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Preface

This book is an attack on the idea of ‘the self-made man.’ The sense of 
independence and merit concentrated in that idea quickly dilutes once 
we actually take the trouble to look at our economic practices. But as 
societies we often fail to do this. Why? Unfortunately, the contrast 
between independence and dependence is a very useful political weapon. 
I wrote this book at a time when it was once again becoming normal 
and acceptable in public political discourse to openly scapegoat social 
groups and suggest that their removal would bring justice and prosperity. 
In June 2016, voters in the UK voted to leave the European Union after 
months of political campaigning stigmatising European nationals in the 
UK, and resulting in increased violence against immigrants and pro-EU 
politicians. In November 2016, Donald Trump was elected President 
of the USA on a platform that promised to build a wall between the 
USA and Mexico in order to stop illegal immigration. In Germany, 
the anti-migrant far-right political party, Alternative für Deutschland, 
made significant advances in the September 2017 federal elections. In 
Denmark, where I am writing this book, The Danish People’s Party is so 
popular (21% of the vote in 2015) that other major parties scramble to 
find policies that are equally hostile to refugees—housing them in tents 
in isolated areas made the ‘Integration Minister’ the most popular min-
ister in government for many months. This is not a book about national 
politics, immigration, racism, religion or xenophobia; it is a book about 
economic dependence. But charges of illegitimate economic  dependence 
are very often part of the fuel on which the politics of hate burns.  
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Part of my argument is that we need to dilute that fuel with a bit of real-
ism about economic dependence: economic dependence is much more 
widespread and has many more dimensions than harsh rhetoric about 
social parasites would lead us to believe. Parasitism is a feature of the 
lives of the many, not the few.

In the book, I argue that the ideological association of participation in 
markets with economic independence has cast a shadow across a whole 
range of practices that become invisible or suspect, from domestic work 
to street paper vending. To counter this crude view of economic inde-
pendence, I argue that our most taken-for-granted economic practices 
and institutions, such a property, money and inheritance, do not free us 
from dependence, but simply structure our economic dependencies in 
ways that we have forgotten about. In the light of the rise of right-wing 
populism noted above, I have to admit that the dangers of market-fo-
cussed political ideology (often glossed as ‘neoliberalism’) that I focus on 
in this book may have been eclipsed by the dangers of the thinly veiled 
racism of contemporary right-wing populism. Nonetheless, I believe that 
attacking the sense of independence implied in the idea of the self-made 
man is not so different from attacking the sense of independence implied 
in the idea of self-made nations. Thinking seriously about economic 
dependence is, I hope, a way to re-politicise our economic practices and 
institutions without reaching for the scapegoats provided by the politics 
of hate.

If I have managed to think seriously about economic dependence in 
this book, it is thanks to the help of a number of people and institu-
tions. I would like to gratefully acknowledge the financial support of 
The Carlsberg Foundation and the Danish Council for Independent 
research, both of which supported periods of research that went into 
the writing of this book. I would also like to thank those who read 
and commented on parts of the manuscript. My thanks to Andrew 
Sayer, Chris Pierson, Nicholas Blomley, Casper Andersen, Christian 
Olaf Christiansen, Mikkel Thorup, David Cockburn, Maureen Meehan 
Cockburn, Nigel Pleasants, Niklas Tørring, raffaele rodogno and Uffe 
Juul Jensen. I would also like to thank the editorial staff at Palgrave 
Macmillan for their help with preparing the manuscript.

Aarhus, Denmark Patrick J. L. Cockburn
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1

In 1933, the British author George Orwell wrote the following  comment 
on begging:

People seem to feel that there is some essential difference between beggars 
and ordinary “working” men. They are a race apart – outcasts, like crimi-
nals and prostitutes. Working men “work,” beggars do not “work”; they 
are parasites, worthless in their very nature. It is taken for granted that a 
beggar does not “earn” his living, as a bricklayer or a literary critic “earns” 
his. He is a mere social excrescence, tolerated because we live in a humane 
age, but essentially despicable.

Yet if one looks closely one sees that there is no essential difference 
between a beggar’s livelihood and that of numberless respectable people. 
Beggars do not work, it is said; but, then, what is work? A navvy works 
by swinging a pick. An accountant works by adding up figures. A beggar 
works by standing out of doors in all weathers and getting varicose veins, 
chronic bronchitis, etc. It is a trade like any other; quite useless, of course – 
but, then, many reputable trades are quite useless.1

Apart from being quite funny, Orwell’s comment on begging is also dis-
orientating: do we really have so little reason to think of some activities 
as ‘real work’ and others as ‘parasitic’? Is the difference between ‘produc-
tive’ activities and ‘unproductive’ ones really so arbitrary? Are there really 
so many ‘reputable trades’ that are ‘quite useless’? The power of Orwell’s 
observation comes from a stubborn empiricism: he ‘looks closely’ at the 
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world of people doing things and can’t find the source of our normal 
value-laden distinctions there. We begin to ask: where do these distinc-
tions come from then, if they are not somehow to be found in the activi-
ties themselves?

These are questions that probably produce different reactions in dif-
ferent people. On the one hand, we might be tempted to brush Orwell’s 
comments aside: while some respectable trades are quite useless (bonus-
soaked CEOs?), these are exceptional; most work is useful (or value-pro-
ducing) in a way that begging is not. We even have a science that helps 
us to work out what is productive and what isn’t: it is called ‘economics.’ 
On the other hand, we might hop on board the social constructivist train 
and ride to the end station: yes! All normative distinctions are more or 
less arbitrary products of power struggles and cultural prejudice so let’s 
stop believing in the sense of any of them. A third option, which this 
book will pursue, is to get onto the social constructivist train a bit less 
enthusiastically—but get on nonetheless—and to try to take seriously 
the reasons that people have for going to the effort of making these dis-
tinctions at all. The distinction that this book is concerned with is that 
between ‘dependence’ and ‘independence.’ Why does dependence matter 
to people? What do they mean by it? And how should we speak about it?

Every political and theoretical account of what a just society and econ-
omy would look like is built upon assumptions about which social actors 
are dependent upon which others, and which forms of dependence are 
legitimate and which are not. These assumptions can be strikingly dif-
ferent from one another and can support radically different conclusions 
about what laws, policies and practices provide fair and efficient ways to 
organise the production and distribution of society’s resources. For this 
reason, it is important to ask why and how people go about making dis-
tinctions that condemn others as ‘dependent,’ as ‘unproductive,’ or even 
‘parasitic.’ What view of economic and political relationships do these 
distinctions rest on? And do different starting points for describing eco-
nomic institutions, practices and relationships lead us towards different 
views of who is problematically ‘dependent’ on who?

The answer to this last question is quite simply ‘yes.’ The claim that 
welfare recipients suffer from a kind of immoral dependency on the state 
(the view of the conservative right) only makes sense against a back-
ground picture of economic life that makes the labour market look 
fair, makes recipients look lazy and makes other forms of dependence  
(e.g. on family) seem less problematic, or indeed, makes them invisible. 
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On the other hand, the claim that financial capitalists are a kind of eco-
nomic parasite (the view of many on the radical Left) rests on the idea 
that property rights in capital goods are unjust, that the task of allocat-
ing capital should not be counted as productive work, and that there is 
a distinction between the ‘real’ economy of goods and services and the 
‘merely’ financial economy of credit and rent. When the welfare state or 
contemporary capitalism (or both) is under attack in political debate, it is 
often stereotyped figures like these that encapsulate and summarise the 
criticisms directed at a wider system of laws, institutions and practices.

Where people are accusing one another of being ‘parasites,’ it is clear 
that economic dependence has become synonymous with immorality and 
injustice. Those who are dependent are to blame. But economic depend-
ence is a topic that also raises a very different set of political and moral 
issues: not about parasitism, but about vulnerability. To be dependent 
is also to be vulnerable to the withdrawal of support, and this kind of 
vulnerability is something that particular social groups have suffered 
much more than others. Feminists criticising the patriarchal structures 
of past and present societies have often seen dependence as a condition 
forced onto women by the institutions and informal power structures of 
these societies. They have also pointed out that some people are inevi-
tably dependent upon others (e.g. children on adults) in ways that have 
important consequences for the social division of labour. Dependence, 
then, is a social issue that puts both vulnerability and parasitism on the 
agenda of political debate and theory. These two normative poles run 
through the debates that this book examines and tries to push forward.

Where, then, do we find these debates about dependence? The pres-
ent book is primarily focussed on the politics and political theory that 
surrounds the institutions of modern capitalist welfare states. This means 
that the public and theoretical debates that it looks at have mostly taken 
place in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, and often continue in 
the present. They are debates about specific social institutions (or sets of 
institutions), like the welfare state, and about the concepts that we use 
to understand economic life: like ‘productivity’ and ‘unearned income.’ 
They are thus primarily about economic dependence in modern capital-
ist welfare states. But worries about dependence have a long intellectual 
history stretching back much further. Civic republican political theorists 
have for centuries argued that we need a sufficient degree of (economic) 
independence from others in order to be responsible political actors, 
and property qualifications for suffrage have often been justified with 
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the claim. But even those who have wealth are faced with another ques-
tion about dependence—where did that wealth come from? Criticism of 
some ways of making money is almost as old as history itself,2 and more 
specific worries about ‘unproductive’ activities have been a key theme 
in modern political economy. The eighteenth-century French school of 
economic thinkers known as the Physiocrats saw all sectors of the econ-
omy except agricultural production as essentially ‘sterile’ and incapable of 
generating real value. And in the book so often pointed to as the found-
ing work of modern economics, The Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith 
(surely aware of the comic effect of the claim) lumps together ‘church-
men, lawyers, physicians, [and] men of letters of all kinds’ with ‘players, 
buffoons, musicians, opera-singers and opera-dancers,’ all of whom are 
guilty (together with the military) of living off ‘other men’s labour.’3

Smith’s arguments certainly had a political purpose (to attack the 
landed interest and the laws that restricted what he saw as the ‘natural’ 
operation of markets), but it has been the socialist tradition of political 
and economic thought that really built a whole vision of society on the 
division between productive and unproductive people. For example, in 
just a few words rosa Luxemburg used the imagery of ‘the parasite’ to 
not only condemn a whole economic system (capitalism), but also specif-
ically attack one of the social institutions that structure how that system 
works (the patriarchal family):

Aside from the few who have jobs or professions, the women of the 
bourgeoisie do not take part in social production. They are nothing but 
co-consumers of the surplus value their men extort from the proletariat. 
They are parasites of the parasites of the social body.4

The figure of the parasite here does more than simply condemn these 
social actors; it implies a whole way of understanding the economy in 
which class, patriarchy and exploitation are key ideas. Luxemburg gives 
a brutally clear answer to the question: who could this society and econ-
omy do without?

‘The women of the bourgeoisie’ may have been taken off the para-
sites blacklist since 1912, but the attack on dependence—in criticisms 
of ‘unproductive’ work or ‘social parasites’—has historically taken many 
forms. For example, the ‘parasite’ was a central metaphor of the Nazi 
propaganda of the Third reich, used to justify the scapegoating and 
eventual genocide of the European Jews.5 Given these associations, it is 
unsurprising that ‘parasites’ rhetoric doesn’t appear a great deal in the 
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public arena of democratic politics today. Political leaders do, however, 
certainly still use the milder language of ‘dependence’ to characterise the 
lives of some members of society. This doesn’t make their arguments fas-
cist or murderous, but the point is still to cast suspicion on a section of 
society and a way of living. For example, when (then) Prime Minister 
David Cameron defended his Welfare reform Bill in the UK parliament 
in 2011, his imagery conjured up a whole section of society living in a 
parallel world, certainly not a productive world, filled with flashing lights 
and fog:

The benefit system has created a benefit culture. It doesn’t just allow peo-
ple to act irresponsibly, but often actively encourages them to do so.

Sometimes they deliberately follow the signals that are sent out.

Other times, they hazily follow them, trapped in a fog of dependency.6

Such imagery is not unique to Cameron. Tony Blair articulated similar 
ideas as Prime Minister and Leader of the (UK) Labour Party, and suc-
cessive US presidents, from Bill Clinton to Donald Trump, have voiced 
their concerns about ‘welfare dependency.’7 Even the chief architect of 
the US welfare system, F. D. roosevelt, thought that dependence on 
welfare support was ‘destructive to the national fiber.’8 Cameron’s point, 
when he sketches his view of ‘dependency culture’ as a kind of fog, is 
clearly that most of us are not trapped in such a fog.

In this book, I aim both to make sense of such claims and to under-
mine their appeal and simplicity by showing how a serious concern with 
dependence would not lead us to such simple conclusions. To give an 
idea of my critical strategy, let me suggest what I think is an appropri-
ate response to Cameron’s rhetoric. We might try to insist that there is 
no such thing as a ‘benefits culture,’ and that the fog Cameron refers to 
has never existed. I think that a more powerful response would take the 
opposite line of attack and ask: which of us is not economically depend-
ent? Isn’t reliance on intergenerational transfers of wealth also a form 
of dependence that the conservative right would rather not talk a great 
deal about? Perhaps just not such a ‘foggy’ form of dependence? In line 
with this kind of response, I will argue throughout the book that the 
politics of dependence is not really about whether we accept depend-
ence or not as a society, but about which forms we accept and how we 
structure these forms of dependence through our social and economic 
institutions.
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Of course Smith’s unproductive ‘buffoons,’ Luxemburg’s ‘parasites 
of the parasites’ and Cameron’s disoriented welfare dependents belong 
to arguments that were developed in dramatically different socio- 
economic contexts, and they have very different political purposes. But 
they are certainly all worries about dependence in some form. They illus-
trate, from very different times and places, that dependence is a topic  
that can be used to build bridges between descriptions of economic prac-
tices and normative judgements about people in society. Marking the 
divide between dependence and independence is a way of separating the 
grey tangle of social life into the black and white of good and bad, just 
and unjust, legitimate and illegitimate.

In cutting a path across a number of debates about dependence, and 
developing the political theory of economic dependence, this book pur-
sues three main goals.

The first (mostly in Part I) is to observe how some people get labelled 
as economically dependent in a way that marks them off from the rest 
of society. What is involved here is either the stigmatisation of a social 
role or the convenient ‘forgetting’ of unpaid work, or both at once. In 
these ways, some economic roles and practices disappear, appear empty 
or even appear parasitical, in the theories and rhetoric generated in our 
societies about economic life. In order to understand how this works, my 
basic question is: where does a description of economic relations have to 
start, and what does it have to assume, in order to represent the world 
as divided into dependent and independent people? The point here will 
be to show that normative argumentation about economic life usually, 
without making this explicit, draws on what might be called a ‘socio- 
economic ontology’: a basic view of social and economic relationships 
into which certain normative assumptions are built from the very begin-
ning, and within which some aspects of the world are highlighted and 
others are quietly sidelined.

Second (mostly in Part II), the book aims to use dependence as a the-
matic starting point for describing the politics surrounding key social 
institutions that structure economic and political relationships. The book 
examines critiques and justifications of the welfare state, of private prop-
erty, of money and of inheritance. I will suggest that struggles over these 
ideas, and the institutions that embody them in particular societies, can 
often be usefully analysed as struggles over the social organisation of vul-
nerability. We only begin to look at these political debates in this light 
when we take issues of dependence as our starting point: how do these 
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social and economic institutions both address and generate various forms 
of dependence? It is a constant problem in both public debate and polit-
ical theory that our arguments tend to look at social institutions from 
the perspective of those who benefit most from them: to have a job in 
the formal economy, to have property and to have money have become 
synonymous with being independent; but don’t labour markets, prop-
erty and money also generate the dependence of those who look at them 
from the ‘outside’?

The chapters of the book shift back and forth between the nega-
tive concern with parasitism and the positive concern with vulnera-
bility. However, my point throughout the book will be that these two 
sides of dependence cannot be cleanly prised apart from one another. 
rather, these are the two views of dependence that confront one another 
in political and moral arguments: charges of parasitism are met with 
reminders of vulnerability; claims to vulnerability are met with accusa-
tions of parasitism. The sections of the book are simply weighted differ-
ently in their focus on either the charge or the response.

The third aim in what follows, throughout the book, will be to take 
sides in the political and theoretical debates that I analyse, and argue that 
some views of dependence take the topic more seriously than others. 
Against those who either condemn dependence or celebrate it, I argue 
that dependence as such is simply a fact of all societies: the important 
political questions are about what forms of dependence exist and how 
we structure dependency relations through our social—and primarily our 
economic—institutions. The central argument of the book is that only by 
greatly widening our view of economic dependence, and seeing just how 
many forms this can take, can we begin to clearly distinguish between 
the forms that we want to live with and the forms that we don’t. The 
aim of the various chapters is to revive a sense of the choices that we face 
concerning some of our basic economic institutions if we take the topic 
of dependence seriously. Sometimes this means showing what a com-
mentator or debate has left out of view by framing problems of economic 
dependence too narrowly, and how this omission has distorted the nor-
mative reasoning that rests on the basic social description.

Developing the political theory of economic dependence goes against 
the grain of most political theorising about economic justice today. For 
one thing, both economic science and political philosophy have had a 
tendency to bypass actual social practices and institutions by asking ques-
tions about the relationship between rational individuals and a single 
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abstract organisational structure: for economics, this structure is the 
market; for political theory, it is the political community. Where politi-
cal philosophers have been interested in an economic institution, it has 
tended also to be the market and its relation to the political community.9 
What we lose here, in terms of our view of economic practice, is the 
fact that issues of economic justice engage a huge range of social rela-
tionships and institutions at once: justice in the allocation of property is 
connected to justice in the labour market, which is connected to justice 
in the home, which is connected to justice in gender relations, which is 
connected to justice in the welfare state, which is connected to intergen-
erational justice, and so on and on in enormously complex webs of polit-
ical problems. Questions about dependence force us to think laterally, 
across what are often treated as separate spheres of social life. A focus on 
dependence can’t give us an overview of all of this complexity at once, 
but it can make links that we would otherwise overlook. In Chapter 2, 
for example, we’ll see how feminist accounts of dependence link the issue 
of welfare dependency to the dependency of women on men in a patriar-
chal society and to the dependency of children upon mothers.

Another reason that the focus on dependence might seem at odds 
with much contemporary political theory is that the ideal of ‘independ-
ence’ guides so much normative thought about economic justice: for 
most Marxists, the question is how workers will gain their independence 
from the shackles of a capitalist economy; for libertarians, the question 
is how individuals can protect their independence against intrusive state 
institutions; for rawlsian liberals, such as those who advocate ‘proper-
ty-owning democracy’ a key question is how to make individuals inde-
pendent enough of social pressures that they can enjoy the ‘fair value’ 
of their political liberties.10 This focus on securing independence of some 
kind is understandable: it seems hopeful. Compared to it, the question 
of how to organise our dependencies may seem mildly depressing and cer-
tainly lacking in revolutionary fervour. However, I will argue that the 
role of ‘independence’ in our moral vocabulary is often as a justificatory 
device for a specific form of economic power and status: from the heights 
of ‘independence’—as wage earners, or homeowners, or firm-owners—
we look down on those who remain caught by the web of ‘dependence.’ 
‘Independence’ is thus a concept that we use to smuggle normativity 
into our descriptions of the world, and it’s often an ugly normativity.

The tradition of political theory that has been most suspicious 
of dominant visions of ‘independence,’ of celebrations of individual 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78908-8_2
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‘autonomy’ and of contractarian views of justice that imagine social rela-
tions through the metaphor of contractual relations is feminism. The 
concerns and the critical strategies pursued in this book are inspired in 
large part by feminist political theory. That makes it a good place to start 
for situating my arguments in relation to existing scholarship.

DePenDence in feminist PoLiticaL theory

I have suggested, and will argue, that the attempt to understand norma-
tive arguments about social and economic justice should begin with the 
attempt to understand the basic view of ‘the economy’ that these argu-
ments presuppose. I have called such basic views ‘socio-economic ontol-
ogies.’ Thus, where we begin in describing economic relationships is 
crucial to where we will end in our normative points about dependence. 
And feminist political theory has been exceptionally good at finding 
starting points that elegantly and radically rework our views of economic 
practices and institutions. Examining the relationship between unpaid 
work and formal employment has been one such starting point.

