learn how ideas succeed in finding their human
bearers through the rise and fall of many generations; that is, to account
sociologically for the remarkable stability of intellectual inheritances and the
equally remarkable persistence of rivalries among long-established currents
of thought. Although it is a basic intuition of the present study that much
more of the (supposedly rational) content of concepts and arguments in
social theory is accountable in terms of non-rational ‘existential’ causes than
is ordinarily supposed (cf. Mannheim 1952:192-3), the reduction undertaken
is of a special kind, in so far as privileged attention is given to the specific
autonomy of interests which escape easy classification in terms of an external-
internal division, since they arise from the relations of production and
competition which intellectuals are necessarily subject to as soon as they
enter specific discursive fields.
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At this point, there arises an interesting reflexive loop, because a radical
interest theory of knowledge is most fruitfully explored by making the most
of two familiar, competing metaphors—which are none other than those of
property and power. Modern social studies of science residually repeat the
terms of the old rivalry, in so far as, for example, Bourdieu’s ‘capitalist’
analysis of scientific competition is polemically countered by Latour’s favourite
slogan that science is a form of politics ‘conducted by other means’. To
some extent, therefore, the instrument of critical analysis is corrupted by the
same opposition which it seeks to analyse and rectify. It is precisely because
of this threatening circularity that the property-power rivalry presents no
ordinary case study, but is in more than one sense critically relevant to my
scenario of explanation. My earlier point was that, minimally, we need to
mix these metaphoric connotations if we wish to make sense of the
‘heterogeneous engineering’ of things, humans, and symbols which is
characteristically undertaken by members of the new knowledge class. Their
havings-and-doings simultaneously display the relative ‘hardness’ of
embodiments and objectivations and the relative ‘softness’ of performative
definitions and struggles for recognition. Now that we have identified what
is at stake in struggles for intellectual property and power, this
recommendation can be reflexively applied to the theory of intellectual
rivalry itself.

Here we also see more clearly that the upkeep of the dilemma of property
and power may be ideologically profitable on both sides of the competitional
fence. The vicious circularity is that the study of the dispositional capacities
of intellectuals—what determines their autonomous stratificational place—
is obstructed precisely because intellectuals themselves still often reason
from one of the two alternative vocabularies. Both property theory and
power theory, however, offer ample opportunities for suppressing the
existence and independent impact of intellectual interests, because neither
of these idioms is quick to portray the intelligentsia—which is neither an
economic property class nor a political power elite—as a sociological category
in its own right. This oversight gives rise to what might be called the
‘metonymic fallacy of the intellectuals’, who can hide as ‘absent’ spokespersons
behind an essentialized economy or an essentialized state, and advance ‘last
instance’ ontologies which channel their own ambition to act as ‘first instances’
of social reconstruction. As a paradigmatic example of ‘antagonistic complicity’
in Bourdieu’s sense, the property-power rivalry has made it easier for
intellectuals on either side to conceive of themselves as a free-floating,
impartial party, and to miss the logic of their own behaviour as owners-in-
competition or as power-getters in a quasi-political struggle of interest.

In this way, intellectuals have stood historically opposed as property
theorists and power theorists, and are still so opposed, because they (often
unwittingly) deploy their concepts and theories as quasi-capital or as conveyor
belts of a will to intellectual power. An endearing example of this is provided
by Proudhon, who prudishly assumed that the definition ‘Property is Theft’
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constituted his only piece of property on this earth, but also considered his
invention more valuable than the Rothschild millions, and the most important
event that graced the reign of Louis Philippe (1846 11:254).% Since their most
characteristic and inalienable capital is formed because intellectuals invest
in their theories (an investment which is simultaneously epistemological,
political, and sociaD), they link their identity and their holdings according to
an old ‘Lockean’ code of appropriation. However, because intellectuals
simultaneously tend to ignore that they hold knowledge as capital or as a
‘power pack’, they are easily prevented from seeing how they maintain
traditional disciplinary fences, engage in traditional domanial struggles, and
perpetuate rivalries which separate them from traditional opponents—who
are intellectuals much like themselves.