The Wages for Housework campaign started in Italy in the 1970s 
brought to public debate the demand that the hidden and private world 
of housework be recognised for what it was: the foundation on which 
capitalist economies rested and hence the prerequisite for all of the wage 
labour and capital accumulation that went on within them. At the same 
time, Marxist feminists were embroiled in a theoretical debate about 
the nature of this domestic labour, and more specifically about whether 
unpaid labour in the home constituted a form of exploitation.11 For the 
purposes of this introduction, the internal debate amongst Marxists is 
less important than the broader critique of the patriarchal structures of 
the capitalism of the time. The wider point was that without the repro-
duction of the labour force—through sexual reproduction, care work 
and daily maintenance of the home—the whole of what ‘counted’ as ‘the 
economy’ (the world of formal employment) would collapse. This radical 
expansion of the critique of capitalism, locating political struggle not just 
in the factory but also the home, had everything to do with questions 
of dependence. The model of the single-earner household kept women 
dependent on men for access to money, and this dependence was socially 
visible and sanctioned, while the deeper structural dependence of the 
patriarchal wage-earner economy on the ‘uncounted’ work of women 
needed to be exposed to the light of day and mobilised in political 
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argument. The ‘independence’ of men had both ideologically and prac-
tically rested on the practices that made housework culturally and eco-
nomically invisible; the demand for wages was a demand for visibility. At 
least when voiced by the more radical critics, the demand for wages was 
not made in order to gain ‘equal’ status as workers, but to clarify further 
the extent of exploitation within capitalism.12

While patriarchal capitalist regimes of production and accumulation 
are the broad target of left-wing feminist political theory, many feminists 
in the last 30 years have focussed more specifically on issues of depend-
ence within modern capitalist welfare states.13 Welfare state policies have 
the potential to counteract the specifically patriarchal forms of depend-
ence that a gendered division of labour can impose on women: eco-
nomic support from the state can give women an option for exit from 
abusive relationships, and state-supported childcare and rights to mater-
nity leave from work can give women realistic chances of remaining in 
formal employment if they have children. However, feminists have also 
been acutely aware that welfare states have not always worked against 
patriarchal power structures, but sometimes simply reproduced them in 
bureaucratic forms. One criticism has been that welfare states have often 
been structured into ‘two-tiered’ systems of support, which protect citi-
zens better against typically ‘male’ vulnerabilities (e.g. to unemployment) 
and worse against typically ‘female’ vulnerabilities (e.g. to single parent-
hood on low income).14 Another criticism has been that the forms of 
support more relevant to women than to men (e.g. support for single 
parents) have been by far the most culturally and politically stigmatised 
welfare programmes.15 As Ann Shola Orloff points out ‘[s]olo mothers 
have served as a “test case” of the extent to which welfare states address 
women’s economic vulnerabilities […].’16 Nonetheless, welfare states 
have held out hope for many feminists that the informal power relations 
embedded in patriarchal social structures might be countered by the for-
mal power structures instituted in welfare state policies.

Dependence is an important problem for all feminist analyses of cap-
italism and welfare states, and is often linked to a theoretical attack on 
liberal political theories that evaluate social justice using the metaphor of 
the ‘social contract.’ Social contract theory is based on the idea that we 
can explain justice in political society by thinking about the conditions 
that rational, individual, autonomous and unencumbered subjects would 
agree to as they enter into society with one another. But if we recog-
nise dependence as a basic feature of human existence, then it becomes 
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problematic to use social contract theory to justify our basic political and 
economic institutions: we are not all ‘independent’ and ‘autonomous’ 
agents who either could ‘contract in’ in social reality or would ‘contract 
in’ in a hypothetical thought experiment.17 Furthermore, we trick our-
selves when we imagine that we can start any political myth with such 
independent actors; in fact our very idea of independent actors, once 
we try to flesh it out at all, tends to be embedded in a form of social 
existence that already involves the subjugation of others. Thus, in Carole 
Pateman’s critique of social contract theory in The Sexual Contract and 
her criticism of welfare state policies in The Disorder of Women, she 
reconstructs the form of social existence that remained implicit in social 
contract stories: her feminist critique shows how the ‘independence’ of 
men is constructed, both in political theory and in popular ideology, on 
the hidden dependence of women.18 Charles Mills would later argue in 
The Racial Contract that the ‘independence’ of the political actors in 
classical social contract theories also generally presupposed the subordi-
nation of racial ‘others.’19

The attack on social contract theory is common to most left-
wing feminist political theory, but dependence has also been taken up 
by feminists, and those inspired by feminism, to make a more specific 
point about the centrality of care to social existence. With this narrower 
focus, we begin to move from critiques of ideologies of ‘independence’ 
to positive theories of how economic and political institutions should 
respond to the fact that we inevitably depend on one another in cer-
tain ways. Thus, ethical and political theories of care place the fact of 
human dependence and interdependence at the centre of their accounts 
of justice.20 As Daniel Engster puts it, care theory ‘begins with indi-
viduals already existing in society and dependent upon one another for 
their survival, development, and social functioning, and highlights the 
unchosen obligations we all have towards others by virtue of our inter-
dependency.’21 Dependence in this theoretical context has thus shed 
the connotations of parasitism and moral corruption so obvious in 
Luxemburg’s attack on ‘parasites’ and Cameron’s attack on welfare 
recipients. ‘Care theory,’ either explicitly feminist or inspired by femi-
nism (like Engster), emphasises care as a positive response to a universal 
human condition: we need to care for one another because we are all 
inevitably dependent; the real political problem is that this care is often 
undervalued and poorly supported by our social institutions. Eva Feder 
Kittay has argued, for example, that we need social institutions that 
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will support those who care for dependents such as children, the elderly 
and the disabled.22 She perceptively points out that inevitable depend-
encies such as the dependence of children on adults can create further 
dependencies, such as the dependence of parents on welfare states for 
support and protection, and that many important political questions 
revolve around how we as a society deal with these derivative forms of 
dependence.

This focus on different layers of dependence is also present in Martha 
Fineman’s work, in which she again distinguishes between ‘inevitable’ 
and ‘derived’ dependence, arguing that the delegation of caring respon-
sibilities to the family unit (as the ‘private sphere’) has hidden depend-
ency relationships from political view.23 Fineman has also tried to move 
debate beyond just dependence to a broader analysis of vulnerability as 
an essential aspect of the human condition that states need to respond 
to in policy making and law. Similarly to what I will argue in a moment, 
her sense of the limitations of ‘dependency theory’ has its roots in the 
thought that the analysis of the organisation of care does not cover the 
necessary range of political issues that we should be concerned with.24

Political theories that focus on care are important because they show 
how different society can look, and therefore, how different the stakes 
of social justice can look, when we start not with autonomous individu-
als but with individuals already bound by commitments to care for spe-
cific others. Broader theories of vulnerability similarly emphasise how 
unevenly laws and economic practices impact upon people as a result 
of the concrete social circumstances in which those people find them-
selves. These kinds of arguments can be said to build on an alternative 
socio-economic ontology to that underpinning liberal political theory: 
they challenge the assumption that the most important political rela-
tionship is that between individuals and the whole political community 
(when we think about care or vulnerability, we are forced to think about 
family structures and much more) and the assumption that we can ade-
quately describe the operations of economies by only focussing on the 
formal monetary economy principally organised through markets. If we 
do the latter, then we miss huge sectors of the unpaid economy, much of 
which consists of care work.25 We miss, too, the reasons that some peo-
ple remain more exposed to pressure, manipulation and suffering than 
others.

My approach in this book owes an enormous amount to the cri-
tiques of ideologies of ‘independence’ that we find in Pateman and many 
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others. The ethics of care is one line of thought that has developed out 
of this broader feminist tradition. However, I have introduced this work 
on care also in order to mark my distance from it. The subsumption of 
issues about dependence under issues about the provision of care tempts 
us to isolate the politics of ‘good’ dependence (e.g. of children) from 
the politics of ‘bad’ dependence (e.g. of financial capitalists). But we 
need to remember that even the dependence of children has not always 
been regarded as morally acceptable—or at least the threshold for deter-
mining where independence begins has shifted dramatically over time.26 
Dependence may be a human condition that makes care an inevitable 
and central feature of our lives, but dependence is also a condition that 
we create through our social institutions and justify and condemn in our 
political debates. Those developing the ethics of care have no intention 
of taking focus away from the social production of dependence, and 
theorists like Kittay and Feder manage to keep both ‘constructed’ and 
‘inevitable’ forms of dependence in view.27 But what we do see when 
they and other theorists focus on care is a tendency to elevate the fact of 
dependence amongst people, often glossed as ‘interdependence,’ into a 
kind of moral insight: the more we recognise this fact, the better we will 
do in our social and political quandaries. This suggestion, particularly 
strong in the kind of theory of care Engster develops,28 has serious limi-
tations. Whether intended or not, trying to make ‘interdependence’ bear 
a great deal of normative weight produces a ‘flattening’ in our concept of 
dependence. We are pushed towards thinking that issues about depend-
ence should be framed in this way: interdependence is the human condi-
tion, care is the human solution, and the organisation of care is the social 
and political task. Such a framing misses a great deal of importance. For 
example, the dependence of workers on the owners of capital assets for 
access to the means of production is relevant to how people care for one 
another, but a recognition of interdependence, and the fact that we have 
all been cared for, does not help us a great deal in analysing the politics 
of property relations.

Where feminists have developed their most profound insights about 
dependence, they have resisted the slide from a politics of dependence 
to an ethics of care and retained the sense of ‘dependence’ as a political 
condition, not just a social fact. In a way, this is what authors like Martha 
Fineman have tried to do by moving from dependence to vulnerability in 
their theorising. But this leaves the problem of dependence too quickly, 
assuming that dependence always concerns care, and leaving the darker 



14  P. J. L. cocKBUrn

sides of dependence untouched. Thus, keeping the political dimension 
of dependence clearly in sight, Carole Pateman captured with great clar-
ity some of the tensions within feminist thought: ‘Some feminists have 
enthusiastically endorsed the welfare state…. However, the enthusiasm 
is met with the rejoiner from other feminists that for women to look to 
the welfare state is merely to exchange dependence on individual men for 
dependence on the state.’29

‘economy’ in What sense?
Feminist political theory has suggested that we look for the interrelations 
between the formal economy (of jobs, wages, and the buying and selling 
of commodities in markets, etc.) and the informal economy of reproduc-
tive work (including care work and domestic work). In other words, the 
‘economy’ doesn’t stop where the trail of money ends, and the politics 
of economic practice don’t end with strikes and revolutions. Of course, 
those studying societies in which markets and money have (or had) only 
a marginal role in the organisation of production and consumption have 
never limited their view of ‘the economy’ to what happens in markets 
and ‘workplaces.’ Economic anthropologists have always seen money, 
markets and formal employment as economic institutions and practices 
amongst many that structure how resources and labour are organised in 
a society.30

The economic historian and social theorist Karl Polanyi gave the 
clearest articulation of the concept of ‘economy’ that made sense of 
anthropologists’ work and allowed us to meaningfully discuss the trans-
formation of societies and economies over time. He is most famous for 
a handful of key ideas that would be used, re-used and sometimes mis-
used, in the social sciences and particularly economic anthropology and 
economic sociology from the mid-twentieth century until today: the 
idea of the economy as ‘embedded’ in social relations, the idea of ‘ficti-
tious’ commodities, the idea of the ‘double movement’ of social change 
and the idea of the economy as ‘instituted’ process.31 Thus, in opposi-
tion to the economic science of his time (and today), Polanyi defined 
the economy as ‘an instituted process of interaction between man and 
his environment, which results in a continuous supply of want satisfy-
ing material means.’32 He called this the ‘substantive’ meaning of ‘eco-
nomic.’ The important point about this definition is that it makes no 
reference to that key idea of neoclassical economics, and that studying 
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the economy is about studying rational choices about resource allocation 
in a world characterised by scarcity. Neither choice nor scarcity is essen-
tial to the processes that Polanyi aims to study when he sets out to look 
at the economy (they may or may not be important depending on the 
practice and the resource in view). He is concerned with how people 
sustain themselves, sustain others and reproduce the social networks in 
which both of these processes take place. In Chapter 4, we will look in 
more detail at Polanyi’s ideas, especially the famous metaphor concern-
ing ‘embeddedness’: the idea that markets have, throughout most of 
history been ‘embedded’ in social relations. Whether contemporary mar-
kets have been cut loose from these relations, or whether this ‘freeing’ 
of markets has always just been a hopeless libertarian dream, is an issue 
that has been much debated.33 For the moment, though, I would like 
to illustrate why the idea of ‘economy as instituted process’ is useful for 
thinking about dependence and the politics of dependence.

Polanyi is helpful for thinking about economic dependence, and 
the politics that addresses it, because he developed what I consider to 
be a ‘full’ view of economic practices: economies often involve market 
exchange, but they also inevitably comprise processes of redistribution, 
of reciprocity and of house-holding.34 Against this backdrop, we can 
then see how political rhetoric about economic relations often operates 
by ‘subtracting’ from this full view and leaving us with a partial view that 
better supports the desired normative conclusions. This might mean 
subtracting ‘house-holding’ from our view of economic life, or relations 
of reciprocity between people, or the redistributive processes of welfare 
states. Such ‘subtractions’ don’t deny the existence of these processes, 
but simply place them ‘outside,’ and in contrast to, the core of economic 
interaction—markets.

Like feminist arguments that use the idea of interdependence to 
expose how partial common cultural and theoretical views of ‘independ-
ence’ have been, a Polanyian view of the economy helps us to see how 
limited accounts of economic relationships can be. Family structures 
channel flows of resources just as much as markets do; legal systems and 
welfare states are just as much a part of the basic architecture of modern 
economies as markets, banks and money. Even where these background 
institutions are not excluded entirely from discussions of economic jus-
tice, it is often assumed that the paradigm case of an economic relation-
ship is a market relationship, and the paradigm case of a fair economic 
interaction is a trade between equals in a market. When we start with 
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Polanyi, we have no reason whatsoever to regard free exchange between 
equal and ‘independent’ actors as paradigmatic of either how economies 
are or should be. To return to Orwell’s example, begging would certainly 
be part of Polanyi’s economy. While it may be difficult to see begging as 
an ‘instituted process’ today, it certainly would not have been difficult 
in nineteenth-century China, where it was common for beggars to be 
organised through city-based guilds.35 Economies in this sense change 
in drastic and interesting ways and are comprised of a multitude of inter-
locking social institutions from markets, to families, to the administra-
tive arms of welfare states. Of course, my emphasis on the ‘fullness’ of 
Polanyi’s view of economic practices is not meant to suggest that Polanyi 
got everything right and that his work was not lacking in any way; my 
point is simply that he gives us a view of economic life that is broad 
enough to act as a useful contrast to the relatively narrow accounts of 
economic relations, which, for example, stop looking for ‘the economy’ 
where the money runs out and where we move from the market into the 
realm of other social institutions like the family. Next to feminist political 
theory, Polanyi’s view of economic practices is the second theoretical pil-
lar underlying my approach in this book.

Extending Polanyi’s view of economic relations into the study of 
political arguments, I will argue that accusations of illegitimate depend-
ence and parasitism can be analysed as attempts to ‘hollow out’ parts of 
social life, making them appear ‘empty.’ Thus, we might say that cul-
tures and theories are invested in particular ways of identifying an ‘empty 
economy’: a whole range of practices where money changes hands (the 
beggar’s cup gets fuller), or something happens (the buffoon entertains 
someone), but where something remains lacking—something like useful-
ness, value or production. The example of street newspapers illustrates 
the point. In many societies, there exist organisations that produce mag-
azines to be sold specifically by homeless people as an alternative or sup-
plement to charity or welfare support. But those selling street papers 
often meet aggression and abuse at the hands of the public.36 One 
way to try to understand this is to see that those attacking street paper 
sellers (verbally or occasionally physically) want to ‘de-mask’ the activ-
ity as not ‘real’ work—an empty shell. Of course, people pretending to 
work in offices don’t tend to come in for his kind of abuse: their empty 
labour is rarely linked to the stigma of dependence, which tells us some-
thing about how powerful and partial widespread views of the ‘empty 
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economy’ can be.37 I will look at the case of street papers in more detail 
in Chapter 4.

The empty economy is something we imagine, describe and argue 
about every time we engage in denouncing someone as parasitical, or 
judging them as ‘dependent,’ or branding an activity as ‘unproductive.’ 
The metaphor is not perfect, but it does help us to visualise the processes 
that this book is about: the efforts, primarily of political theorists but also 
of politicians and activists, to, on the one hand, ‘fill’ the empty economy 
with value and, on the other hand, to displace the charge of emptiness 
and uselessness onto another set of economic actors, thus identifying a 
different empty economy. To illustrate the point, housework has long 
been treated by political economists as so empty as to be completely 
invisible in their analyses.38 On the other hand, the work of financial 
institutions like investment banks and mortgage lenders is increasingly 
criticised as in reality being ‘empty,’ useless, even ‘parasitical.’39 ‘Filling 
up’ housework and ‘emptying out’ financial work takes time and effort 
put in by public commentators and political theorists.

marKet DePenDence

The book contains no chapter on markets, despite the fact that markets 
are an economic institution that is of great importance to all contem-
porary economies. The reason for this is that the question of the justice 
of markets is in the background of almost all of the chapters. Markets 
are closely connected to our understandings of dependence and inde-
pendence in many contexts: so much so, in fact, that some political 
arguments seem to assume that to take part in markets is practically syn-
onymous with being independent, while failing to do so is synonymous 
with dependence (see Chapters 2 and 4). Even critics of markets have 
sometimes accepted the link between markets and independence, and 
simply pointed out that we are in fact all dependent on one another in 
our social lives outside of markets. However, what I will be particularly 
interested in this book is the very different idea of ‘market dependence.’ 
In Chapter 5 on money and Chapter 6 on property, we will be looking at 
arguments that suggest that a market economy structured through pri-
vate property is one in which people are made fundamentally depend-
ent. This is not the cosy ‘interdependence’ of a society with a great 
division of labour and hence in need of a meeting place to exchange 
things (Adam Smith’s view of markets as generally benevolent); this 
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is the dependence of people who are denied access to resources except 
through markets: housing, workplaces, even food. Of course, this is the 
flip side of the benevolent markets idea—to focus on how private prop-
erty excludes and how money operates as a release from that exclusion 
is just a way of re-describing exactly the same set of relationships from a 
different normative starting point.

The idea of ‘market dependence’ has been used to understand the 
development of capitalism in early modern Europe,40 but it also has 
much relevance for understanding more recent history and contempo-
rary society. If we consider how economies work in times of famine, for 
example, then the importance of the idea of ‘market dependence’ imme-
diately becomes apparent. Peasants with direct access to land for growing 
food will be affected very differently at times of famine from those who 
depend on markets for their access to food: soaring prices or collapses in 
the monetary value of labour may leave the former relatively unharmed, 
but may leave the latter in dire need.41 This market dependence is also 
something that states have actively tried to create, most obviously in 
colonial contexts where imposing taxes that have to be paid in money 
has been a means of inducing colonised peoples to work in the mon-
etary economy.42 The idea of ‘market dependence’ has also been used 
to describe exactly what it is that welfare states release citizens from.43 
Here, the clash of ideas that the politics of dependence involves is at its 
most obvious: for critics of the welfare state, resources distributed by the 
state create an immoral and corrosive dependence; for defenders of the 
welfare state, these policies are exactly what pulls us out of dependence 
on markets and family structures.

While not using the term ‘market dependence,’ social theories of debt 
have also drawn attention to the underlying forms of dependence that 
the association between independence and markets can easily conceal. 
Such theories focus not only on dependence as a basic human condi-
tion, but also on how we become dependent, and marked as indebted, 
through the institutions that we use to structure economic practices. 
The basic insight shared by economic,44 anthropological,45 and philo-
sophical46 studies of debt is that debt is prior to exchange in the organ-
isation of social life. This is a difficult point, so it is worth unpacking in 
two steps. First of all debt is historically prior to exchange in the sense 
that ancient moneys were used principally as measures of debt, and only 
later did money become used and thought of as a means of exchange. 
But second, debt is a form of power relation that is more fundamental 
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to contemporary politics than the exchange relation between supposed 
equals in markets. While the historical point may seem rather distant 
from the politics of economic dependence today, the point about power 
is surely not. The debtor–creditor relation has radically limited the 
sphere of democratic politics and fundamentally structured the ways in 
which welfare states, governments and businesses can function. Before 
being a citizen with social or political rights, and before being a worker 
or even an owner, people living in the era of neoliberal economics and 
politics are in debt. While I do not follow this line of argument explicitly 
in this book, theorists of debt have also powerfully attacked the assump-
tion that markets are an economic institution that we can and should 
associate principally with ‘independence.’ My own arguments will not be 
an attack on markets as such, but the idea of ‘market dependence’ lies 
behind and motivates a number of discussions in this book, especially in 
the chapters on property and money.

on LooKing from ‘the oUtsiDe’
The concerns of this book owe much to feminist political theory and the 
social sciences of economic practices. But the kind of political theory that 
I develop here also has close affinities with work in critical legal studies. 
Critical legal scholars (often building on the tradition of legal realism) 
have been particularly good at developing a mode of critical inquiry that 
turns our perspective on specific laws and social institutions ‘inside out.’ 
What I mean by this is that critical legal scholarship sets out to reveal the 
fact that judges and theorists have had a bias towards describing and jus-
tifying specific laws and institutions from the point of view of those who 
are best served and protected by these institutions. The critical task then 
becomes the re-description and evaluation of these laws and institutions 
‘from the outside’—or the point of view of those for whom these laws 
and institutions are a burden or even a harm. Property law is the best 
example here. Both courts and the academy have had a bias towards ana-
lysing property law from the perspective of owners of things. This means 
focussing on the rights and privileges that ownership bestows on owners: 
the normative questions that then seem pressing are questions about the 
limits of these rights and privileges. However, what does private property 
look like for those who confront it as a power in other people’s hands? 
What does property look like to the ‘outsider’? The answer is that it 
looks like a restriction on what that outsider can do, and a restriction 
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that will be enforced not only by private individuals, but by the state. 
Thus, critical legal scholars have productively studied property by look-
ing at its effects on social life and economic justice from the perspec-
tive of ‘property outsiders,’47 from ‘the margins’48 and quite simply ‘the 
homeless.’49

Only one chapter in this book is focussed on property, but this criti-
cal strategy of looking at social institutions ‘from the outside,’ from the 
perspective of those upon whom they place burdens, runs through the 
book.

meanings of ‘DePenDence’
So far I have briefly situated my concerns with dependence in relation 
to feminist political theory, a Polanyian view of economic relationships, 
and touched on some important ideas for my arguments: the ‘empty 
economy,’ ‘market dependence’ and ‘looking from the outside.’ Now, it 
is important to say more precisely it is exactly that this book deals with 
under the heading of ‘dependence.’