It is this radical ‘rivalry perspective’ which offers both the point of departure
and the point of return for the present study. Chapter 8 accordingly sets out
to reclaim the radical nature of Karl Mannheim’s early work on intellectual
competition, who already intriguingly mixed the metaphors of property and
power in order to articulate his central intuition about the existential
determination of social and political thought. It briefly traces the history of
the idea of intellectual competition in Mannheim’s right-wing contemporaries
(such as Schmitt) and in Merton’s sociology of science, up to the recuperation
of ‘Mannheimian’ themes in the constructivist science studies movement of
the 1970s and 1980s. It further reconsiders the question of the specificity of
intellectual havings-and-doings in terms of a radical notion of reputational
prestige or credibility which, through its peculiar mixture of ‘hardness’ and
‘softness’ (or objective stability and subjective fragility), asks us once again
to combine the thinglike or ‘residential’ connotations of property and the
actionist or ‘performative’ ones of power.

LIMITATIONS AND PROVISOS

In consequence, this study ambitiously installs itself on the boundaries of
three fields of enquiry whose intercourse is essential to the success of my
project: the historical sociology of ideas, the social theory of intellectuals,
and the sociology of social class. The problem of intellectual rivalry naturally
brings along that of the specificity of intellectual holdings, which in turn
invites the still wider issue of the productive force of knowledge and culture
and that of the possible rise of new intellectual strata at the structural
crossroads of civil society and the state. In each of these problem areas, the
peculiar conceptual relationship between property and power, and more
deeply, that between the master sciences of political economy and political
theory, defines the centre of analytic gravity. That is why I am convinced
that the problems which motivate this study will continue to elude us unless
these three disciplinary perspectives are pulled together more closely.
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These ambitions should be balanced by some cautionary remarks about
the limitations of the present study. First of all, let me repeat that my theoretical
recovery of the power-property antinomy does not claim an ultimate
determinative significance for it over other intellectual conflicts, but aims at
upgrading and highlighting a relatively neglected axis of discussion. It serves
to relativize the taken-for-granted preponderance of other such conflicts to
which it is often subordinated, e.g. the ones that have locked micro-ists and
macro-ists, idealists and materialists, consensus and coercion theorists, or
objectivists and subjectivists together in similar antagonistic complicities. In
this manner, the property-power problematic acts as a searchlight which
illuminates part of a complex intersection of intellectual coordinates rather
than a single dominant axis.

A second proviso concerns my description of the historical fissure between
the property and power concepts, which is only encountered in ideal-typical
form in some classical writers of the liberal age. The dual axiom of the
‘propertylessness of power’ and the ‘powerlessness of property’ rather acts
as a prism for other distinctions which are laterally connected to it. As I have
suggested, it variably overlaps with the state-society split or that between an
‘ideal’ superstructure and a ‘material’ infrastructure, and is often generalized
towards a broader distinction between human-nature relationships (the realm
of production and labour) and relationships between human and human
(the realm of organization and politics). Although these various phases of
the liberal dichotomy are certainly interconnected, we should be careful not
to suggest complete symmetry, since some of these distinctions are defocalized
or even absent in individual authors, whereas still others deliberately attempt
to escape from (some of) them.

A third string of qualifications must be affixed to the suggested explanatory
function of the rivalry perspective itself, i.e. the influence which intellectual
competition exercises upon the pattern of theoretical fission and fusion
which I will shortly begin to sketch, and its connection with the supposedly
more ‘solid’ historical background of developing economic and political
rationalities in Western systems of democratic capitalism. The structuring
impact of intellectual competition and the refraction of ‘external’ by ‘internal’
interests is not a historically invariant feature, but ‘gains weight’ with the
progress of rationalization and the increase in autonomy of the intellectual
field itself. Although ‘overdetermination’ of economic or political by
intellectual interests marks the entire period which is covered by the diamond
pattern, it gradually develops from a thin overlay into a historical factor of
major importance, which gathers its own momentum and increasingly frees
itself from its subservience to the logic of the two other fields.

Far from simply dismissing the property-power dichotomy and its
substitutes as ideological artefacts, we must therefore account for the way in
which they simultaneously express and ‘enact’ the developing structural
bifurcation of economy and polity, in such a manner as to preserve both the
constraint of historical reality itself and its performative ‘distortion’ by interested
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theoretical interpretation. The ‘dictate’ of historical reality and its representation
in theoretical discourse intermingle in so many intricate ways that it is
impossible to separate them out or rely on simple judgements of reflective
adequacy. If representations of reality are invariably ‘contaminated’ by interests
(including interests which are peculiar to the work of representation itself),
and ‘pull and push’ reality rather than merely reflect it, the performative
presence of intellectuals ‘in’ the phenomena they describe must not be
accounted a mere liability; rather, it is the lack of awareness of this inevitable
performance which tends to reify the reality of which the intellectual is
always in part also the creator.