In the examples that I have used so far, it is clear that there are a 
number of kinds of things that people worry about when they worry 
about dependence: this is the who and the what of dependence. They 
also worry about a range of different kinds of dependence. It is worth 
unpacking these two points in turn by making some distinctions, before 
suggesting how they do in fact hang together.

We can begin with the ‘who’ and ‘what’ of dependence: whose 
dependence and what practices might this book be about, and who and 
what is the book about?

First of all, there are people as defined by their bodily and mental capac-
ities. Feder and Kittay call children and some disabled, ill or elderly peo-
ple ‘inevitably dependent.’50 Their point is not, of course, that we can’t 
organise society in better ways that make such people less dependent, 
just that there are special kinds of care that such people will always need 
compared to others. As may be clear from the discussion above about 
theories of care, the present book won’t be focussed a great deal on 
‘dependents’ in this sense.

Second, we can talk about people as dependent within a particular 
social role that they occupy. Much of the book will be focussed on the 
ways in which particular social roles come to typify ‘dependence’ in argu-
ments about social and economic justice, and there are clearly two sides 
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to this. On the one hand, when people talk of capitalists or rentiers as 
‘parasitic,’ what is implied is that they depend on the productive efforts 
of others while not producing useful things themselves: the dependence 
might go unnoticed, but it is there. On the other hand, social figures like 
beggars, housewives, welfare claimants or feudal peasants can be called 
‘dependent’ because their access to resources is largely controlled by 
other people with greater power over those resources. Their claims to 
sustenance are thus contingent upon the will of others. The first sense 
of dependence as based on power and the second sense as subjugation to 
power are distinguished further below.

Third, we can talk not about social roles but about forms of activity, 
sectors of an economy or even whole economies. Is the public sector in capi-
talist welfare states dependent upon the private sector (for tax revenue)? 
Or is the private sector dependent upon the public sector (for healthy 
and competent workers)? Thus, sometimes our concerns with depend-
ence are on a macro-level that abstracts from individual people and social 
roles and tries to grasp the sense in which a whole set of practices or 
institutions depends upon another set. For example, ‘dependency the-
ory’ within international relations is concerned with the structuring 
of the global economy such that some countries remain dependent on 
the industries and economic policies of other more powerful countries. 
While I won’t be engaging with global political economy in the book, 
this impersonal sense of dependence—of one set of institutions or prac-
tices depending on another—is important for the ‘structural’ sense of 
dependence that I discuss below.

Fourth (concerning the ‘who’ and ‘what’ of dependence), it is the 
simple sense in which as human beings we are all dependent. This mean-
ing of ‘dependence’ is developed in philosophical51 or psychological52 
accounts of dependence as a general human condition. This sense of 
dependence will also be peripheral to the present discussion.

Having made these distinctions, I can say that dependence in the 
second and third senses noted above will be central to the book: it will 
focus on dependence as a feature of social roles and on the relations 
among various economic practices. But it is still unclear exactly what 
this means until we make some further distinctions concerning kinds of 
dependence. Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon provide an extremely use-
ful taxonomy of the kinds of dependence that have concerned the pub-
lic and political theorists over time. They distinguish an economic sense, 
a socio-legal sense, a political sense and a moral/psychological sense.53 
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These labels help us to track arguments in political discourse, and I will 
return to them in Chapter 2. But we need a different set of distinctions 
in order to set the agenda for this book. What will help us here are dis-
tinctions between structural dependence and practical dependence, on the 
one hand, and vulnerability and parasitism on the other hand. Together 
these senses of dependence make up what I will call the ‘dependence 
compass,’ which helps us to situate different senses of dependence that 
are at stake in different contexts.

By structural dependence, I mean a relation between two groups in 
society wherein the lives and practices of one could not carry on as they 
do without the other. The relationship is impersonal and appears in social 
life as a feature of basic social and economic institutions. There is of 
course a trivial sense in which change in one part of society will necessi-
tate change in another part, but there is also a non-trivial sense in which 
social justice is at stake. For example, industrial capitalist accumulation is 
structurally dependent upon wage labour, and wage labour is structurally 
dependent upon reproductive labour (in the home): removing links in 
this chain makes practices ‘higher up’ in the chain impossible to continue 
in their present form. There are difficult issues to be faced here if further 
analytical claims and distinctions are going to be made on the basis of 
this idea of ‘structural dependence’: is it mutual? How much does one 
part have to depend on the other? And so on. But for the present pur-
poses what matters is the contrast with practical dependence.

By practical dependence I mean a condition in which a person’s access 
to a resource at a given point in time and in a given social situation is 
through others who have more immediate access to that resource, or 
more powerful control over it. The point of the contrast between the 
‘structural’ and the ‘practical’ aspects of dependence, then, is to draw 
attention to the fact that, however, much different parts of an eco-
nomic system, and the people occupying them, might depend upon 
one another in the abstract; at no particular time or place (structurally), 
the circumstances on the ground in the course of actual social interac-
tion may look quite different. Thus, in a patriarchal society organising 
work on the model of the single-earner household, men in aggregate 
may be structurally dependent upon the unpaid housework of women, 
whose care for children and domestic work is essential to the reproduc-
tion of the economy as a whole, but individual women remain practi-
cally dependent upon men for access to money and hence the other 
resources that money can buy. And just as capitalist accumulation may 
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be structurally dependent upon wage labour, individual workers certainly 
remain practically dependent on the owners of capital (or today, those 
who represent them in the workforce) for access to the means of produc-
tion: if I’ve been fired, I can’t keep using this office to write emails. The 
contrast between structural and practical dependence, then, is a starting 
point for understanding the huge differences in the ways that people use 
the concept of ‘dependence’ in normative arguments: when a critic from 
the radical Left argues that financial capitalists are parasites, the implica-
tion is that they are structurally dependent upon the work of others; the 
point is not that they are practically dependent on a daily basis—quite 
the reverse. Part of my point in this book will be that moving between 
difference senses of dependence, and reversing our view on the econ-
omy by switching from one to the other, is very important for normative 
arguments about social and economic justice.

The contrast between practical and structural dependence is meant 
to make explicit a contrast between senses of dependence that is already 
present, but not clearly articulated, in existing debates and literature. 
The same is true of the contrast between dependence as parasitism and 
dependence as vulnerability. This more normative contrast between 
senses of dependence is related to the first contrast in ways that I will try 
to make clear during the course of this book. For the present, it is worth 
noting that when we describe the practical dependence of individuals we 
tend to be focussing on their vulnerability; when we describe the struc-
tural dependence of groups of individuals, taken in aggregate and related 
not personally but institutionally, we tend to be focussing on dependence 
as parasitism.

With this compass of meanings of dependence in mind, we can also 
note that the stigma of dependence attaches to some social roles and 
practices far more readily than others. A capitalist may depend on wage 
labour in order to make a profit, but she does not generally suffer from 
the stigma attached, for example, to begging. Women may be practically 
dependent upon men in patriarchal societies, but this doesn’t necessarily 
mean that this dependence is stigmatised: in fact, quite the opposite has 
been (and is) the case. When I talk about the stigma of dependence, then 
I simply want to capture what is happening at the level of culture and 
public debate, when dependence becomes a morally loaded idea.

Having put all of these distinctions on the table, it is also obvious that 
most of the time people aren’t going around using these labels in their 
theories and public arguments. In fact, even the word ‘dependence’ isn’t 
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central to all of the discussions that we will be looking at. Accusations of 
‘parasitism,’ claims about ‘vulnerability’ and theories about ‘unproduc-
tive’ labour will all be included. But there is a basic underlying concern 
that ties all of these issues together. It is this: the legitimacy of social roles 
and economic practices is at stake when we set them in relation to other 
roles and practices in our political arguments. Since these implicit and 
explicit claims about legitimacy often remain undeveloped and based on 
partial descriptions of economic practices and institutions, the various 
chapters in this book will both aim to say something about how oth-
ers have worried about dependence and how they might have, or should 
have worried about dependence. The distinctions I make above are made 
to help with moving between these two aims, and, in particular, moving 
back and forth between political arguments about vulnerability and polit-
ical arguments about parasitism—showing, too, how the one can spill 
over into the other.

oUtLine of the BooK: aims anD strUctUre

This is a book of reconstructive political theory. By this I mean two 
things. First of all, some of my arguments start with examples of debates, 
crises or problems from public life and reconstruct the issues and stakes 
through the lens of a theoretical problem (e.g. in Chapter 2). Second, 
where my arguments start with theoretical debates, particularly in 
the social sciences, I aim to reconstruct the political relevance of these 
debates, by showing how the construction of knowledge about social 
and economic relationships is inherently normative (e.g. in Chapter 3). 
As should be clear by this point, the theoretical problems that guide this 
reconstructive work are: how do our institutions structure our depend-
encies? And how do our theories and arguments about these institutions 
describe and analyse our dependencies?

Unlike much contemporary Anglophone political philosophy devel-
oped as applied ethics or moral philosophy, my aim is not to construct 
a ‘theory of justice’ or to search for the normative principles that should 
underpin the organisation of dependence in society. In a field domi-
nated by the search for normative principles, this is a work of theoreti-
cal description. As applied ethics, political philosophy tends to build on 
thin understandings of the institutions that it wants to say something 
normative about.54 Political philosophers study the market; they generally 
leave it to economists, anthropologists and sociologists to study actual 
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markets.55 They look at the effect of money in general on social rela-
tionships, not the differences between different forms of currency. They 
build arguments for and against private property, but they rarely look 
into the various ways in which a private property regime can be struc-
tured (this they leave to lawyers). In this book, I also make generalisa-
tions. I develop arguments about ‘the’ welfare state, for example. But I 
try to shift our political attention from questions of more or less (more or 
less market, more or less monetary values, more or less private property, 
more or less welfare state) to questions about how these social institu-
tions can function in different ways with consequences for the politics of 
dependence. This agenda means that I am far more reliant on fields of 
scholarship outside of political philosophy—particularly economic soci-
ology, economic anthropology and history—than on works within the 
‘field.’ For some readers, then, the book might not seem normative in 
the right way. My only real defence to this criticism is that re-descriptions 
of states of affairs, institutions and even theories make it possible to think 
more clearly about politics every bit as much as a statement of normative 
principles does. Those who want a definition of dependence and a theory 
of the normative principles that this feature of human existence generates 
will be disappointed.

How will this reconstructive political theory of dependence proceed 
then? Part I focusses on how the cultural contrast between statuses as 
‘dependent’ and ‘independent’ draws on the assumption that participa-
tion in markets (particularly labour markets) is paradigmatic of what it 
means to be economically independent. Thus, Chapters 2, 3, and 4 look 
at social actors who are made invisible or suspect by their failure to work 
in jobs.

Chapter 2 examines how in the last 40 years the concept of ‘depend-
ency’ has been central to critiques the welfare state as an ideal model 
of social and political organisation. The chapter first gives an over-
view of prominent critiques of ‘welfare dependency,’ particularly in the 
USA since the 1980s, and discusses the welfare reforms that politicians 
sought to justify with these arguments. The most powerful responses to 
this ‘dependency critique’ came from feminist political theorists such as 
Nancy Fraser, Linda Gordon and Eva Feder Kittay. The chapter gives an 
overview of the ways that these and other feminist political theorists have 
used dependence as a theme to explore the injustices of both a patriar-
chal and capitalist economic order. Finally, the chapter argues that the 
lessons developed by feminist political theory about ‘dependency’ are 
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extremely valuable but that the concept of ‘interdependence,’ which is 
both implicit and explicit in much of this theory, does not suffice as a 
new basis for political debate and theory. The feminist lessons need to 
be reformulated with a focus on political choices between the forms of 
dependency inherent in different ways of structuring our basic economic 
institutions and relationships.

Chapter 3 introduces the range of poor souls who have been labelled 
as ‘unproductive people’: from buffoons to housewives. The chap-
ter shifts us from public debate to theoretical debate and outlines the 
ways in which the dichotomy between ‘productive’ and ‘unproductive’ 
labour has been used in the history of political economy, including in 
the works of Adam Smith and Karl Marx. It was against the backdrop of 
Marx’s claims about ‘unproductive labour’ that twentieth century polit-
ical theorists discussed whether we should retain a distinction between 
productive and unproductive labour, and if so, what purposes that dis-
tinction served. Working through these debates, the chapter gradually 
focusses in on why the idea of productive labour mattered particularly 
for feminists, who saw unpaid housework being sidelined in orthodox 
Marxist political economy. rather than a public debate about depend-
ence, then, the chapter examines a theoretical debate in which our basic 
view of economic practices was at stake. It asks: where can we see value 
creation in the economy? And what chain of power relations links unpaid 
work in the home to profits made in the commodity market? And how 
do answers to these questions affect our views of who depends upon who 
in society?

Chapter 4 introduces Karl Polanyi’s view of the economy as a set of 
interlocking instituted processes. What this opened up for was the idea 
that studies of the economy should not be confined to the paradigmatic 
buying and selling interactions in competitive markets, but should try to 
understand how societies meet their needs and wants. The processes in 
which they do this include redistribution (as in welfare states), reciprocity 
(as between kinship groups), exchange (in markets) and house-holding 
(in family units). This chapter outlines Polanyi’s approach to the study of 
economic practices and suggests that his work provides the appropriate 
descriptive basis for a political philosophy of economic justice that tries 
to grasp how political rhetoric makes parts of the economy (in Polanyi’s 
sense) look ‘empty’: I use the example of street papers and their place in 
the moral economy of contemporary societies to illustrate my argument. 
The chapter thus introduces the idea of ‘the empty economy’ to label the 
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practices and institutions that a broad Polanyian view of the economy 
would include, but which are strategically excluded (or devalued) in some 
discourses concerning economic justice.

In Part II (in Chapters 5, 6, and 7), the focus is on economic institu-
tions and practices that have become so foundational to modern capital-
ist societies as to appear natural and immutable. The chapters on money, 
property and unearned income (particularly inheritance) emphasise 
that choices about how to institute these are choices about power: what 
kinds of power people can have over one another, and how that power is 
distributed.

Chapter 5 asks: what does money do to our dependencies? For some, 
state-issued money is a sign of our dependence on this centralised power, 
and many activists have developed alternative currencies as a way to re-
scale our dependence relations: from dependence on the whole of society 
(supposedly represented in the state) to dependence on local communi-
ties (e.g. Ithica Hours and Bristol Pounds) or international, non-state, 
networks (e.g. Bitcoin and Faircoin). This chapter draws on recent schol-
arship within the humanities on money, asking what kinds of dependence 
we institute in the various forms of money that interlock (e.g. private 
bank credit and central bank ‘base’ money) and compete (e.g. local cur-
rencies and national currencies) in contemporary societies. It frames 
the normative stakes of these choices about money using Jean Jacques 
rousseau’s republican vision of a constitution for Corsica as a model for 
thinking about the relationship between economic and political power.

Despite a long history of political theorising about property, property 
today is the great understudied topic in political theories of economic 
justice. While rawlsian political theorists have recently rediscovered 
property through the idea of ‘property-owning democracy,’ the debate 
has long remained stuck on the issue of distribution (how much every-
one gets) and has only just begun to examine ownership as a specific 
form of power that structures relations of dependence. In Chapter 6, I 
return to the work of legal economist, robert Hale, who expressed more 
clearly than anyone how property constitutes a power of ‘private govern-
ment,’ and I discuss why this view of property matters for thinking about 
dependence as vulnerability to pressure and coercion, especially in a mar-
ket economy.

Chapter 7 examines a foundational distinction in discussions of eco-
nomic justice: the distinction between earned and unearned income. 
The distinction is extremely important for all critiques of profit and 
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rent extraction as forms of appropriation. Thus, financial capitalists have 
long been viewed as parasitic: first because they are capitalists and thus 
earn through their property rights rather than their labour and second 
because they deal in finance, which many view as detached from ‘the 
real economy’ of production. This chapter briefly sketches the concep-
tual history of the metaphor of ‘parasites’ which has been recently and 
influentially used by political economist Michael Hudson in his Killing 
the Host: How Financial Parasites and Debt Bondage Destroy the Global 
Economy.56 It goes on to contrast the impersonal dependence involved in 
unearned income gained through rent extraction, with the very personal 
form of dependence characteristic of inheritance, and follows Thomas 
Piketty in suggesting that together these mechanisms produce great 
social inequality and injustice. However, the chapter also argues that we 
should not be normatively complacent about the idea of ‘earned income’ 
and assume that it represents a ‘productive’ economic contribution in 
contrast to unearned income. We are all far more deeply dependent than 
such complacency implies.

The principle lesson of the book, summarised in the conclusion, 
is that placing issues of dependence at the heart of political theorising 
about economic justice opens up important issues that have been mar-
ginal to contemporary theoretical debate, but which are central to  
our lives: particularly concerning the forms of vulnerability we 
 experience. The book argues that only by broadening our view of eco-
nomic dependence—looking beyond the usual suspects such as welfare 
recipients—can we begin to compare the economic lives of social actors 
in the right way. We compare them by first recognising the commonal-
ity of dependence and then differentiating the kinds of dependence that 
characterise specific social roles. The important political question is not 
‘how do we ensure independence?’ or ‘how do we recognise interdepend-
ence?’ but rather ‘how shall we institute our dependencies in the best  
way?’ This question yields an alternative set of stakes in theorising about 
economic justice: our dependencies need to be spread in ways that pro-
tect us from dominance and extreme vulnerability. We need a politics for 
a world of economic dependence.

Throughout the book, I hope to stimulate some sense of wonder 
about how and why we map normative distinctions onto the world of 
economic practices that we live with. In the same reflections on beg-
ging in Down and Out in Paris and London, Orwell remarked that ‘In 
practice nobody cares whether work is useful or useless, productive or  
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parasitic; the sole thing demanded is that is shall be profitable.’ And he 
went on, ‘A beggar, looked at realistically, is simply a businessman…he 
has merely made the mistake of choosing a trade at which it is impossi-
ble to grow rich.’57 What Orwell is pointing to is the absurd reversal in 
which the monetary value of an activity sometimes serves as our starting 
point for deciding on whether it is useful or not. If only begging were 
more profitable, he suggests, we wouldn’t regard it as parasitic. This 
doesn’t seem right when we reflect on the criticism that financial capi-
talists have come in for in recent years, and we might also be doubtful 
that a wealthy class of beggars would endear them to the wider public, 
but Orwell has surely captured something important here. Sometimes 
the normative distinctions that we use to think about economic justice 
are the effect, and not the cause, of the institutions and practices that 
structure social life. The truth about dependence and independence 
cannot be sought ‘behind’ our social institutions; rather the politics of 
dependence and independence is generated in our struggles over these 
very social institutions.
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In the last 40 years, the concept of ‘dependency’1 has been pushed into 
the limelight by analyses and commentaries that critique the welfare state 
as an ideal model of social order and re-evaluate actual welfare policies in 
countries around the world. The moral evaluation and the political gov-
ernance of the poor is, of course, not an issue that began with welfare 
states, and ‘dependency’ is a concern that began well before the reagan 
and Thatcherite eras of neoliberal reforms in the USA and the UK. But 
from the 1980s until the present day, it has gradually become standard 
for both right and Centrist politicians and commentators to explain and 
justify the policy shift towards ‘workfare’ with reference to a section of 
society that has made reliance on economic support from the state into a 
way of life: the ideas of ‘welfare dependency’ and of a ‘culture of depend-
ency,’ which are meant to describe that way of life, became, and remain, 
common in political rhetoric.

The issue of dependency cuts across the traditional Left/right dichot-
omy of national politics in interesting ways. This is because criticisms of 
dependency can be grounded in very different accounts of the causes of 
dependency and can suggest very different solutions to the problem. On 
the one hand, conservatives (with both a big and a small ‘c’) have used 
the ideas of ‘welfare dependency’ and a ‘culture of dependency’ to argue 
for cuts to welfare budgets, but they have also used them to argue for the 
transformation of welfare programmes in ways that actively intervene in 
the bad cultural habits that the concepts identify. In other words, while 
some on the political right simply favour small government, others focus 
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instead on ‘paternalistic’ government policies that seek to shape the behav-
iour of welfare recipients by incentivising and coercing them into seeking 
and keeping work, and more generally pushing recipients to conform to 
an economic life-mode deemed morally acceptable (e.g. having a job).2

On the other hand, the issue of dependence exposes other fault lines 
on the political Left. While few aim to defend ‘dependence’ as such 
(although feminists have done much to recast the idea in a positive light, 
as I discuss below), it is an issue that forces commentators to take up an 
evaluative stance on welfare state regimes: should they be defended as 
absolutely necessary to offset the effects of a capitalist economic system 
in which a section of society is made and kept poor by the operations of 
the labour market and the unequal distribution of productive assets? Or 
is the welfare state indeed part of the problem, and should be replaced 
by a radically different mode of economic and social organisation, such 
as the socialist state or so-called property-owning democracy, the latter 
suggested by the liberal rawlsian Left of political philosophy?3

The problem of reforming welfare states thus provides the context 
for examining the many different ways in which political commentators, 
from politicians to academics, try to describe socio-economic relation-
ships using the concept of ‘dependence’ in ways that imply and support 
normative conclusions. These conclusions both judge ideal-typical social 
actors and suggest the proper response to them.

Many social scientists and political commentators have used the idea 
of welfare dependency to pose important empirical questions about how 
populations respond to various welfare policies. For example: Do welfare 
programmes really provide a disincentive for people to find work or is 
this a myth? What forms of support (in cash or in kind) produce what 
kinds of patterns of behaviour amongst recipients? How does altering 
the requirements for receiving state support (e.g. requirements that the 
recipient is actively seeking work) alter the number and the kind of appli-
cants for this support?

While these are important questions, this chapter has a different 
agenda—one that is philosophical and theoretical, rather than empirical.  
My focus is on getting a clearer view of the normative work that the 
concept of dependence is doing in debates about ‘welfare dependency,’ 
and I will be trying to get that clearer view by placing the concept of 
‘welfare dependency’ within the context of the broader problem of eco-
nomic dependence in general. In other words, we need to ask: Is there 
something significantly different, and uniquely bad, about dependence 
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on state-administered welfare payments and services, when compared to 
all of the other relationships of dependence in which social actors find 
themselves? If we focus only on the opposition between state support 
and labour markets as two contrasting sources of income, we narrow our 
view of economic practices in a way that practically gives the normative 
question a foregone conclusion: it will be hard to resist the simple con-
clusion that the contrast between dependence and independence maps 
neatly onto the contrast between state support and employment in the 
labour market.

Fortunately, there exists a tradition of political theory that shows the 
way out of this dead end—a dead end where politicians often seem a bit 
too happy to turn round in circles. Feminist political theory, and more 
specifically the critique of economic practices and institutions from the 
viewpoint of women’s emancipation, has profoundly shifted the the-
oretical terrain on which we can pose questions about dependence. 
Feminist social and political theorists like Silvia Federici, Carole Pateman, 
Eva Feder Kittay, Nancy Fraser, Linda Gordon and others question the 
idea that the state–citizen relationship can be normatively examined in 
isolation from other important relationships that make up social and 
economic life as we know it. Fraser and Gordon’s seminal article ‘A 
Genealogy of Dependency’ was published in 1994, providing a profound 
resource for commentators sceptical about the simple dependence/in-
dependence dichotomy on which critics of the welfare state often drew 
(and draw). The first, and most important, ‘black box’ that they (and 
feminists before and after them) open up, and which radically reframes 
the state support vs. labour market contrast, is the home and the nuclear 
family structure. Can our normative evaluation of ‘dependence’ on the 
welfare state really be cleanly separated from issues about the web of 
dependencies in which social actors live within the home: children upon 
parents, women upon men (historically for status and money), men upon 
women (historically for the unpaid work that made the male ‘bread win-
ner’ life-mode possible)? Once the question is posed, the answer seems 
obvious: of course, these diverse dependencies are interconnected with 
our normative questions about the contrast between welfare state sup-
port and labour market employment.

The feminist interventions of the 1980s and 1990s thoroughly cri-
tiqued the welfare dependence discourse prevalent in influential politi-
cal rhetoric at the time and thoroughly contextualised this normative 
use of the dependence/independence dichotomy. They have the power 
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to shift our attention from the morally black and white distinctions of 
‘dependence’ and ‘independence,’ on which the ‘welfare dependency’ 
concept draws, to a spectrum of forms of dependence that challenges us 
to articulate exactly what we value and dislike in each. While politically 
convenient, the dependence/independence contrast conceals as much as 
it illuminates. It conceals the fact that all socio-economic positions can 
be described as embedded in relations of dependence.

But even these profound feminist critiques tend to anchor prob-
lems of dependence in the politics of the family and the home and have 
usually not connected the issue of economic dependence with other 
key institutions like property and money. One of the central ideas that 
emerged out of feminist interventions on welfare dependence is that 
we need to build an ethics of interdependence that could guide policy 
making. I argue, however, that the turn to an ethics of ‘interdepend-
ence’ doesn’t pose the political problem sharply enough, partly because 
it encourages us to think of issues of dependence principally as issues 
about support and care. These are important issues about dependence, 
but they do not address the many forms of economic dependence that 
this book is about.

We need to move beyond the home, and explicitly feminist concerns, 
to a wider discussion of the many forms of economic dependence that 
we should have in our analytical toolbox when evaluating the problem 
of ‘welfare dependency.’ As Gøsta Esping-Andersen pointed out in his 
classic work on the welfare state, one way to understand the welfare state 
is precisely as emancipating citizens from ‘market dependence.’4 On the 
other hand, Esping-Andersen has himself been criticised for belonging to 
a the ‘mainstream’ of political theory that ‘still resists the deeper implica-
tions of feminist work, and has difficulties assimilating concepts of care, 
gendered power, dependency, and interdependency.’5 I am not claiming 
to develop the deep implications of the feminist agenda in this book. 
But I will argue that the feminist critique of welfare dependencies rhet-
oric establishes useful contrasts between structural and practical depend-
encies, on the one hand, and vulnerability and parasitism on the other. 
These contrasts need to be made more explicit, and they need to be car-
ried over into the analysis of other institutions that have not been at the 
heart of welfare dependency debates.

The intent of the chapter, then, is to clear some conceptual ground 
and to introduce the metaphor of the ‘dependence compass,’ which 
points to different senses of dependence relevant to normative reason-
ing about economic life. I will be suggesting here and throughout the 



2 ECONOMIC DEPENDENCE AND THE WELFArE STATE  45

book that the important question that we should be asking ourselves is 
not ‘how do we recognise interdependence?’, but rather: What are the 
specific social and political evils and goods that become concretised in 
different forms of dependence, whether that is dependence on family, 
community, state, charity or the owners of various forms of property? 
And what political choices can we make that create, abolish and reorgan-
ise these forms of dependence?

WeLfare reform anD the rhetoric  
of ‘WeLfare DePenDency’

One of the most important dimensions of welfare state reform in many 
countries around the world in recent decades has been the development 
of policies that give the state an active role in pushing and pulling peo-
ple into formal employment. In this section, I illustrate this trend in the 
USA and the UK, where it has been accompanied by a great deal of ‘wel-
fare dependency’ rhetoric. I then focus on the USA, where responses 
by political theorists (particularly feminists) have been most strongly 
developed.

Both the USA and the UK have seen welfare reforms in the last 
25 years that combine incentives to find and keep formal employment 
with sanctions for those who fail to do so. On the ‘pull’ (incentive) side, 
some reforms (such as those enacted in many states in the USA) allowed 
recipients of benefits who found work to keep both their benefit pay-
ments and a percentage of their new wage for a limited period of time.6 
On the ‘push’ (sanction) side, policy makers have used various pressures 
including limits on the period of time that individuals can receive state 
support, caps on the level of support, compulsory participation in train-
ing programmes, tighter testing of recipients’ eligibility and sometimes 
even rules that require welfare recipients take unpaid jobs in order to 
keep their benefits. In general, these have been called active labour mar-
ket policies (ALMP), but where they are most demanding for the welfare 
recipient (and often most controversial), commentators have labelled this 
as a shift from ‘welfare’ to ‘workfare.’

By the early 1990s, after dependency had been squarely on the polit-
ical agenda for at least a decade, there was convergence from the Centre 
and the right of US party politics on the need for welfare reform.7 
The Democrat Clinton administration of the 1990s was responsible for 
major reforms, which furthered decentralisation of welfare policy to 



46  P. J. L. cocKBUrn

the individual states and opened the door to workfare policies that var-
ied from state to state. The Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
programme (AFDC), which had its roots in the 1935 Social Security 
Act, and which had originally aimed to provide assistance to children 
‘deprived of parental support or care by reason of death, continued 
absence from the home, or physical or mental incapacity of the parent,’8 
was finally dismantled in 1996, partly under pressure of demographic 
changes such as the massive increase in single-parent families and the 
increase in women’s formal employment as a social norm. With so many 
more mothers in formal employment, the ‘non-working’ mother on state 
support became an easier target for criticism. AFDC was replaced by the 
programme called Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), 
which bears the important political point in its title: temporary assistance, 
which presumably terminates in formal employment.9 The Act that 
brought TANF into existence was called the Personal responsibility and 
Work reconciliation Act (PrWOrA).

In the UK, the most recent Labour governments (1997–2010) over-
saw major welfare reforms that sought to integrate welfare recipients into 
the workforce through financial incentives and sometimes compulsory 
training and work programmes. These were presented as a series of ‘New 
Deals’ for different social groups and involved varying degrees of com-
pulsion depending on the group (e.g. different rules for people under 
25, people over 25, people with disabilities, ‘lone parents’).10 The trend 
of linking welfare benefits to work has continued under more recent gov-
ernments. Workfare policies enacted under the Conservative government 
(2015–2017) and the previous Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition 
(2010–2015) government have been heavily criticised by trade unions,11 
campaign groups12 and political commentators13 for making acceptance 
of unpaid employment a condition for continuing to receive state sup-
port for some social groups.

Accompanying these reforms in both the UK and the USA was 
political rhetoric and academic commentaries that identified ‘welfare 
dependency’ as the major problem that reforms should tackle. When 
Bill Clinton famously claimed in his 1992 presidential campaign that he 
would ‘end welfare as we know it,’ what he meant was that his govern-
ment would ‘break the cycle of welfare dependency’: ‘It’s time to make 
welfare what he should be’ said Clinton ‘a second chance, not a way of 
life.’14 And President George W. Bush could count on being understood 
when, in a major speech on welfare he argued that ‘I understand leaving 
welfare is not easy, but it’s an essential step toward independence from 
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Government. Work is the pathway to dignity and to freedom and to 
self-respect.’15 Before he became president Donald Trump repeated the 
same ‘welfare dependency’ rhetoric in his 2011 book, Time to Get Tough, 
where he claimed to find welfare dependency ‘morally offensive’ because 
it ‘robs people of the chance to improve.’16

In the UK in 1997, the newly elected New Labour Prime Minister, 
Tony Blair, said to his party’s annual conference that ‘The new welfare 
state must encourage work, not dependency.’ And the anti-dependency 
rhetoric continues as a commonplace in more recent years. For exam-
ple, in 2011 then Conservative Prime Minster David Cameron addressed 
the UK Parliament on the Welfare reform Bill (2011), conjuring up 
imagery of welfare recipients ‘trapped in a fog of dependency’ and ‘haz-
ily’ responding to signals sent out by the welfare system.17 While not 
as prominent and influential as their counterparts in the USA, politi-
cal commentators (e.g. from think tanks) in the UK have also tried to 
strengthen the dependency critique combining statistical analysis with 
narratives of the effects of the welfare state on the ‘character’ and ‘inde-
pendence’ of citizens.18

In the more detailed look at welfare dependency debates below, I focus 
on the US context where the academic debate on the topic has been most 
fully developed, both on the side of dependency critics and on the side of 
the feminist critics of the critics, who I turn to in the next section.

While the general idea of a contrast between ‘deserving’ and the 
‘undeserving’ poor clearly has a much longer history, the more specific 
idea of ‘welfare dependency’ also goes back considerably further than 
the political rhetoric illustrated above.19 Already in the 1930s, Franklin 
D. roosevelt argued that ‘Continued dependence upon relief induces 
a spiritual and moral disintegration fundamentally destructive to the 
national fiber.’20 The issue of welfare dependency seems to cut across 
the Left–right divide. It was in fact scholars on the political centre-Left 
who developed ideas about the ‘culture of poverty’ to explain the nature 
of poverty in the USA in the 1960s. Daniel P. Moynihan, who placed 
dependency most squarely on the mainstream political agenda with his 
government discussion paper The Negro Family: The Case for National 
Action (from 1965),21 and his later book The Politics of Guaranteed 
Income (from 1973),22 was a figure who served under both Democrat 
and republican administrations and was often frustrated with the polit-
ical agendas of both.23 However, it was conservative political commen-
tators in the 1980s and 1990s who developed the ‘welfare dependency’ 
idea into a guiding theme justifying welfare reform.
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Two prominent and contrasting lines of argument are important to 
explain. On the one hand, conservative critics of welfare dependency 
argued that growing welfare budgets in the 1970s had not lowered pov-
erty levels significantly, but had hugely increased the number of ‘latent 
poor’: those who would be below the poverty line without government 
assistance.24 They argued that what explained these seemingly perverse 
trends was the fact that welfare support was tempting people away from 
the labour market by making low-paid jobs unattractive, and thus pulling 
people from the independent way of life in which income comes from 
the labour market into the dependent way of life in which income comes 
from the government. For those who saw welfare itself as the problem, 
the solution was simply to cut welfare, which would have the happy effect 
of both ‘helping’ people into independent lives and cutting state budgets.

On the other hand, however, some conservative welfare critics argued 
not for cutting, but for transforming the welfare system towards a pater-
nalistic workfare system: one in which receipt of benefits would be linked 
to various kinds of good behaviour requirements.25 Commentators like 
Lawrence Mead argued for increased governmental supervision of the 
lives of poor people: shepherding them into work through workfare 
programmes; intervening in reproduction and family life by dissuad-
ing unwed pregnancy and tutoring young mothers; requiring people to 
stay in training and educational programmes.26 In short, ‘Telling the 
Poor What to Do’ was said to be acceptable and necessary.27 Through 
this paternalistic lens, welfare dependency was viewed as symptomatic 
of a broader problem: the breakdown of social order (particularly in the 
inner city) and the weakened grip of traditional virtues and values on 
poor Americans. Mead approvingly summarised the welfare reforms of 
the 1990s in grandiose language: ‘Those who would be free must first 
be bound.’28 One of the striking features of Mead’s views is the fact that 
welfare assistance has become so synonymous with dependence that leav-
ing welfare appears to be a triumph of ‘self-reliance’ even where the per-
son becomes poorer and where the person must now be helped by family 
rather than the state.29

The two arguments summarised here propose to end welfare depend-
ency in two contrasting ways: the one with ‘smaller government’ (i.e. cuts 
to welfare spending) and the other with ‘bigger government’ (i.e. pater-
nalistic interventions into the lives of the poor). Despite their differences, 
however, they share several underlying assumptions that will be the target 
of feminist criticism in the next section.
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First, perhaps the most obvious normative work that the concept of 
‘dependency’ does, especially when used as part of the phrase ‘culture of 
dependency,’30 is to frame our view of who is responsible for poverty in 
a society. If dependency is a ‘culture,’ or a ‘way of life’ (as Clinton said), 
this implies that, on the level of the individual, dependency is a kind of 
habit that people have the power to change in themselves (at least if they 
are given the right chances). The idea of a ‘culture’ of dependence also 
conveniently suggests something that people learn from one another 
and pass on from one generation to the next. The idea is acceptable for 
humanitarian liberals because it doesn’t blame individuals except insofar 
as they are caught by a ‘culture’ that was not of their making; it is accept-
able for illiberal conservatives because in the end it allocates collective 
responsibility to a whole underclass who actively want to stay in their 
‘culture’ and need to be rudely pulled out of it. In short, the concept of 
a ‘culture of dependency’ is an extremely powerful shortcut to distribut-
ing blame for poverty onto those who suffer it, and perhaps also the state 
administration that have ‘allowed’ such habits to develop.

The second salient feature of these arguments is the exclusive focus on 
the contrast between state support and the labour market: income from 
the former source is synonymous with dependency; income from the lat-
ter source is synonymous with independence. It is as though these two 
kinds of socio-economic positions were all that the world was made up 
of. On the one hand, it is as though dependence on the welfare state was 
the only kind of dependence in a society, so that leaving this dependence 
automatically implies some kind of emancipation, regardless of whether 
the money now comes from a job, a family or a charity. On the other 
hand, it is assumed that economic independence is synonymous with 
wage earning: the discussion is all about getting jobs, as though this was 
the highest aspiration that the poor could have when it comes to eco-
nomic practices. The neat mapping of dependence onto welfare support 
and independence onto paid formal employment gives this argumenta-
tion a striking descriptive and normative simplicity, which is extremely 
attractive for politicians trying to tell convincing stories about society 
and its ills.

Third, the breakdown of the nuclear two-parent family is a prom-
inent theme in both the small government and big government ver-
sions of dependency critique. But the family features here as a moral 
unit rather than as an economic one. The breakdown of the nuclear two- 
parent family is discussed as a symptom of declining virtues and general 
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irresponsibility, rather than as a fact that poses particular sets of eco-
nomic problems for mothers and children. rather than a threat to the 
family, forcing people into work will actually be a boost for the tradi-
tional family structure by making single-parent families economically 
unviable. The idea of the family as the site of unpaid work is completely 
absent from the discussion.

Fourthly, these arguments assume that the problem of welfare 
dependency is primarily a problem about the welfare state, and only sec-
ondarily, if at all, a problem about the labour market. The ideas of ‘wel-
fare dependency’ and a ‘culture of dependency’ focus our attention on 
the things that tie welfare recipients to the state, rather than the things 
that repel them from the labour market: such as low wages, bad working 
conditions and lack of jobs where people live. While authors like Mead 
do believe in mixing coercion that pushes people with incentives that 
pull people into the labour market, they certainly never develop this into 
an argument for drastically improved working conditions through labour 
legislation that is tough on employers when it comes to working hours 
and wages. The assumption is that insecure and low-paying jobs really 
are a step-up for everyone—if only they could see it that way.

We can perhaps understand the political attractiveness of these por-
traits of an irresponsible underclass, when we note that while substan-
tially different from one another (e.g. in the levels and kind of public 
health care provision) the UK and the USA have both tended to struc-
ture their welfare policies in ways that address provision primarily to 
those who cannot afford the alternatives offered by the market, i.e. to 
the poor rather than the middle classes.31 In the USA, ‘welfare’ has 
become synonymous with only those redistributive programmes that 
support the poorest in society.32 This contrasts, for example, with the 
structure of welfare states (paradigmatically the Scandinavian welfare 
states) that have invested a great deal in attracting the loyalty of a middle 
class that identify a much broader range of state provisions as ‘welfare’: 
including childcare provision, relatively generous unemployment insur-
ance and state health care. Where welfare services, on the contrary, are 
widely regarded as supportive of primarily the poorest section of society, 
it is relatively easy for those who do not use these services (or receive 
these payments) to imagine a special ‘culture’ attached to them.