In view of the above, another cautionary footnote must be attached to
my ‘solution’ of the dilemma of primacy itself. Concepts such as disposition,
capacity, competency, or closure first of all act in a negatively sensitizing
manner, as a ‘point zero’ or temporary stop in between the disaggregation of
the traditional bundles of property and power and their reallocation in new
sociological combinations. Of course, one may be satisfied to mix the two
vocabularies and refrain from introducing mediating neologisms. In principle,
there is no objection to this, because the terminological resolution of the
dilemma is less important than a full recognition of the theoretical constraints
and options which are dictated by it. Whatever idiom one wishes to adopt,
however, it had better be relatively innocent vis-g-vis traditional discursive
connotations (which, to be sure, does not imply value-neutrality nor absence
of polemical intent).

But perhaps a more pressing need for developing a new set of terms is
that, even if purposively mixed or fused, the idioms of property and power
are still incapable of accounting for the specific configuration of
‘knowledgeable’ holdings, which typically include embodied, ‘residential’
properties which are simultaneously performative powers to act. Cultural
holdings tend to blur the distinction between ownership of productive capital
(Eigentum) and property as a personal characteristic (Eigenschaft), and in
this particular sense restore Locke’s famous claim that ‘every man has a
property in his own person’. As a capacity or disposition to act which is
actualized in, but not exhausted by, its exercise (cf. Ball 1988:98), cultural
competences both partake of human individuality and supply means of
power over other humans. A theory of competency, disposition, and closure
is needed precisely in order to chart this simultaneously hard and soft,
corporeal and institutionalized, private and collective, thinglike and relational,
objective and fiduciary character of intellectual holdings-and-powers. In
this light, a mere mixing of the metaphors may still inhibit a full grasp of that
most elusive ‘thing in the middle’.

This ambition to erase all residual traces of the property-power binary
finally highlights a crucial epistemological feature of the diamond scheme,
which does not attempt to dodge its own performative rules, but also acts
upon and advocates what it has seemingly set out ‘merely’ to describe and
explain. It offers a retrospective model which is only imaginable and operable
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from a specific ‘knowledge-political’ position in the contemporary intellectual
field. The diamond scheme hence claims the virtue of being self-reflexive
and self-consciously performative, in so far as it normatively advocates the
same semantic closure which it simultaneously captures in historical
description. Its true origin and source of intellectual energy are therefore
not to be found at the beginning (in the far west) but at the very end (in the
far east) of the scheme, in a virtual location which is only reached by
extrapolating the double converging movement towards its point of final
closure. The entire movement of fission and fusion is then reconstructed, in
conscious circularity, from its end result. However, as I hope to demonstrate
in the pages that follow, this circularity is taken to be a virtuous one.
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THE LIBERAL DICHOTOMY
AND ITS DISSOLUTION

FALSE TRANSPARENCIES

If we wish not to be used by the words we use, we must be prepared to
reinspect our tacit language routines, in order to be able to preserve or
desert them in a rationally controlled manner. However, as soon as we
probe further into the daily grammar of property and power, both concepts
instantly demateri-alize. ‘Power, like love’, says Roderick Martin, ‘is a word
used continually in everyday speech, understood intuitively, and defined
rarely: we all know what the “power game” is’ (1977:35). In the entire
lexicon of sociological concepts, Robert Bierstedt complains, ‘none is more
troublesome than the concept of power. We may say about it in general
only what St. Augustine said about time, that we all know perfectly well
what it is—until someone asks us’ (1970: 11). ‘Power’, considers R.H.Tawney,
‘is the most obvious characteristic of organised society, but it is also the most
ambiguous’ (cit. Lynd 1968:103). And Daniel Bell tersely concludes: ‘Power
is a difficult subject’ (1968:189).

The everyday notion of power more or less coincides with what several
writers refer to as the ‘simple’ or ‘primitive’ notion, which in turn does not
differ dramatically from the average dictionary definition. According to Steven
Lukes, ‘the absolutely basic common core to, or primitive notion lying behind
“power” is that A in some way affects B in a non-trivial or significant manner’
(1974:26). To Dennis Wrong, power is basically the capacity to produce an
effect of some sort on the external world (1979:1). This is not far from
Bertrand Russell’s familiar definition of power as ‘the production of intended
effects’ (1940:35), which in turn recollects Thomas Hobbes’ equally general
view (‘The Power of a Man [to take it Universally] is his present means, to
obtain some future apparent Good) (1968:150). The Penguin English
Dictionary adheres to the same generality: power is ‘ability to do something;
strength, force, vigour, energy; ability to control and influence others, ability
to impose one’s will'. Power is the ‘ability to do or act’, an ‘active property’
(Concise Oxford Dictionary), ‘vermogen om iets te doen’ (Van Dale),
‘possibilité d’action d’'une personne, d'une chose, droit d’agir, capacité de
produire certains effets’ (Lexis/Larousse), ‘faculté, possibilité, propriété, possi-
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bilit¢ d’agir sur qqnn, qqch’ (Petit Robert), ‘ability to compel obedience,
capability of acting or producing an effect, faculty, talent’ (Webster’s New
Third International Dictionary).

As such a summary review makes apparent, the primitive notion of power
does not yet distinguish clearly between the positive or ‘developmental’
dimension (ability to do, to act) and the dimension of repression or constraint
(ability to compel obedience). The latter aspect is emphasized by Robert
Dahl, whose ‘intuitive’ idea of power is this: ‘A has power over B to the
extent that he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do’
(1969:80). This, of course, is the traditional, more restricted scope of Max
Weber’s celebrated definition: ‘Power is the probability that one actor within
a social relationship will be in a position to carry out his own will despite
resistance, regardless of the basis on which this probability rests’ (1978:53).
At this level of generality, we do not yet separate power from close cognitive
relatives such as control, influence, or authority; nor is there room for debate
on the instrumental vs. the relational quality of power, its ‘residential’ or
‘performative’ nature, the consensual/productive vs. the conflictual/distributive
view of it, the differential depth and width of power relations, the immense
structural variety of ‘power houses’, or the equally limitless variety in the
identity of their residents, the power-holders. In other words, we have still
not moved very far beyond true but definitionally empty assertions that
there is no society without the regulation of power, that power is many-
sided and ambiguous, and that it is some sort of active property or capability
of being able to control or influence others.

What, on the other hand, is property? Proudhon’s celebrated question is
answered by experts and dictionaries in the same variegated manner. The
deceptive transparency of the common-sense notion is possibly even greater
than in the previous case. Just like epistemology studies all utterances which
contain the copula ‘to be’ in order to question their truth value, the theory of
property rights spans the entire range of Mines and Thines, in order to
examine the validity of a multicoloured spectrum of claims in the possessive
mode. ‘Ownership’, says Lawson, ‘would seem to the layman to be a simple
notion. It is a simple question of meum and tuum. If the thing is mine I own
it, if it is not, I do not’ (1958:6). The classificatory genitive appears sufficient
for all purposes. But R.H.Tawney is again quick to censure the layman:

Property is the most ambiguous of categories. It covers a multitude
of rights which have nothing in common except that they are
exercised by persons and enforced by the State. Apart from these
formal characteristics, they vary indefinitely in economic character,
in social effect, and in moral justification.

(1920:56-7; cf. Waldron 1988:28)

Proudhon’s question is taken up by the dictionaries as follows: property is a
‘quality or trait belonging to a person or thing; special power or capability;
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something that is or may be owned or possessed; wealth, goods, exclusive
right to possess, enjoy and dispose of a thing’ (Webster’s), ‘droit d’user, de
jouir et de disposer d’'une manieére exclusive et absolue sous les restrictions
établis par la loi; bien-fonds possédé en propriété; qualité propre’ (Petit
Robert). As in the case of power, we are saddled with truisms which are
more sensible than enlightening. Human life, it is repeated, is impossible
without disposition over material goods, and every society regulates this
disposition and determines the scope and duration of their tenure. Karl
Renner has restated this position with comprehensive clarity:

Whatever the social system, disposal of all goods that have been
seized and assimilated must be regulated by the social order as
the rights of persons over material objects. Only thus can the
continuous and undisturbed process of production be ensured.
Every stage of the economic development has its regulations of
goods as it has its order of labour. The legal institutions which
effect this regulation, subject the world of matter bit by bit to the
will of singled-out individuals, since the community exists only
through its individual members. These legal institutions endow
the individuals with detention so that they may dispose of the
objects and possess them.