It is not the task of the present discussion to empirically investigate 
the accuracy of this idea: the aim of this section has been to reconstruct 
the arguments that present ‘welfare dependency’ and the ‘culture of 
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dependency’ as serious social problems; the aim of the next section is to 
identify the conceptual limitations of the arguments thus reconstructed. 
I have already begun to suggest the blind spots and implicit assumptions 
that make their accounts at all plausible to begin with. In the next sec-
tion, I turn to feminist political economy to develop a series of more 
detailed criticisms of these blind spots.

feminist critiqUes of PatriarchaL caPitaLism

The welfare dependency arguments canvassed above treat the family as 
a black box, in the sense that who depends upon who within the family 
unit is not even mentioned as relevant to the question of dependency on 
the welfare state. The unpaid economy and the structure of social rela-
tions within families remain truly invisible in the ‘welfare dependency’ 
discussions.

Articulating dependence as a political problem has been at the heart 
of feminist political theory since its beginnings.33 It is perhaps the oldest 
lesson of feminism that the family is not only a moral unit but also an 
economic and political one. Not only did marriage contracts for centu-
ries deprive women of their property under laws of coverture, but the 
family has historically been and remains in many societies, the site of 
unpaid work undertaken by women: from care work to domestic work 
like cleaning and cooking. The family is thus a social unit, governed 
by both official laws and unofficial norms, where the monetary econ-
omy meets the non-monetary economy. The now old-fashioned ideal 
of a nuclear family comprised of a male ‘bread-winner’ participating in 
the labour market and a female caregiver undertaking unpaid work in 
the home is one model for how that meeting of the formal and infor-
mal sides of the economy should be organised. As Carole Pateman put 
it referring to public life and political theory: ‘The sturdy figure of the 
“worker,” the artisan, in clean overalls, with a bag of tools and lunch-
box, is always accompanied by the ghostly figure of his wife.’34

This model of the patriarchal nuclear family, with only a male bread-
winner, is not the dominant form of family organisation today in many 
countries including the USA.35 It was only realised on a large scale in 
capitalist democracies in the period between World War II and the early 
1970s.36 However, it does seem that the ideological grip of this arrange-
ment has left a profound mark on the ways that questions of political 
and economic justice are posed in public life and in academic scholarship. 
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Many normative problems about welfare state organisation revolve 
around fundamental questions concerning the proper relationships 
between states, markets and families. Trying to understand those rela-
tions from the perspective of women’s emancipation provides a very con-
crete starting point for showing the interconnection between power and 
politics, between, that is, social norms and relations on the one hand, 
and institutional frameworks of rights and duties on the other.37

One key idea that has come out of feminist political theory is that 
human beings are interdependent, and that recognition of this fact of 
human existence radically reframes normative questions about politi-
cal and economic institutions. As Ann Shola Orloff puts it when sum-
marising feminist scholarship on welfare state regimes, ‘Drawing on the 
experiences of women’s political action and an understanding of inter-
dependency as the basic human condition, new citizenship rights essen-
tial to emancipation have been enunciated by gender scholars….’38 This 
new conceptual anchoring in ‘interdependence’ is very important, but 
also restricted in certain respects, which I will examine in the final part 
of this chapter. The task of this section is to present feminist accounts of 
dependence and interdependence that show the serious blind spots (to 
put it mildly) of the dependency critics discussed above. If this Gestalt 
shift on ‘dependency’ is convincing, we will then be in a position to eval-
uate what we can and can’t do with the concept of ‘interdependence.’ I 
begin here by painting left-wing feminist approaches to economic prac-
tices and welfare states in broad strokes and then move on to feminist 
arguments that specifically respond to ‘welfare dependency’ rhetoric.

In a recent discussion of the historical place of care work in capitalist 
economies, Nancy Fraser concludes with the claim that women’s eman-
cipation ‘…requires reinventing the production-reproduction distinction 
and reimagining the gender order.’39 This idea of ‘re-inventing the pro-
duction-reproduction distinction’ expresses a viewpoint that is charac-
teristic of a profoundly insightful tradition of feminist political theories 
about economic dependency.

Major contributions to this tradition emerged in the 1970s with fem-
inists like Silvia Federici and Mariarosa Dalla Costa, who pushed the 
critique of capitalism beyond Marx’s famous analyses of the exploita-
tion of labour by examining the relationship between paid and unpaid 
work in modern capitalist societies. While Marx acknowledged the home 
as the site of the reproduction of labour power (where labourers nour-
ish and repair their bodies enough to return to work the next day),  
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he never identified the gendered dimension of this process or conceptu-
alised women’s reproductive work as unpaid labour.40 Federici has aimed 
to make this hidden foundation of capitalist social and economic organi-
sation visible, both by describing it in political theory and by taking part 
in campaigns like Wages for Housework (started in the 1970s) which 
aimed to force the public and politicians to see the economy within the 
home.41 What Federici shares with theorists like Nancy Fraser and Carole 
Pateman is a sense for the cruel paradoxes concerning social and eco-
nomic organisation that are revealed when we unpack issues of economic 
dependencies. To summarise this, we can use the ideas of ‘structural’ and 
‘practical’ dependencies outlined in the Introduction.

On the one hand, we have a basic structural dependence of the for-
mal economy on the informal economy (or roughly equivalent: of pro-
duction upon reproduction). These are the ways that men (in aggregate) 
depend upon women (in aggregate). On the other hand, this structural 
dependence is in fact maintained through forms of practical dependence 
that make individual women dependent upon men within the traditional 
nuclear family unit.42 In the 1980s, Pateman pushed the argument even 
further by claiming that not only is the ‘independence’ of men (as wage 
earners) predicated on the practical dependence (i.e. subordination) of 
women, but so too is the welfare state as a form of political organisation 
which now draws on both women’s unpaid care work (in the home) and 
their paid wage work (in taxes).43 More pessimistically and more radically 
than Federici, Pateman points out that ‘Some feminists have enthusiasti-
cally endorsed the welfare state….However, the enthusiasm is met with 
the rejoiner from other feminists that for women to look to the welfare 
state is merely to exchange dependence on individual men for depend-
ence on the state.’44

While these groundbreaking analyses would be applicable in any patri-
archal and capitalist welfare state, the growth of dependency rhetoric 
and the welfare reforms in the USA in the 1990s meant that feminists 
now saw their diagnoses amply confirmed in explicit political rhetoric 
and policy making. Writing in 1994, two years before the PrWOrA, 
Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon identified ‘dependency’ as a ‘keyword 
of US politics.’45 In their analysis of this keyword, they combined his-
torical research with philosophical critique to identify shifts in the 
meanings of ‘dependency’ over time. With the shift from preindustrial 
English society to industrial capitalism, we see also a shift from a world 
in which ‘dependency’ was used to describe an overarching condition of 
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subordination, to a world in which different forms of dependence were 
beginning to be differentiated and cast in various normative lights. While 
in preindustrial society ‘dependency’ could capture economic, political 
and legal elements of social status all at once by contrasting the ‘inde-
pendent’ heads of households with everyone else in those households 
(from wives and children in the immediate household to tenant farm-
ers in the extend household), various historical developments including 
industrialisation and colonisation set the scene for the development of 
distinct senses of ‘dependency’ including an economic sense, a socio-legal 
sense, a political sense and a moral/psychological sense.

One of Fraser and Gordon’s key points is that over time much of the 
‘dependency’ discourse has shifted into a moral/psychological register, 
which makes dependency into a character trait rather than the outcome 
of a social process. The idea of dependency as a form of social subordi-
nation has all but disappeared with the growth of this view of depend-
ency as a kind of ‘personality disorder,’ which particularly attaches to the 
single mothers receiving aid under AFDC.46 As they point out, this can 
seem sadly ironic when put into historical context: ‘Apparently lost, at 
least for now, are the struggles of the 1960s that aimed to recast AFDC 
as an entitlement in order to promote recipients’ independence.’47

Since the welfare reforms of 1996, Eva Feder Kittay has done the 
work of refocussing our attention on the webs of social relations in 
which issues of dependence arise.48 In particular, she argues that ‘[w]e 
need to shift our attention on dependency away from the social, polit-
ical, economic, and moral registers that Fraser and Gordon explicate. 
For there is another deployment of the term that gets lost and that we 
can retrieve in the acronym AFDC—Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children.’49 And she goes on, ‘The welfare “dependency” that so exer-
cises the critics of welfare is not the dependency of the children, but that 
of their mothers. Yet those two dependencies are linked.’50

Pointing to the links between ‘inevitable’ dependencies on the one 
hand (e.g. of children upon parents, or disabled people upon carers) and 
‘constructed’ dependencies on the other (e.g. of women on men), this 
kind of social relations approach anchors feminist critique in the spec-
ificity of the care relation.51 For many people in society, their primary 
responsibility is to care for someone, and this care places them (the 
carer) in a vulnerable position. Kittay describes such people a ‘depend-
ency workers’ and argues that by caring for others, they themselves 
often become dependent in important ways (e.g. on the state). In short, 
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certain forms of dependency are derived from other forms. If we take 
the time to follow these chains of dependence, we will find that different 
people have vastly different real possibilities for taking on the paradig-
matic ‘independent’ role of wage earner. What we need to abandon is a 
contractarian worldview in which we imagine people as blank slates and 
all social relations as qualitatively equivalent to one another. By contrast, 
an approach that takes real social relationships seriously makes us ask 
about the vulnerabilities that characterise different people’s positions in 
society. It is this idea of a ‘vulnerable subject’ that Martha Fineman has 
taken forward as she picked up the threads of these dependency debates 
in the 2000s.52

From the vantage point provided by feminist political theory, then, 
Mead’s idea that welfare reform should force people out into formal 
employment, and that this will be a boost to family cohesion, appears to 
have gotten everything backwards.

feminist Lessons aBoUt DePenDency:  
‘interDePenDence’ as a neW Key concePt?

Feminist political theorists, particularly in the 1980s and 1990s, have 
made profound contributions to understanding the home and the fam-
ily unit as an integrated part of the economic and political arrangements 
that we know as welfare state capitalism, a part that remains practically 
invisible in most political debate and policy making. They have also 
directly challenged the idea of ‘welfare dependency’ as it has become 
used in academic commentaries and political rhetoric since the 1980s. 
Increases in women’s formal employment and in men’s reproductive 
work (caregiving and domestic work) are, of course, important to note 
when interpreting these feminist arguments, and should caution us not 
to simplify the message here by claiming that the divide between paid 
and unpaid work maps neatly onto gender divisions. However, these 
contributions remain profoundly important for at least two reasons.

First of all, the project of women’s emancipation is clearly not com-
plete: gender pay-gaps, unequal representation in national politics and 
unequal burdens of care work remain across most of the world. Second, 
and more important for the purposes of the present argument, feminist 
views of economic dependence distil, in a particularly concise way, an 
important critical point: looking at different social actors’ vulnerabilities 
(to coercion, to poverty, to abuse) tells us more about the state of social 
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justice than looking at the formal rights that they have. This lesson is not 
exclusively a feminist one, but it has been feminists who have most clearly 
linked this perspective on social justice to the problems of hostile ‘depend-
ency’ rhetoric and welfare reform. The feminist political theories reviewed 
here give us context (in Fraser and Gordon’s genealogy), analytical clar-
ity (in Federici and Pateman’s political economy) and a moral foothold (in 
Kittay’s social relations) for confronting ‘welfare dependency’ rhetoric.

From these discussions, ‘interdependence’ emerges as a key idea that 
is implicit, but also often explicit, in the arguments. Kittay, for example, 
suggests that ‘we need a new concept of interdependence’ that can help 
us to see the chains of dependence (or ‘nested dependencies’), such as 
children on caregivers, caregivers upon wage earners, wage earners upon 
employers and employers upon the global economy.53

reorienting theory and rhetoric about economic justice around ‘inter-
dependence’ can be descriptively helpful and ethically appealing. It is a 
concept that prompts us to follow the links between various spheres of 
social life, and to approach issues of social and economic justice with this 
multiplicity in mind. Interdependence—in the broadest sense—is a fact 
about our world of economic practices, and recognising this fact helps us 
to see why we need to reform our social institutions and practices such 
that serious vulnerability does not fall only on one social group within 
these networks of relations (e.g. upon single mothers and their children). 
Thus, as a description of the nature of socio-economic organisation, rec-
ognising ‘interdependence’ is a crucial step in our thinking.

However, the idea of interdependence it is less useful for understand-
ing the qualitative differences between different forms of social, politi-
cal and economic organisation: interdependence is a fact within socialist 
societies as much as capitalist ones or imagined anarchist ones, but the 
forms of dependence in each of these are (or would be) radically differ-
ent from one another. While the concept of ‘interdependence’ dissolves 
the clear moral fault lines that, for example, made dependence on the 
state appear obviously worse than dependence on the family structure, it 
also risks inadvertently depoliticising dependence by treating it as a uni-
versal human condition, not a political one that comes in very different 
varieties. ‘Interdependence’ is a concept that can suggest a ‘flat’ social 
world, in which we just need to recognise everyone’s contributions in 
order to provide the necessary moral gestalt shift.54 Emphasising inter-
dependence is thus an important reminder about the complex webs of 
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relationships in any society, but it is not an answer to the political prob-
lems that people struggle over.

My suggestion, then, is that the most important lesson of Kittay’s 
work, and one that Fineman has developed, is not that people are inter-
dependent, but that there are real political choices to be made about the 
social organisation of vulnerability in society.55 My criticism of ‘interde-
pendence’ as a new key concept, then, is not that it mis-describes the 
world, but that it suggests a permanence to dependency relations, on 
the one hand, and a malleability to the political solutions that address 
this dependence, on the other. By contrast, I think that the creation 
and destruction of specific forms of dependence through the reform of 
economic institutions cannot be adequately described with the idea of 
‘interdependence.’

Gøsta Esping-Andersen captured this process of creation and destruc-
tion extremely clearly when he identified the welfare state as both an 
emancipatory project and one that creates dependence. On the one hand, 
‘The social democratic regime’s policy of emancipation addresses both 
the market and the traditional family…The ideal is not to maximize 
dependence on the family, but capacities for individual independence.’56 
On the other hand, the model of the social democratic welfare state 
‘crowds out the market, and consequently constructs an essentially uni-
versal solidarity in favour of the welfare state. All benefit; all are depend-
ent; and all will presumably feel obliged to pay.’57 Similar to Pateman, 
then,58 we here meet the view, with which I fully agree, that dependence 
on the state’s protection is still dependence; it’s just that the world is full 
of forms of dependence that may be worse.

BUiLDing on feminist critiqUe:  
tWo Lines of DeveLoPment

Social and political theorising about economic dependence needs to 
be developed further in at least two ways: the first deepens our view of 
economic dependence, and the second widens our view of economic 
dependence. Let us look at these challenges in turn.

By ‘deepening our view,’ I mean exploring the range of things that 
we can plausibly mean by ‘economic dependence.’ Gordon and Fraser’s 
conceptual history of the idea shows how we got to welfare dependency 
rhetoric, but can political theory reconstruct a sense of dependence that 
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can be put to progressive use? The feminist discussions summarised above 
already suggest that there is something distorted about welfare depend-
ency rhetoric, but there remains work to be done on showing exactly 
what kind of distortion this is. To show this, it may be helpful to imagine 
four points on a compass that we can use to navigate the possible mean-
ings of economic dependence. The north–south axis marks the difference 
between ‘practical’ and ‘structural’ senses of the term: a difference in 
descriptive framing. The east–west axis marks the difference between ‘vul-
nerability’ and ‘parasitism’: a difference in normative connotations.

As I outlined in the Introduction and began to discuss above, my con-
trast between practical and structural senses of dependence is an attempt 
to capture what is going on where feminist political theorists turn the 
dependency problem on its head. At its most radical, the debate high-
lights the contrast between dependence as a product of power and depend-
ence as a right of the powerful. It contrasts the dependence of welfare 
recipients with the dependence of those who benefit from unpaid house-
work (whether that is men in generally, or capitalists more specifically). It 
contrasts the personal characteristics of individuals and their interpersonal 
relations with the impersonal relationships amongst actors in an econ-
omy. The contrast is, broadly speaking, between practical and structural 
senses of dependence. And with this contrast on the table, we have rad-
ically new points of reference around which arguments can be built: for 
example, the contrast between practical and structural dependence allows 
us to describe gendered power relations in a way that has been missed by 
the individual-focussed welfare dependency rhetoric.

On the normative (‘east-west’) axis, we have the contrast between a 
critical sense of economic dependence as unfair gain at the expense of 
others (parasitism) and a sympathetic sense of economic dependence 
as a condition of vulnerability. The feminist arguments looked at above 
made us think about how the practical dependence of unpaid women is 
actually a form of vulnerability. Their structural dependence on the state 
may make them look parasitical momentarily—but only as long as the 
structural dependence of men and the monetary economy on the unpaid 
work of women remains invisible.

By contrast, the welfare dependency rhetoric voiced in public debate 
by politicians only focusses on the parasitic sense of dependence and 
makes this charge with little attention to parasitic dependence elsewhere 
in the economy. Furthermore, with ideas like a ‘culture of dependency’ 
this rhetoric also oscillates between the structural and practical senses 
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of dependence without clearly grasping the contrast between them. 
Sometimes, the individuals are in focus and sometimes the institu-
tions that channel resources to them. What this discursive framing has 
no means of expressing is the possibility that those who are practically 
dependent may be the very people upon whom other key capitalist insti-
tutions (e.g. the labour market) are structurally dependent. It is this pos-
sibility that I will look at in Chapter 3, with Marxist feminist views of 
domestic labour.

I suggest that this ‘dependence compass,’ which differentiates differ-
ent senses of dependence, can help to show up the harmful vagueness of 
some critiques of dependence and to unpack the importance and force of 
the theoretical arguments that have confronted them.

The second line of development in political theorising about eco-
nomic dependence means widening our view of the range of social rela-
tions and institutions that structure our dependence in society. Welfare 
dependency rhetoric tried to limit the problem of dependence to a 
question about the relations between individuals and the welfare state, 
on the one hand, and the labour market, on the other. But the question 
of whether we work at a job or receive our income as payments from a 
state administration does not even scratch the surface of the multitude of 
ways in which people depend on one another in society. Feminist critics 
have gone a long way in pointing this out in their critiques of patriar-
chy and their refocus on relationships of care in families. Nonetheless, 
our view can be broadened further. For example, capitalist welfare states 
today have not even come close to eradicating inheritance as the primary 
mechanism for the reproduction of privilege in society. In other words 
(put in dependency terms), people who end up dependent upon the 
state are highly unlikely to have inherited much wealth; those who are 
not dependent on the state are so largely because they have been eco-
nomically dependent on someone else: their parents. While peddlers of 
‘welfare dependency’ rhetoric are happy to talk about the inheritance of 
a ‘culture of dependency’ over generations, they seem less enthusiastic 
about talking about the inheritance of wealth.

Two of the most important institutions that structure dependence 
relationships in society are money and property. How we institute these 
is crucial for dependence in all four senses outlined above. Chapters 5 
and 6 examine the political stakes involved in these institutions from 
the point of view of how they do and could structure relations of 
dependence.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78908-8_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78908-8_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78908-8_6
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concLUsion: ‘WeLfare DePenDency’ revisiteD

The simple conclusion of this chapter is that welfare dependency is one 
form of economic dependence. It can only appear as the one and only 
form of economic dependence when we imagine that our economic lives 
are exhausted by a relation to the state on the one hand, and the mar-
ket on the other. This is, as I will try to show in the rest of the book, an 
extremely limited socio-economic ontology with which to begin thinking 
about social and economic justice. By taking market participation as para-
digmatic of economic independence, it is a view that conveniently causes 
a number of power relationships and economic institutions to vanish: 
these are the relations of power structured through the family, the owner-
ship of property, the money we use and the rights of wealth (to rent and 
to transfer across generations). The subtraction of these relationships and 
institutions from our worldview has distorted the problem of economic 
dependence to such an extent that authors like Mead think that the solu-
tion to economic dependence lies in ‘Telling the Poor What to Do.’

The present argument is not normative in the sense of suggesting 
that those receiving state support make a legitimate choice, if it is true 
that some have adopted dependence upon the welfare state as a form of 
life. It does not even deny the possibility that this form of dependence 
might produce life-modes and habits that are damaging to individuals 
and society in the long run. We do, of course, need most people to do 
paid or unpaid work if society is going to carry on, as any political econ-
omist would point out. rather differently, though, the cultural critique 
of welfare dependence reveals not economic realities but mere prejudice: 
for example, the conservative focus in the USA on the supposed links 
between welfare receipt and pregnancy out of wedlock is both empiri-
cally weak and morally disgraceful.59

So while I am not defending any particular economic life-mode here, 
I am arguing that so-called ‘welfare dependency’ must always be judged 
in relation to the other forms of dependence against which we can com-
pare it. If critics of welfare dependency truly believe that dependence on 
the state is more problematic than dependence on family networks, then 
they need to argue their case in these terms. If they believe that depend-
ence on the welfare state is worse than dependence on unstable global 
markets that determine the distribution of jobs, then they need to argue 
their case in these terms. If they believe that dependence on the state 
is less legitimate than dependence on inheritance, then they need to say 
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why. rather than assuming that it is possible to legislate ‘dependence’ 
away, what we really should be asking is: Is this the distribution of gains 
and vulnerabilities that we want to institute in our societies, and if not, 
how should they be redistributed so that gains and vulnerabilities fall to 
different actors and practices?

By starting with the dichotomy between economic dependence and 
economic independence, we may be unwittingly accepting a broader 
view of socio-economic order that makes certain social relationships and 
certain practices invisible, sacrificed to the need for rhetorical simplic-
ity. It is, at the very least, stunningly arrogant for politicians and com-
mentators to describe a whole section of society as ‘dependent’ without 
examining either the dependencies of the wealthier classes (on inherited 
wealth, on rent, on government subsidy) or the other forms of depend-
ency that welfare states seemed to offer an alternative to (dependency on 
family, on the moods of labour markets, on privately organised charity). 
These are the choices that critics of the welfare state need to squarely con-
front. Feminist political theory made the need for this reframing obvi-
ous, but I have suggested that there are limitations to forms of political 
theory anchored in the concept of ‘interdependence.’ We must choose 
our dependencies, since these are qualitatively different from one 
another, and the contours of social, economic and political organisation 
depend in important ways on which forms of dependence we deem pref-
erable to others.
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In a study of the economic categories used in the collection of census 
data in the UK and the USA during the nineteenth century, Nancy 
Folbre notes that ‘By 1900, the notion that married women without 
paying jobs outside the home were “dependents” had acquired the status 
of scientific fact.’1 Continuously repositioned within a shifting set of cen-
sus categories, such as ‘productive’ and ‘unproductive,’ ‘occupied’ and 
‘not occupied,’ ‘gainfully employed’ and ‘not gainfully employed,’ and 
‘dependent,’ women performing unpaid housework, usually as wives to 
men working for a wage, was gradually pushed into the same categories 
as such figures as children and retirees.2

The shift can be explained by the conjunction of theoretical dogma 
and moral bias. On the one hand, the production of exchange values—
values that become visible as prices in market exchanges—had come to 
be so paradigmatic of what economic activity consists in that the pro-
duction of use values and essential services outside of the market econ-
omy had become invisible to the developing science of economics; on 
the other hand, this dovetailed with a moral ideal of family life that was 
highly gendered, and entailed a separation of socio-economic roles for a 
‘bread-winner’ husband and a ‘supported’ wife. What Folbre brilliantly 
illustrates is the link here between supposedly value-neutral theoretical 
and bureaucratic concepts (‘unproductive’) and implicitly moral catego-
ries (such as ‘dependent’) that carry political and social consequences.

Across history, a colourful array of figures has been suspected of being 
unproductive. Adam Smith pointed to soldiers, priests, lawyers, doctors, 
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puppeteers, buffoons, musicians, singers, dancers and even sovereigns3; 
Marxists have debated a great deal about the unproductivity of mer-
chants, retailers, housewives, state workers, supervisors and more. Folbre 
finds, in her survey of nineteenth-century censuses (in addition to house-
wives) paupers, homeless children, prisoners and convicts.4 Several of 
these figures—especially state workers, service workers and housewives—
find themselves shifted back and forth across the line between ‘produc-
tive’ and ‘unproductive.’ Thus, behind this array of figures, we find not 
only different ways of identifying ‘unproductive labour,’ but different 
reasons for doing so, and different perspectives on economic practice.

This chapter continues to build on feminist analyses of women’s social 
and economic roles within patriarchal capitalist economies. But rather 
than focus on the political discourse of welfare dependency and the 
feminist responses to that discourse, it delves into a theoretical debate 
about so-called unproductive labour and the applicability of that label to 
unpaid domestic work. While the concept of ‘dependence’ is not centre 
stage here, debates about unproductive labour do touch upon issues of 
dependence in significant ways.

First of all, many feminists have emphasised the subordination of 
women by men in patriarchal households within the capitalist economy, 
and drawn on the senses of dependence that focus on practical (daily, 
individual) dependence and vulnerability. But they have also tried to show 
that capitalism (at least as it functioned in the mid-twentieth century) was 
parasitical upon unpaid labour and, in my terms, structurally dependent 
upon it. Unpaid housework was not, they argued, incidental, but inte-
gral, to the status quo of capitalist production. In my terms, the practical 
dependence of individual unpaid domestic workers belied the structural 
dependence of the monetary economy on their work as a whole.

Second, the debates about unproductive labour illustrate an important 
point about perspective and economic categories; a point which applies to 
both the concept of ‘unproductive labour’ and the concept of ‘depend-
ence.’ The point is this: the meaning of ‘unproductive,’ like the mean-
ing of ‘dependence,’ will vary depending on whether we are describing 
social roles and relationships from a perspective within capitalism and the 
monetary economy, or from a perspective outside of this historically spe-
cific mode of production and exchange. There is no normatively neutral 
ground from which to pin down the meanings of these terms.

Third, the two towering figures referred to in debates about unpro-
ductive labour, Adam Smith and Karl Marx, both suggested—if only in 
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passing—that unproductive workers were essentially dependent upon the 
efforts of productive workers in an economy. While later Marxists have 
stressed that we cannot map the distinction between productive and 
unproductive labour onto the class structure of capitalist societies,5 it is 
hard to ignore the way in which Marx’s and Smith’s comments set up 
a hierarchy of economic functions in which some are more dispensable 
than others.

The idea of ‘unproductive labour’ is not alive today in public debate 
or theory in the sense that the idea of ‘welfare dependency’ certainly 
is. The distinction between productive and unproductive labour lost 
its importance for the mainstream of economic theorising with the rise 
of marginal utility theory and the decline of labour theories of value 
towards the end of the nineteenth century. It lived on, however, in 
Marxist political economy, and was a focal point for important debates in 
this field in the 1960s and 1970s. The sense that some people’s work was 
essentially ‘empty’ was also evident in political discourse in the 1970s. 
For example, one prominent political commentator worried in a UK 
national newspaper that ‘As our economy contracts, there are fewer and 
fewer “real” jobs, and more and more phoney ones…Britain is in dan-
ger of becoming a Parasite State, where more and more ghost workers 
are supported by fewer and fewer active, productive workers.’6 I would 
suggest that this kind of worry has not left us, even if the theoretical and 
normative language has changed since then. While we may not hear a 
great deal about ‘unproductive labour’ or the ‘parasite state’ from econ-
omists or politicians today, many of the questions that prompted the 
use of these terms remain important in public life: Are all sectors of an 
economy equally important in the process of value creation within soci-
ety? Is it true, as some politicians like to suggest,7 that the provision of 
essential public services (e.g. publically funded health care) is dependent 
upon value creation in the private sector? Do some forms of labour con-
tribute directly to value creation, while others contribute only indirectly? 
Could societies do without some forms of labour (finance), but could not 
do without others (farming)?

For modern economists, these questions will appear confused; value, 
they will tell you, is not determined by the nature of the good, or by 
how and where it was made, but simply by how much people want 
that thing—and hence how much they are willing to pay for it under 
conditions of scarcity. This chapter is not an attempt to dispute that 
claim. But it will argue that the questions listed above, which modern 



72  P. J. L. cocKBUrn

economics has washed its hands of, still matter in our normative and 
political thinking about economic practices; we have just (most of us) 
stopped making ‘theories’ about them. Instead of being an explicit part 
of economic theory and political rhetoric today, the idea of unproduc-
tive labour has now taken on a ghostly existence—one that emerges 
out of the mist at opportune moments of political scapegoating, usually 
where the public sector is slashed.

Theoretical debates about the unpaid domestic work of women are 
an important anchor for the present discussion because they help us to 
see the social and political stakes connected with an ostensibly dry and 
technical economic issue. When rosa Luxemburg condemned bourgeois 
women as the ‘parasites of the parasites of the social body,’ she made an 
exception for those who had ‘jobs or professions.’8 What she went on to 
say about productive and unproductive work is worth quoting at length 
because it illustrates both her commitment to labelling domestic work as 
‘unproductive’ and her acute awareness of the historical specificity—the 
capital-centric logic—of this label.

Economically and socially, the women of the exploiting classes are not an 
independent segment of the population. Their only social function is to 
be tools of the natural propagation of the ruling classes. By contrast, the 
women of the proletariat are economically independent. They are produc-
tive for society like the men. By this I do not mean their bringing up chil-
dren or their housework which helps men support their families on scanty 
wages. This kind of work is not productive in the sense of the present capi-
talist economy no matter how enormous an achievement the sacrifices and 
energies spent, the thousand little efforts add up to. But this is the private 
affair of the worker, his happiness and blessing, and for this reason nonex-
istent for our present society. As long as capitalism and the wage system 
rule, only that kind of work is considered productive which produces surplus 
value, which creates capitalist profit. From this point of view, the music-hall 
dancer whose legs sweep profit into her employer’s pocket is a productive 
worker, whereas all the toil of the proletarian women and mothers in the 
four walls of their homes is considered unproductive. This sounds brutal 
and insane, but corresponds exactly to the brutality and insanity of our 
present capitalist economy.9 (emphasis added)

Despite its eloquence (and also harshness), there is significant ambigu-
ity in Luxemburg’s attitude towards housework expressed here. On the 
one hand, Luxemburg implies that when women work for a wage, they 
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become economically independent like men. But by this, she must mean 
‘independent’ in the very limited sense in which one can be independ-
ent as a wage worker being exploited by capital. She also talks of being 
productive for ‘society,’ but then quickly goes on to narrow this down 
to being productive for ‘capitalist profit.’ This, again, is problematic: to 
state that unpaid domestic work does not produce profit for a capital-
ist is controversial in itself, as we will see below, while to state that it is 
not productive for ‘society’ just seems to entirely miss the point that the 
interests of capital do not coincide with the interests of society. This is a 
strange omission for a socialist. Clearly, Luxemburg has some respect for 
the ‘unproductive’ work that goes on with ‘the four walls’ of the home—
or at least if this work is carried out by ‘the women of the proletariat’ 
rather than ‘the women of the bourgeoisie’—but as long as this work 
remains meaningless for capital, it also remains meaningless in our eco-
nomic theorisation of capitalist society. As I have tried to highlight with 
the emphases that I have added, Luxemburg, like Marx (most of the 
time), reconstructs the logic of capitalist economy ‘from within,’ while 
signalling the inadequacy of this logic with phrases like ‘in the sense of 
the present capitalist economy’ and ‘from this point of view.’ What she 
does not do is to use concepts like ‘productive’ and ‘independent’ in 
ways that cut against the capital-centric point of view.

Later left-wing feminists, by contrast, did just this. Mariarosa Dalla 
Costa sparked what has become known as the ‘domestic labour debate’10 
by writing that ‘…housework as work is productive in the Marxian sense, 
that is, is producing surplus value.’11 She also emphasised the shallow-
ness of the idea of economic independence as applied to the wage-earn-
ing women of the proletariat: ‘The independence of the wage earner 
means only being a “free individual” for capital, no less for women than 
for men. Those who advocate that the liberation of the working class 
woman lies in her getting a job outside the home are part of the prob-
lem, not the solution.’12

The gap between Luxemburg and Dalla Costa here is probably a 
political one about what revolutionary road leads towards emancipa-
tion from patriarchal and capitalist oppression. But the more important 
point for the present purposes is that there is an epistemological gap here 
too: Luxemburg reconstructs what the world looks like ‘for capital’ as 
it were; Dalla Costa reconstructs what the world looks like from the 
kitchen. Dalla Costa’s argument thus suggests that just because capi-
tal cannot ‘see’ domestic work (i.e. that bourgeois political economy 
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does not theorise about its contribution to the capitalist economy), 
this does not mean that it is not already a functioning part of capitalist 
production.

This chapter tries to sharpen our view of the epistemological stand-
points from which we talk about unproductivity and dependence. It 
shows that the distinction between productive and unproductive eco-
nomic activity can only ever be made from a specific perspective on soci-
ety as a whole. This might be the perspective of a capitalist or an unpaid 
worker; in each case, the lack implied in the idea of being unproduc-
tive will be a different lack. There is no epistemologically neutral ground 
from which to describe economic practices: we do so always with a spe-
cific set of processes and practices as anchor points for our description. 
Our view of economic dependence is a result of the anchors that we pas-
sively accept or actively choose.

In what follows I focus on Marxist debates about unproductive labour 
and why these mattered for feminists. This is not because we should all 
be Marxist when it comes to understanding the meaning of ‘produc-
tivity,’ but because these debates concisely illustrate how our views of 
dependency relations in capitalist societies can turn on our descriptive 
starting points.

UnProDUctive LaBoUr:  
BacKgroUnD in smith anD marx

The search for a distinction between productive and unproductive labour 
stretches back before Adam Smith to the work of the French school of 
political economy, the Physiocrats (who found productivity only in agri-
culture), and stretches forward via Thomas Malthus and David ricardo 
to Karl Marx (who found productivity in the creation of surplus value 
in the wage relation).13 Marx summarised and criticised the views of his 
predecessors in his unfinished volume on Theories of Surplus Value, and 
Marxist political economists in the twentieth century spent significant 
time and energy on sifting through Marx’s commentaries (both there, 
in Capital and the Grundrisse) in order to pin down exactly what Marx 
meant with his version of the distinction.14 In what follows I will look 
only at the contrast between Smith and Marx on the meaning of unpro-
ductive labour, noting in particular the range of different purposes to 
which Marx put the concept.
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What Adam Smith wanted from the distinction between productive 
and unproductive labour was a way to understand how economies grow: 
how both individual capitalists and whole nations become richer by invest-
ing in certain kinds of production. Productive labour is labour that ‘adds 
to the value of the subject upon which it is bestowed,’15 and thus increases 
‘the exchangeable value of the annual produce of the land and labour of 
the country.’16 Smith’s paradigmatic example of this is manufacture.17 He 
thus places particular emphasis on the production of material commodities. 
By producing material things, ‘[productive labour] is, as it were, a cer-
tain quantity of labour stocked and stored up to be employed, if necessary, 
upon some other occasion.’18 This contrasted with labour that left no last-
ing valuable thing behind it. The labour of menial servants ‘does not fix or 
realise itself in any particular subject or vendible commodity. His services 
generally perish at the very instant of their performance,’19 and we should 
therefore think of this labour as unproductive. Looking at this contrast 
from the point of view of an employer, Smith writes: ‘A man grows rich 
by employing a multitude of manufacturers; he grows poor by maintain-
ing a multitude of menial servants….’20 He goes on, however, in concil-
iatory tone, to say the ‘The labour of some of the most respectable orders 
in society is, like that of menial servants, unproductive of any value…The 
sovereign, for example, and all the officers both of justice and of war who 
serve under him…are unproductive labourers….’21 The labour of such 
people is unproductive because ‘[t]he protection, security, and defence of 
the commonwealth, the effect of their labour this year [the labour of the 
sovereign and of the officers of justice and war], will not purchase its pro-
tection, security, and defence for the year to come.’22

What Smith wanted with the distinction between productive and 
unproductive labour was a way to think about an economy of growth. He 
attached moralistic points to this distinction along the way, suggesting, 
for example, that productive labour made for a sober and thriving a pop-
ulation, while unproductive labour was associated with idleness and pov-
erty.23 However, his real concern is with investment: he wants to draw a 
distinction between that labour in the economy that produces things that 
will support future production and that labour that will not. And there is 
obviously some intuitive sense to this distinction: to make cloth that will 
be worn on the backs of tomorrow’s workers is different from perform-
ing a puppet show which can only live on as a faint pleasant memory. 
The one product supports further production; the other does not.
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However, there is an ambiguity here too. We can focus on two different 
things in Smith’s arguments about productive and unproductive labour: 
either on the idea of adding value, or on the idea of producing material 
things that do not disappear as the labour is spent. What this shows is that 
Smith’s view of unproductive labour oscillates between two perspectives 
on economic practices, which he treats as though they were one. On the 
one hand is the viewpoint of the individual capitalist, out to make a profit 
on other people’s labour. From this perspective, we would expect the 
capitalist only to care about surplus value creation, and to be completely 
unconcerned about whether this surplus value came from the production 
of material things or from the capitalistic organisation of immaterial ser-
vices. On the other hand is the viewpoint of the economic observer con-
cerned for the wealth of nations in general. From this perspective, the 
materiality of the products might indeed matter because they ‘store value’ 
in a way that immaterial services do not (I won’t consider the soundness 
of this claim here—I simply note that Smith believed this).

That these two viewpoints in fact are different from one another 
would have been difficult for Smith to see because in the economy that 
he observed around him it was indeed manufacture (of material things) 
that was beginning to be organised capitalistically, while services that did 
not create material commodities were not yet organised by capitalists. It 
was workers in manufacture who were often paid out of capital, while it 
was service workers who were paid out of revenue (i.e. income). In other 
words, the point of view of the economic observer concerned with an 
economy of growth coincided (for historical reasons) with the point of 
view of the capitalist employing manufacturing workers.

sPLitting oUr vieW: the Logic of BoUrgeois  
PoLiticaL economy, the Logic of caPitaL  

anD the Logic of history

Like Smith, Marx’s economic analyses also moved back and forth 
between different viewpoints on the same set of economic practices and 
relationships, but these shifts were often deliberate. Marx took up a criti-
cal position not only on the society and economy of his time, but also on 
the science that had hitherto investigated capitalist society and economy, 
the science of political economy. Of Smith, Marx writes ‘A. Smith was 
essentially correct with his productive and unproductive labour, correct 
from the standpoint of bourgeois economy.’24
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For Marx, modern political economy could be divided up into the fol-
lowing: ‘vulgar economists’ who just systematised the bourgeois capital-
ists’ view of the economy, adopting wholesale the biases and distortions 
that this class-perspective entailed; the ‘classical political economists,’ 
who, like Smith and ricardo, investigated the ‘real framework of bour-
geois relations of production’ but only within the historical horizon of 
capitalism25; and finally his own ‘critique of political economy,’ which 
did a number of things: it identified and worked through the inconsist-
encies of classical political economy from the ‘inside,’ it placed both mod-
ern capitalism and classical political economy within a world-historical 
context, and it argued that the economic world that bourgeois and clas-
sical political economy have imagined as natural and eternal will, if fact, 
collapse under the weight of internal contradictions.

Marx was thus interested in both the internal logic of capitalism and 
what that logic meant within the horizon of world-history in which 
economic modes of production could rise and fall, and political strug-
gle could help them to do so. This meant that his concern with produc-
tive and unproductive labour was also multi-sided and epistemologically 
complex. He wanted a number of things from the distinction.

First of all, for Marx, ‘productive labour’ was a theoretical category 
that could be used to explain the specific nature of capitalist exploitation: 
exploitation organised in the wage relation in which labourers were paid 
less than the value of their products. Unproductive labour was labour 
that was not exploited in this way. Second, Marx was concerned with 
the question of exactly where in a capitalist economy value is produced 
and what that value is used for. This was relevant for understanding the 
allocation of capital in different sectors of the economy,26 and for under-
standing the changing composition of capital within given sectors,27 
both of which are relevant to predicting the death throes of capitalism. 
Third, Marx occasionally suggested that the distinction between pro-
ductive and unproductive labour might have something to do with class 
relations—a link that later Marxists have tended to reject as theoretically 
inconsistent.

These different ambitions for the productive/unproductive distinction 
do not always align well.28 This has meant that the collection of workers 
labelled as ‘unproductive’ has altered many times in the course of subse-
quent Marxist debates on the topic.

The next sections briefly expand on these three different uses of the 
conceptual distinction between productive and unproductive labour, as 
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a background for understanding the stakes involved in Marxist debates 
about domestic labour, which I return to shortly.

ProDUctivity in the aBstract UnDer caPitaLism

Human labour is organised differently across societies and across history, 
but its essence, for Marx, was the creation of use values which involved 
the transformation of nature into things that humans want and need.29 
From this ahistorical perspective, all labour that satisfied human wants 
and needs was productive. On the other hand, however, this view of 
productivity is not what will help us to understand capitalism from the 
‘inside’ as it were.30 What makes labour productive within the frame-
work of capitalism, and within the science that rationalises this frame-
work (political economy), is not that it produces useful things, but that 
it produces surplus value for a capitalist. We therefore need to leave the 
ahistorical perspective behind in order to see what ‘productivity’ means 
within capitalism.