(Renner1949:73)

Pitched at this level of generality, ownership is still indistinguishable from
disposal, detention, or possession (terms variably preferred by Renner,
Proudhon, Duguit, and others) and may cover any sort of relationship between
humans and individually or socially acquired objects. There is as yet no
room for distinction between physical possession and enforceable claims or
rights, as there is no ideological contest between developmental or productive
property (Locke) and distributive or exploitative property (Marx). The
borderline between what I call my own and what belongs to others may be
seen as easily passable or as relatively obstacled, excluding specific parties
or specific claims. Owners may be individuals, kinship groups, cliques,
corporations, states, or supranational bodies; objects owned can be tangible
or intangible, separable or non-separable from the person; property can
embrace the object in its entirety, or be divided up into a scatter of partial
rights. In its most general sense, then, ownership is about the allocation of
‘values’ to specifiable persons, and the object of the law of property is to
provide security in the acquisition, enjoyment, and disposal of such ‘valued
things’.

Both property and power, in sum, denote bundles of chances,
competences, or rights which, if we may borrow Hobhouse’s phrase, admit
of ‘variation in several distinct directions’. In view of such protean flexibility,
we do not advance very far if we proclaim their sociological or anthropological
ubiquity ‘side by side’ as it were, without worrying too much about logical
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compatibility. If property or power arrangements are loosely defined as
social universals, necessary to any conceivable ordering of society, we have
a double truism on our hands which is neither definitionally helpful nor, for
that matter, ideologically innocent. As may be gathered from some of the
previous definitions, property and power display various conjunctions and
overlaps, but also tend to be demarcated in tensionful opposition—which
together makes for an intricate play of distinction and identity, rapprochement
and divergence. Our major definitional puzzle, I therefore suggest, does not
so much arise from a simple addition of the indeterminacies of both concepts,
but rather from their unclarified, taken-for-granted reciprocal relationship.
This implies that problems of definition on either side will remain difficult to
resolve unless the two sets of issues are brought face to face; or otherwise
put, unless the concepts of property and power are analysed as Siamese
twins.

For a start, we may note the sheer difficulty of drawing a proper line of
distinction between property and power as they are conventionally described.
They have a curious habit of reappearing in each other’s definitions, and are
often characterized in terms of one another without an independent definition
of either. Property, for instance, is frequently designated as a power or a
bundle of powers, a form of domination or Gewalt, whereas power is regularly
identified as a property (in the sense in which one ‘has’, ‘possesses’, or
‘wields’ power). This blurring of definitional boundaries is enhanced by the
fact that, in many languages, property has retained the dual meaning of
‘right to things” and ‘faculty’ or ‘trait’ (property is from the Latin proprius),
whereas power in its most general sense is indiscriminately made to refer to
persons and objects. In this respect, terms such as ‘capacity’, ‘faculty’,
‘competency’, ‘disposition’, Eigenschaft, or Vermdgen offer points of
confluence of the historical connotations of both concepts.'

Property and power, however, also regularly officiate as each other’s
limiting cases or points of negative demarcation. Power is often circularly
defined as ‘that which is not property’, as something less than the fullness of
command which is commonly associated with rights of ownership. Many
modern theorists of power contrast an acceptable view of power-as-relation
with a non-acceptable one of power-as-property (Lasswell and Kaplan 1950:
75; Easton 1953:143; Foucault 1980:88-9, 198; Clegg 1989:207). The
metaphorics of power, on the other hand, often serve to indicate that private
property relations have been progressively hedged in by social and political
prescriptions or have disappeared altogether. Many modern theorists of social
stratification for example observe that, across the last century, the axial
determinant of social inequality has shifted from property to power, which
in this case is often taken as broader in scope than the mere title to dispose
of materially productive assets. In this context, managerial power or economic
control is usually identified as the core element of property: this is what is
left when the property bundle is stripped of secondary incidents such as
beneficial enjoyment or heritability.?
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The heart of the complexity produced by such overlaps and cross-
demarcations seems to be that property and power are principally considered
as ‘domanial’ media, which most primitively relate to tenure of things or
action towards people, and are hence taken to organize distinct types or
fields of social behaviour (e.g. economics vs. politics), while they also have
a larger metaphorical application that transcends these connotations and
tields, and severs the double linkage between property/things and power/
people. Different actions and tenures can themselves be described in property-
like or power-like terms, in so far as controversy arises with regard to their
essentially thinglike or residential vs. their relational or performative nature—
a conceptual opposition which is often expressed in terms of ‘static’ possession
vs. ‘