Smith muddled this point in his definition of productive labour by 
considering both the materiality of the products and the creation of sur-
plus value, and hence being unclear about what perspective he was taking 
on the early industrial economy. Marx argued, on the contrary, that only 
the latter criterion (surplus value creation) helped us to understand what 
was specific about a capitalist economic system (it was this that Smith 
got ‘essentially right’ about the productive/unproductive distinction). 
To understand capitalism from the inside in this way required that we 
take what we might call a capital-centric view of production. If we limit 
ourselves to this capital-centric view (which Smith failed to do) then it 
becomes clear that a teacher, an actor or a clown are all engaged in pro-
ductive labour if this labour generates a surplus value for a capitalist who 
has invested in it; a tailor, on the other hand, even though he makes such 
material things as suits, is unproductive if he does not generate a surplus 
value for the person who pays for the labour (i.e. if he is paid out of 
revenue).31 What this implies is that the content of the labour—whether 
what it produces is ‘material’ and lasting or not—has become irrelevant 
to whether we should regard that labour as unproductive: What matters 
is the economic relation within which it is performed. ‘[T]he true defini-
tion of a productive worker,’ writes Marx, ‘consists in this: A person who 
needs and demands exactly as much as, and no more than, is required to 
enable him to gain the greatest possible benefit for his capitalist.’32 This 
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explains the idea of productive labour from the capital-centric viewpoint 
concerned specifically with capital accumulation.

From this viewpoint alone, then, those who are ‘productive’ include 
our paradigmatic example of exploited factory workers, but also anyone 
else whose labour is invested in by capital, including sales assistants, mar-
keters, those working in transport and storage, the employees of banks, 
teachers and clowns employed by capital and more. Those left to be 
labelled as ‘unproductive’ include everyone else who is not paid out of 
capital: whether state employees (like teachers and nurses in contempo-
rary welfare states) or those selling their labour on a private basis (e.g. 
figures like our travelling tailor).

By splitting Smith’s insights into two different ideas, and then only 
building on one of these (surplus value creation), Marx managed to dis-
tinguish two viewpoints on the meaning of ‘productivity’: an ahistorical 
meaning and a capital-centric meaning. If matters stopped here, then 
there would perhaps be little for Marxist political economists to argue 
about on the point. Unfortunately, matters do not quite stop here.

ProDUctivity in actUaL economies

The abstract capital-centric viewpoint is useful for examining a basic pro-
cess within capitalism—exploitation of wage labour—but it does not use 
the distinction between productive and unproductive labour to under-
stand the broader dynamics of capitalism and its historical trajectory. 
For this purpose, a description of the generic relation between a capital-
ist and wage worker under capitalism is insufficient. What we need is to 
look at the relationships amongst different parts of the capitalist system, 
and show how they interact to create chronic instability and necessitate 
an eventual collapse.

Marx divided the economy into different spheres (the sphere of pro-
duction and the sphere of circulation), divided it again into various 
productive sectors (where different kinds of things are produced) and 
divided each sector into different forms of capital (constant and variable). 
Thus, the generic worker and the generic capitalist are replaced, in our 
theoretical view, by various kinds of labour and various kinds of capital. 
Now we can ask: Who is really ‘creating’ value? And who is just ‘moving 
it around’? And who, without producing anything themselves, is enforc-
ing the social and legal order that keeps capitalism turning over? To 
answer these questions, the capital-centric viewpoint alone is both too 
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general (it captures too much) and too abstract (it does not differentiate 
with enough detail).

Marx argued that ‘in the process of circulation [as opposed to produc-
tion], no value is produced, and thus no surplus value.’33 And since no 
value is produced in ‘circulation’ activities (buying and selling), Marxist 
commentators have argued that ‘Workers employed by capital working in 
the sphere of circulation are unproductive as is their labour.’34 Following 
this line of argument, all that such workers do is to transform value from 
one form into another (from commodities into money). So, for example, 
the merchant and his employees that guard and manage his warehouses 
and shops have not been productive by first withholding the merchant’s 
stock of things from consumers, and then selling it to them. The impli-
cation of this reasoning is that a worker (e.g. employed in retail) can 
be exploited by capital, but still not be productive. What it means to 
be ‘productive’ has now been narrowed to include only workers who 
make commodities that have use values and are paid out of capital; those 
now excluded from being called ‘productive’ include those who make 
exchange values that are, essentially, empty of use value (like the mer-
chant in the example above).

To make matters even more complicated, Marxists involved in debates 
about unproductive labour also had to work out whether people doing 
useful work, but not paid directly out of capital (i.e. the opposite situa-
tion from our jealous merchants) could be considered productive or not. 
Essential state employees such as nurses provide a case in point: Were they 
unproductive because they were not being paid out of capital or were they 
indirectly productive because they were maintaining the labour power of 
others, which labour power was exploited by capital?35 This latter line of 
argument was crucially important in the domestic labour debate (to which 
we return below) because on it hinges the question of whether a person 
can be productive for capital without being paid by capital.

Where there does seem to be some consensus (amongst Marxists)36 
is on the unproductivity of state employees whose function is to main-
tain social order: police officers, the military, judges, prison wardens, 
supervisors and more.37 But even here there remain difficult questions. 
Are these figures unproductive because they are not exploited by capi-
tal? Or because they do not produce wage goods that re-enter the cycle 
of industrial production, and hence recreate labour power, which can be 
exploited by capital? Or because their work would be unnecessary in a 
rationally ordered society that was not riven by class conflict?38
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While dry and technical in themselves, on these differences of inter-
pretation hinge the question of who is being exploited in capitalist 
society.

an issUe Left UnresoLveD: the reLation BetWeen 
UnProDUctivity anD DePenDence

A further question not raised above, but important for this book is the 
following: what does the distinction between productive and unproduc-
tive labour have to do with the dependence of some sections of society 
upon others? Marx gave no clear answer to this.

Marx occasionally used the idea of productive labour in ways that sug-
gest the beginnings of a class analysis that frames unproductive work-
ers as dependent upon productive workers, and suggests also that this 
dependence is not mutual. ‘Productive labourers’ he writes, ‘produce the 
material basis of the subsistence, and consequently, the existence, of the 
unproductive labourers’39; or again ‘A larger proportion of the surplus 
product, consisting of means of subsistence, is consumed by unproduc-
tive workers, or idlers or exchanged for luxuries.’40 Adam Smith, too, 
had looked at unproductive labourers in this way: as being ultimately 
maintained by the produce of others.41 Neither Smith nor Marx equate 
unproductive labour with idleness, but they do both sometimes regard 
these unproductive labourers and the idle as equally dependent upon 
wealth creation elsewhere in the economy. Marx even suggested that the 
interests of the unproductive worker sometimes aligned with those of the 
bourgeoisie. Thus, he writes sarcastically,

For the worker it is equally consoling that because of the growth in the net 
product, more spheres are opened up for unproductive workers, who live 
on his product and whose interest in his exploitation coincides more or less 
with that of the directly exploiting classes.42

Despite these few remarks, however, mapping the distinction between 
productive and unproductive labour onto social classes caused too many 
theoretical and political problems to be attractive to those involved in 
later debates on the unproductive labour. Some suggested dropping 
the distinction between productive and unproductive labour precisely 
because it failed as a tool of class analysis.43 Others condemned such sug-
gestions as atrocious ‘reformism,’ arguing that the distinction was never 
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meant to be a class distinction to begin with. In fact, this argument went 
on, it was the bourgeoisie, ‘this parasitical excrescence of the labour of 
others,’44 that was trying to scapegoat the unproductive labourer to dis-
tract from the injustices of bourgeois rule.

There are a number of reasons that Marx’s more political suggestions 
about productive and unproductive labour as class categories were going 
to be problematic for Marxists trying to make his work on unproductive 
labour consistent.

In the quotations above, he seems to have returned to a focus on 
material goods. Not only do we thus return to Smith’s assumption that 
capitalist production involved only material goods, but we also make the 
symmetrical error of assuming that material goods necessarily involve 
capitalist production. This latter assumption clearly does not fit with the 
realities of modern capitalist societies. It is not a necessary feature of cap-
italist economies that the most important material goods (i.e. food and 
shelter) are produced capitalistically at all: housing, for example, has a 
long history in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries of non-capitalist 
production (provisioned by states and housing associations). Labourers 
working for a nonprofit housing association to make housing are unpro-
ductive from a capital-centric view of productivity (they do not produce 
surplus value for a capitalist), but their product clearly supports the lives 
of many people.

Furthermore, ‘the material basis of subsistence’ and the ‘means of 
subsistence’ are ambiguous terms. Do they include the work of care? 
Do they include the work of turning vegetables into soups, and mops 
into clean floors? Women’s work in the home clearly provides the mate-
rial basis for subsistence more directly than does the production of lux-
ury consumer goods (which the worker will never see again) within the 
factory gates, but from the capital-centric view, it is still the women’s 
work that appears to be unproductive—or if anything, only indirectly 
productive.

As a question of dependence the idea of ‘unproductivity’ becomes a 
badge that is much more difficult to pin to specific economic roles with-
out running into contradiction and controversy. Some Marxists com-
mentators on unproductive labour have tried to avoid the question 
completely by suggested that the political stakes of drawing the pro-
ductive/unproductive distinction across economic practices can sim-
ply be neutralised: thus we can simply ‘leave aside the complex debate 
concerning the relationship between social science and so-called value 
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judgements…’,45 because ‘[…]the distinction between [productive 
and unproductive labour] has nothing normative, evaluative, or mor-
alistic about it any more than the prior distinction between production 
and circulation.’46 But this is clearly wrong. The authors are led to this 
conclusion because their own view of the purpose of the productive/un-
productive distinction is determined in advance and clearly distinct from 
the problem of dependence. But concepts, both theoretical and in pub-
lic debate, cannot simply be tamed in this way: disagreement about the 
purpose and implications of the productive/unproductive distinction is 
exactly what led to the lengthy debates outlined above.

The Marxist feminist debate on domestic labour returned a clear 
sense of the political stakes involved in defining and applying the idea 
of unproductive labour, illustrating why it was worth running up against 
the conceptual frameworks left by Marx and questioning whether they 
were focussing on the right processes and relationships within society 
and economy.

the vieW from the Kitchen: the Domestic  
LaBoUr DeBate

Marxist feminists in the 1960s and 1970s pointed out that the concept 
of unproductive labour could have serious implications for analysing the 
social and economic roles of women in capitalist societies, and thus also 
have serious implications for thinking about their mobilisation in class 
and gender struggle.

Women’s unpaid work in the home has been intermittently a blind 
spot and a problem for the Marxist tradition of economic and political 
theory. Marx himself wrote little about unpaid work in the home (noting 
simply that the home was the site of social reproduction), or about the 
position of women within capitalism. Friedrich Engels and August Bebel 
both wrote books that explicitly discussed women’s place in society and 
economy (Engel’s Origins of the Family Private Property and the State, 
and Bebel’s Woman under Socialism), but neither devoted a great deal of 
attention to domestic work. Both assumed that the development of cap-
italism and then socialism would eventually make domestic work disap-
pear—at least insofar as it was a private women’s affair.47 Later, Vladimir 
Lenin argued that women’s work in the home reflected their oppression 
and even ‘slavery’ in capitalist society,48 and as we have seen in the intro-
duction to this chapter rosa Luxemburg viewed proletarian housewives 
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with sympathy but held fast in the view that their work was essentially 
extrinsic to the capitalist mode of production, and so not ‘productive’ on 
its terms.

However, in the late 1960s and 1970s, Marxist feminists squarely 
addressed the ambiguities in the Marxist tradition by claiming that 
unpaid labour in the home not only illustrated women’s oppression, but 
also their exploitation. While not the first to make this claim, Mariarosa 
Dalla Costa’s article on ‘Women and the Subversion of Community’ 
from 197249 became a focal point for the subsequent debate on the topic 
amongst Marxists.50 Domestic work, she claimed, was productive in the 
Marxian sense of producing surplus value; the women who did this work 
were not merely oppressed by men, but exploited by capital; and the 
patriarchal nuclear family was the institutional structure that maintained 
and concealed this social production.51

Dalla Costa’s text became a classic of Marxist feminist literature, but 
also a focal point for replies from other Marxist political economists 
who saw her arguments as misunderstandings of the Marxist concepts 
that they employed. The domestic labour debate (or at least this Marxist 
strand of debates about domestic labour) helps us to see clearly why the 
distinction between productive and unproductive labour is more than a 
dry theoretical matter of classifications and accounting. For Marxist fem-
inists like Dalla Costa, such distinctions were of immediate relevance in 
political mobilisation and in setting an agenda for women’s liberation.

Why, then, were Dalla Costa’s arguments about productivity and 
exploitation controversial for ‘orthodox’ Marxists, who continued to 
argue that women working in the home for no wage were no doubt 
oppressed, but not exploited?52 It was clear that unpaid domestic work con-
tributed to the reproduction of social order, for example by raising children 
who could be the next generation of workers. It was also clear that unpaid 
domestic work created use values that society could not do without, for 
example, the preparation of food (from raw and inedible to cooked and 
edible). What was controversial, however, was the question of whether 
unpaid housework contributed to the production of surplus value.

In arguing against this last point, ‘orthodox’ Marxists wanted to hold 
onto a number of basic claims. First, exploitation is the extraction of sur-
plus value. Second, only some kinds of labour produce surplus value—
these kinds of labour are what we should call ‘productive’ labour. Third, 
any work that was done outside of the labour market was not abstract, 
social labour, but rather private, individualised labour. This was an 
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important claim because it suggests that the value of labour within the 
capitalist production process (in the labour market) must be looked at 
in a fundamentally different way to the value of the labour carried out 
by private individuals; the former is systematically ‘ruled’ by the ‘law’ of 
value (which is to say that it is a function of the socially necessary labour 
time that goes into any specific productive process), while the latter can-
not even be calculated accurately and is not systematically linked to the 
rest of the economy at all.53

Unpaid domestic work does not easily fit these criteria for productive 
and exploited labour. First of all, the wage relationship, which is so cen-
tral to Marxist analysis of exploitation, does not obviously include the 
unpaid housewife: she does not sell her labour power directly to a capi-
talist (or, to put the point more carefully, it is not her name that appears 
on the wage rolls of the company). And if she does not sell her labour 
power to the capitalist, then how can the latter extract surplus value from 
something that (s)he does not possess? Surely, it was also true that the 
housewife did not make commodities that were for sale on the market, 
and therefore there was no universal measure for the value of her labour: 
she kept working through booms (high employment) and busts (high 
unemployment). Such booms and busts would cause the value of the 
labour power of commodity producers to fluctuate, but her detachment 
from these capitalist dynamics seems to be illustrated by the fact that 
demand for her labour neither rises nor falls. If the housewife ‘produced’ 
anything it was use values (things that the family needed and consumed) 
and bodies capable of living and working (of her children and husband).

These arguments present the difficulties faced by feminists who 
wanted to analyse women’s work as productive and exploited.

However, there were a number of ways to try to insist that unpaid 
housework nonetheless produced value for capital, and to support Dalla 
Costa’s claim that ‘the wage commanded a larger amount of labor than 
appeared in factory bargaining.’54 One way was to argue that unpaid 
work in the home made labour power cheaper for capital (otherwise cap-
ital would have to pay also for all the work that it takes to feed, clothe 
and care for workers); another way was to argue that unpaid work in 
the home raises the use value of labour power for capital: a worker who 
is healthy enough (because fed and cared for at home) to stand up and 
work for 10 hours a day is more exploitable than a worker who can only 
stand for 8 hours a day: what the capitalist reaps, then, is partly the value 
of work done by women in the home.55 Both arguments suggest a kind 
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of indirect productivity: productivity outside the factory gates that affects 
the productivity of workers within the factory gates.

These solutions, however, raised their own problems. On the one 
hand, they could be, once again, excluded from the debate by restat-
ing definitions: productive labour was simply labour directly paid for by 
capital; and women’s domestic work did not neatly fit that description. 
On the other hand, such solutions were also inadequate for specifically 
feminist reasons: they may explain something about the relation between 
the nuclear family and wage labour, but they say nothing about why it is 
women who do the unpaid part of this social arrangement.56

Instead of taking these tortured routes through the productive/un-
productive distinction as formulated by Marx, what Marxist feminists 
should have done, according to Diemut Bubeck (on whom I am draw-
ing extensively here) was to decouple the analysis of exploitation from 
the technical analysis of productive and unproductive labour (which 
trapped them with a view of unpaid domestic work as unproductive), and 
to insist that it was not only capitalistic exploitation that feminists were 
concerned with—they were also concerned with non-capitalistic exploita-
tion (e.g. patriarchal exploitation).

This seems broadly correct. Those who, like Dalla Costa, wanted to 
show that capital lived, in part, off the unpaid work of women could 
have avoided the narrow orthodox view of productivity but insisted 
nonetheless on the indispensability of women’s work to capitalist pro-
duction as it existed. While this would not have won exactly that argu-
ment that Dalla Costa wanted to have, it would have kept women’s 
economic roles in view and resisted the orthodox Marxists’ exclusive focus 
on women’s political ‘oppression.’ If rather than asking ‘whose work is 
productive under capitalism?’, we asked ‘whose work can capitalism as it 
currently exists in actual societies do without?’, then unpaid housework 
would never have been pushed back and forth between the camp of buf-
foons and opera singers, on the one hand, and the camp of factory work-
ers and agricultural labourers, on the other.

strUctUraL anD PracticaL DePenDence once more

This focus on indispensability can be captured with the idea of ‘structural 
dependence.’ Women’s subordination in patriarchal households can be 
captured with the idea of ‘practical dependence.’ Thus, as unpaid house-
wives women were deeply practically dependent upon men: ‘The new 
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autonomy of the free wage slave was denied her, and she remained in a 
pre-capitalist stage of personal dependence.’57 But as unpaid workers in 
a capitalist economy, housewives did the labour upon which the current 
institutions of capitalist economies were structurally dependent. ‘[The] 
family’ writes Dalla Costa ‘is the very pillar of the capitalist organiza-
tion of work.’ Whether or not their labour was productive in the narrow 
capital-centric sense may be important for making technical calculations 
about the falling rate of profit that will lead to capitalism’s collapse, but 
it is not necessary for fleshing out an essentially sociological claim about 
how the economy is organised. If we want to show that ‘the economy’ 
includes a great deal of labour that is invisible from the point of view of 
capital, and the subtraction of which would wreak chaos, then the idea of 
‘structural dependence’ may be more helpful than either of the concepts 
that the opposing sides in the debate put centre stage: the concept of 
‘oppression’ which politicises women’s social status, but fails to empha-
sise the economic role of their labour; and the concept of ‘exploitation,’ 
which focusses on economic relations but is difficult to apply in a consist-
ent way to both wage labour and unpaid domestic work. Perhaps what 
Dalla Costa should have emphasised was not the analogy of domestic 
work with wage labour, but the gap between how capitalist production 
appears to work in theory, and how it actually works in existing societies.

Marx was perhaps not at his most eloquent when he wrote that ‘the 
modern economists have turned themselves into such sycophants of the 
bourgeois that they want to demonstrate to the latter that it is produc-
tive labour when somebody picks the lice out of his hair, or strokes his 
tail, because for example the latter activity will make his fat head – his 
blockhead – clearer the next day in the office.’58 But he did, no doubt, 
have a serious point to make about overextending the concept of ‘pro-
ductivity’ to a point of absurdity. As we have seen, Marxist political 
economists have wanted to do diverse and specific things with the pro-
ductive/unproductive distinction that would be muddled by letting the 
likes of lice-pickers into the category of productive labour. But I hope 
that this chapter has shown that placing certain activities ‘inside’ and 
‘outside’ of the capitalist mode of production involves an epistemolog-
ical problem: Can we understand a capitalist economy while restricting 
ourselves to the logic of capitalism? Following Bubeck, I suggest that 
the answer here should be ‘no.’ Departing from Bubeck and the origi-
nal feminist debate, I would further suggest that the contrast between 
practical and structural dependence captures much of what should still 
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concern us from these discussions, namely the hidden indispensability of 
certain social roles and practices that we fail to adequately conceptualise 
in public life and theoretical models.

The step from Smith to Marx on productive labour meant specifying 
the perspective from which we were thinking about value creation: we 
would be focussing only on value in a capitalistic sense, only on surplus 
value in the sense of something appropriated by capital. From that point 
onwards the meaning of ‘productivity’ was defined by its meaning, as it 
were, for capital. But Dalla Costa’s attack on the orthodox Marxist posi-
tion (that women were oppressed, but housework was not productive) 
tried to grasp a connection between what capital could ‘see’ (the wage) 
and what capital could not ‘see’ but benefitted from (unpaid domes-
tic labour). She positioned both of these ‘seen’ and ‘unseen’ parts of the 
economy within the capitalist mode of production. Now, we can doubt 
whether capitalism in all its possible forms, or its ‘pure’ form (if such an idea 
makes sense), needs unpaid domestic work, but we can hardly doubt that 
as they were organised when and where Dalla Costa wrote her critique capi-
talist societies could not have continued to function upon the withdrawal 
of unpaid domestic labour. This broader claim about social structure can, I 
have suggested, be captured with the idea of ‘structural dependence.’

Since the 1970s, the gendered division of labour that made the ques-
tion of domestic work into a question of women’s emancipation has 
become less extreme, at least in Europe and North America where these 
debates were argued out. Nonetheless, it does not seem likely that the 
basic political and epistemological problems that fuelled these debates 
have disappeared. Are there no contemporary equivalents to unpaid 
domestic work in modern capitalist welfare states? Are there no people 
who remain practically dependent, while the formal economy is struc-
turally dependent upon their activity? The work of the unemployed in 
seeking jobs seems like a possible candidate for the kind of analytical 
re-description that domestic work underwent in the debates examined in 
this chapter. While we might struggle to think of this activity as ‘pro-
ductive,’ it is surely not so difficult to imagine that labour markets as 
they currently operate could not continue upon its withdrawal. While I 
cannot develop this analysis here, I would like to suggest that it might 
give us pause to consider cultural and policy attitudes towards the unem-
ployed (and others) who are, in a sense, already in the economy without 
being of the economy. What I mean by that contrast is something that I 
develop in the next chapter.
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‘The economy’ is an extraordinarily strange and slippery object of  
analysis. Does it…exist? And if so, where? And what is it comprised of? 
It has been claimed, rather dramatically, that ‘[t]he economy came into 
being between the 1930s and 1950s as the field of operation for new 
powers of planning, regulation, statistical enumeration and representa-
tion.’1 Timothy Mitchel’s point, when he wrote this, was that ‘the econ-
omy’ was not a well-defined and self-evident ‘part’ of human life before 
economists and policy makers began to represent it as such, and when  
they did, it was their own contingent concerns, methods and agen-
das that defined what we saw as ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ this new sphere. 
Importantly for his story, what this new thing called ‘the economy’ 
excluded was the state and the household.

Mitchel’s point is probably overdrawn; the meaning of ‘economy’ 
has certainly changed a great deal over time since the Ancient Greeks 
concerned themselves with the art of organising the oikos, the extended 
household, but the transformation of ‘economy’ from a set of prac-
tices to a thing was probably not so clear-cut and sudden. Nonetheless, 
in public discourse and economic theory today, the economy is indeed 
often spoken of a ‘thing’ that might be ‘healthy’ or ‘unhealthy,’ ‘grow-
ing’ or ‘contracting’ and so on. Historians of economic thought have 
argued that in developing a view of this ‘thing,’ classical political econ-
omists took the analogy between the circulation of blood and the circu-
lation of wealth from medicine,2 while later neoclassical economists drew 
on the concepts of physics to imagine the properties of an economic 
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system.3 What they saw, and we see, as ‘the economy’ is loaded with 
this conceptual history.4 What we see as ‘the economy’ today is also the 
result of historical developments in the institutions and practices through 
which human societies meet their needs and wishes.

In this chapter, I would like to introduce the idea of ‘the empty econ-
omy’ as a metaphor that can help us to speak about a particular atti-
tude that we can have towards human practices that have a shadowy 
and uncertain existence within ‘the economy’ as we know it. Domestic 
work is one such practice, the work of the unemployed in finding jobs 
is another, and the street paper selling discussed in this chapter is third. 
The uncertainty about these activities stems from the fact that the net-
works of people and practices through which we meet our wants and 
needs are always more complex than any model we can make, or story 
we can tell, about ‘the economy.’ This was already suggested in the pre-
vious chapter, and as Mitchel points out, imagining the economy as a 
sphere of activity distinct from the household or the state has the effect 
of singling out the market as the paradigmatic institution of economic 
interaction. Thus, market interaction becomes the mark of what it means 
to act ‘economically,’ and sets up a series of contrasts to ‘non-eco-
nomic’ forms of social interaction that do not display the characteris-
tics of market behaviour. As social science and political discourse cast an 
ever brighter and more penetrating light on the market, the surround-
ing social practices and institutions recede into the shadows beyond the 
sphere of our concerns with ‘the economy’: they become ‘emptied’ of 
economic importance and, sometimes, also legitimacy.

But if this is right, where and how is it happening? I think that we can 
single out three aspects of this process. First of all, we have social scien-
tific methods. In the last chapter, we saw how Marxist terminology, and 
particularly the idea of ‘unproductive labour’ left unpaid domestic work 
with an ambiguous status—half in and half out of the capitalist econ-
omy. But this ambiguity is not only an issue for Marxists. Neoclassical 
economists would say that they model rationally calculated means-ends 
decision-making wherever that appears in human life, and they have 
not shied away from, for example, examining the household as an eco-
nomic unit, or a ‘small factory,’ as one prominent economist put it.5 But 
the important point here is that market behaviours remain the model 
through which this and other areas of social life are interpreted, anchor-
ing our understanding of what it means act ‘economically’ more firmly 
than ever in the paradigmatic economic institution of the market.
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Secondly, the economy is constantly being defined by various pro-
cesses of government. When Mitchel suggests that the ‘invention’ of the 
economy involved the exclusion of the household and the state from our 
view of this new ‘thing’ (the economy), he is looking at matters from 
a political point of view: the view of administrators who want to divide 
the world up into manageable spheres and systems. The economy as an 
object of government is managed through the production of statistics 
and policies and the delegation of powers to various social bodies (such 
as banks).

Thirdly, I would suggest that alongside both of these ‘official’ ways 
of boundary-making (methods and governmental policy areas) social 
actors go about the everyday normative work of distinguishing valuable 
and legitimate economic activities from ‘false’ or ‘corrupt’ ones. This 
is the boundary-making expressed, for example, in the phrases ‘a real 
job,’ ‘real work,’ ‘real money,’ ‘real value,’ and ‘the real economy’ all of 
which imply a contrast with something false that simply resembles these 
things (e.g. the contrast made with the ‘real economy’ is the ‘financial 
economy’—a suspect place where bubbles are made).

These three forms of boundary-making are not the same. Economists 
draw methodological boundaries so they know what to include in their 
science. Administrators draw institutional boundaries in order to delimit 
policy areas. Everyday social actors draw boundaries in order to critique 
and justify specific practices with respect to these practices’ public legiti-
macy. These processes are different; in particular, it appears that the first 
two kinds of boundary-making are analytical (making categories), while 
the third is normative (making value judgements). But the analytical and 
normative are not, I think, so cleanly separable as one might imagine. 
Not only have markets become paradigmatic of what an economy essen-
tially is (the analytical point), but to take part in markets has also become 
paradigmatic of legitimate and independent economic action (the norma-
tive point).

‘The empty economy’ is a phrase that is supposed to capture the situ-
ations in which a social practice fails to look ‘economic’ in the right way: 
whether analytically or normatively. These are practices that are somehow 
in but not of the economy. In it because they are part of the network in 
which needs are met and wealth is managed, but not of it because they 
fall too far from the paradigmatic example of market exchange as a form 
of economic interaction. They are not blessed with the economic ‘reality’ 
that they would enjoy as exchanges within markets.
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But what does this metaphor, the ‘empty economy,’ have to do with 
dependence? In this chapter, I will argue that the ideological association 
of market exchange with economic independence has contributed to the 
invisibility, and sometimes stigmatisation, of economic practices charac-
terised by interpersonal dependency relationships. In Chapters 2 and 3, 
I outlined the way in which feminist political economists have demanded 
that unpaid work in the household be included in our view of how mod-
ern capitalist economies work: without the care of children, the prepara-
tion of food, the cleaning of living spaces and so on, there would be no 
wage labourers, no labour markets, no contracts, no profits. These things 
would not exist because society would already have collapsed in a pile 
of hungry men, unwashed children and dirty clothes. And yet despite 
being, as it were, in the economy, this unpaid work was rarely regarded 
(e.g. in censuses) as being of the economy. To take on the solidity of 
‘real’ economic activity, markets and money would have to bless this 
work with true economic existence. The Wages for Housework cam-
paign was an attempt both to parody and to force this dubious blessing. 
Scientific, political and popular norms that withheld visibility and status 
from housework simultaneously upheld a vision of dependency relations 
in which independence became synonymous with working in the formal 
economy and dependence became synonymous with being (working) 
outside it. The extremes of this social vision were evident in the welfare 
dependency rhetoric discussed in Chapter 2. With the metaphor of the 
‘empty economy,’ this chapter extends the ideas expressed in my discus-
sion of housework. But rather than the contrast between structural and 
practical dependence, the most important senses of dependence here are 
captured in the normative contrast between vulnerability and parasitism. 
My central example illustrates the stigma that can attach the failure to be 
‘economic’ in the right way. What is at stake in the difference between 
being in and of the economy is the legitimacy connected with a social 
status as an independent economic actor.

This chapter develops this idea in two steps. First, I will try to illus-
trate how the sorting of dependent from independent economic roles 
happens in public life. My example for pursuing this thought is the con-
temporary phenomenon of ‘street papers’: publications produced to be 
sold by disadvantaged (usually) homeless people as a means of legiti-
mate income. I regard street papers as part of the empty economy, not 
because I have normative or analytical reasons for regarding them as 
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different from other ways of generating and transferring valuable things, 
but because, at least in some societies, sections of the public have had a 
critical response to them. By presenting a ‘business solution to a social 
problem,’6 street papers have secured a degree of social legitimacy and 
praise; but by failing to look quite ‘market-like’ enough, street papers 
have also attracted a great deal of attention and hostility. They show us 
a boundary in-the-making: between markets and charity; between legit-
imacy and stigma; and ultimately between social statuses as independent 
and dependent.

In the second part of the chapter, I develop the idea that market 
exchange and formal employment form the centre of common under-
standings of what the economy is and should be like, but that these 
understandings may often be out of sync with the actual economic rela-
tionships with which we live in contemporary societies. Not only do we 
often overestimate how rational and productive formal employment is, 
but we also often overlook how much of our economic lives have noth-
ing to do with markets.

In order to make these points, I introduce the work of economic 
historian and social theorist Karl Polanyi who, in the mid-twentieth 
century, left a profound mark on debates about the nature of the econ-
omy and how it should be studied. He provided a broad definition of 
the ‘human economy’ that emphasised the fact that across history peo-
ple have met their material needs through diverse institutions and prac-
tices. Market behaviours, and markets themselves, are just one form of 
such practices, but they enjoy a privileged position in the practice and 
thought of contemporary capitalist societies. Thus, with Polanyi, we 
don’t have to ask whether people are acting ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ the 
economy; we need to ask instead how the jigsaw puzzle of social insti-
tutions and practices in which we meet our wishes and needs actually 
works in practice. For most people in capitalist welfare states, the answer 
will be a combination of engagement with markets, support in family 
units and (willing or unwilling) participation in redistributive mecha-
nisms through taxation and public spending. This weave of institutions 
and practices makes up our economic lives. My own point will be that 
in our political thought we have the tendency to unpick this weave and 
single out the strong ‘independent’ threads from the weak ‘dependent’ 
ones in a way that overemphasises the contrasts between economic roles 
within society.
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street PaPers: exPerimenting  
at the margins of economic Legitimacy

This is a social experiment. A very powerful social experiment, but until 
what we’ve learned is taken up by the Government and local authorities, it 
remains an experiment.7

This quotation is about The Big Issue street paper in the UK and comes 
from John Bird its co-founder. Street papers like The Big Issue are publi-
cations produced specifically for sale by the homeless and other vulnera-
ble people in many countries around the world. The ‘social businesses’ 
that produce street papers generally sell them to these vendors, who sell 
the papers in public spaces at a small profit.

Although newspapers produced by or for homeless people are not 
unique to the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries,8 it is only 
since the late 1980s that they have spread rapidly around the world. The 
International Network of Street Papers (encompassing 122 street papers 
in 40 countries, with a combined readership estimated by the network at 
almost six million9) is evidence for the fact that, despite some differences, 
many of these organisations consider themselves part of a global move-
ment with general shared goals.

Street papers are a useful example through which to think about the pol-
itics of dependence because they show the cultural association of market 
exchange with economic independence, and the efforts of various social 
actors to utilise and police that association. This happens in a number of 
ways. In public discourse, street papers are commented on in newspapers, 
campaign and advertising material, the statements of politicians, the reason-
ing of courts and the linguistic exchanges of the general public in everyday 
life. In public spaces, street paper vendors have the task of managing their 
social performances in ways that attract business rather than aggression. In 
both discourse and public performance, what are at stake are the associa-
tions through which the wider public interprets this economic activity.

The first association to consider is the relation between street papers 
and the welfare state: Does street paper selling really give vendors a form 
of economic independence that stands in contrast to the dependence 
often associated with welfare state entitlements?

The second association concerns the relationship between street paper 
vending and begging: Is this just begging with magazines involved as a 
kind of prop? Is it a ‘real’ job?
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What makes these questions challenging is the fact that, as I outline 
below, street papers are bought and sold in exchanges in which the iden-
tity of the seller—and that person’s need—cannot be disentangled from 
the product being bought or the meaning of the social interaction of 
exchange. Paradoxically, the relationship between street paper sellers and 
the wider public is both built on this communication of need and, at the 
same time, destabilised by it.

In what follows, I outline the public profile of a major street paper 
publication, The Big Issue (UK), and discuss some of the conflicts that 
have surrounded it and other street papers.

the PUBLic iDentity of street PaPers

The Big Issue was founded in London in 1991 emulating the New York-
based publication Street News, which was sold on the streets of the city 
by homeless people. The founders were aiming at establishing an alterna-
tive form of institutional support for homeless people who did not want 
to depend on receiving whatever services the charity sector could offer 
them at a given time. As their website states: ‘The Big Issue is a business. 
But it is a different kind of business, a social business, which provides a 
“business solution to a social problem.”’10 The notion of a social busi-
ness is thus premised on the idea that business goals and ethical goals can 
coincide with a single organisational structure. With this distinctive busi-
ness structure, ‘[t]he paper would re-energize the work ethic in people’s 
lives’ by providing them with an income. This turn to business as a way 
of helping homeless people was a move that ‘flew in the face of the phi-
losophy of many of the other organizations working with homeless peo-
ple.’11 The central vision was to generate a form of business activity that 
would be a new kind of link between homeless people, social institutions 
(like the police) and the rest of the public.

Since its establishment, The Big Issue has grown and (despite diffi-
cult periods) has been successful. The magazine now has a significant 
circulation (currently 82,294 copies a week counting the various edi-
tions together, although the figure reached 294,000 in 199712), and its 
vendors have become a recognisable feature of most UK towns and cit-
ies. The vendors are not waged and therefore rely on the profit made 
through each sale.

In February 2011, then Prime Minister David Cameron named The 
Big Issue as a role model in a speech on the government’s controversial 
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policy agenda that promoted the idea of ‘Big Society,’13 and in July 
2011, he acted as guest editor to an edition of the magazine, stating

First and foremost… it’s a great magazine and it’s a great honour to be 
asked [to be guest editor]. It (The Big Issue) has given homeless people a 
way of taking back control over their lives and is a fantastic example of how 
we can reduce dependence on state hand-outs. This is entirely in keeping 
with my political philosophy, so it’s quite a natural fit.14

As suggested in the quotation from Cameron here, the relation between 
street paper sales and welfare state redistributions (‘state hand-outs’) is 
symbolically significant and pregnant with the issue of economic depend-
ence. It is also legally controversial. In 2011, a vendor of The Big Issue 
won a case against her local council in which the court recognised that 
selling the magazine should be classed as a form self-employment. As 
an immigrant to the UK from another EU country, the vendor’s rights 
to claim some forms of welfare benefits depended on her status as self- 
employed, which was disputed by the local council. In judging the case, 
the courts reasoned that ‘For someone to be regarded as a worker [for 
the present purposes] the work must be genuine and effective and not 
marginal or ancillary’ and went on to compare The Big Issue vendor’s 
work to other examples of court decisions that had categorised persons 
as self-employed (or not) on the basis of the hours worked, the period of 
employment, the regularity of the employment and the levels of remu-
neration. As the Upper Tribunal (i.e. appeal court) judge summed up 
in his decision that upheld the vendor’s claim: ‘The tribunal considered 
that the work [w]as genuine and effective. The hours worked of 16–24, 
the level of remuneration between £45 and £150 a week depending on 
which period was used and the regularity of the work all led to the con-
clusion that the work was genuine and effective.’15

Unsurprisingly, the mixture of themes raised in the case— immigration 
and rights to welfare payments—was taken up in the popular media, 
often with much nationalistic indignation. While the first response to the 
decision from The Big Issue was enthusiastic, within days spokespersons 
for The Big Issue were attempting to distance the organisation from the 
association with the welfare system that the story had produced: ‘We 
sincerely hope that this story does not have negative consequences for 
any of our Big Issue vendors, all of whom are working, not begging, 
and are therefore a lesser burden to the state than those who are solely 
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dependent on benefits.’16 The quotation comes from an online press 
release called ‘Leading the Way in reducing Benefit Dependency.’

Thus, while giving legal recognition to Big Issue vending, the case also 
prompted commentaries that questioned the relationships between street 
paper selling, migrant populations in the UK and the welfare system. In 
these and other reports from the popular media,17 it seems that street 
paper selling is now a topic through which other polemics are being 
waged, including nationalist and anti-welfare state agendas.

The disagreement here over the relationship between street papers 
and the welfare state is only one side of the symbolic struggle to escape 
the stigma of dependence. On the other side, and more important in 
day-to-day public life, is the relationship between street papers and 
begging.

Aggression towards street paper sellers has often taken the form of a 
supposed de-masking of the truth: ‘Get a job!’ is a commonly reported 
insult received by those who sell the The Big Issue.18 This is countered by 
other assertions of socio-economic truth in the slogans of street paper 
organisations, such as ‘Working not Begging,’ which have appeared on 
vendors’ clothing, in print and in online literature. Different editions of 
The Big Issue magazine cover have also borne messages such as ‘Street 
Trade, Not Street Aid’ and ‘A Hand Up, Not a Hand Out.’

Two clauses in the code of conduct signed by all vendors of The Big 
Issue provide perhaps the sharpest illustration of the attempt to project a 
public image of street paper vending that stands in contrast to begging. 
The characteristic social repertoires for soliciting charity (i.e. methods of 
begging) pose a threat to the market relations that street papers aim at 
cultivating, and so vendors are not free to sell the magazine in any way 
they choose. They must agree not to:

– Beg or busk while wearing The Big Issue badge/uniform or holding 
a copy of The Big Issue magazine.

– Sell in any way associated with begging, including sitting or lying 
down, or using a cup or bowl to collect money.19

This caution is not surprising given the levels of aggression that have 
been directed towards vendors. The organisation estimates that over a 
third of its vendors have faced violence while selling the magazine,20 and 
a majority of vendors have experienced verbal abuse in relation to their 
activity.21
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However, the strategy of dissociating street paper sales from begging 
is not universal amongst street papers. As a writer at the San Francisco-
based Street Sheet argued: ‘Poor people have an opportunity to express 
themselves through writing, artwork, and poetry. The vendors can pan-
handle [beg] with their dignity intact.’22 Ethnographic work on street 
paper vendors selling Street Sheet also shows just how fluid the line can 
be between selling papers and begging.23 Unlike The Big Issue in the 
UK, Street Sheet is given to the vendors free of charge, who then sell 
it on to a buying public. This circumstance accentuates the ambiguity 
of the vendors’ selling activity, since it means that the seller can accept 
any price for the paper and still make a profit. Street Sheet vendors often 
blended their selling activity with behaviour more characteristic of beg-
ging: using a cup to collect coins, asking for donations and being care-
ful not to contradict the public’s stereotypes about homeless people by 
looking too well-dressed or clean for the role. Thus, what is presented to 
the audience of potential buyers/donors is an activity that shades from 
an appearance of work—holding a paper for sale—into an appearance of 
begging. Vendors regularly received donations without people buying a 
copy of Street Sheet, but they also sometimes accepted less than the $1 
for the magazine which was the official price.

The market relations in which magazines are sold are as delicate as 
these interactions and appearances.

is this marKet exchange?
What emerges from these observations about street papers is that ‘the 
market’ is not something that vendors simply step into and take up a 
clear role within. rather, market relations are established between peo-
ple by the application of certain rules (codes of conduct), repertoires of 
behaviour (sales pitches, and techniques) and rhetorical interventions in 
public interaction (slogans and self-explanations). Persons, objects and 
acts can be linked in market-like relationships, but these relationships can 
also be attacked (by insults) or modified (in the direction of charity).

The symbolic stakes here concern the attribution and deflection of 
stigmatised dependence. As the author of a history of The Big Issue put 
it: ‘In a sense, homeless people would be decriminalized by their legiti-
mate activities of selling a paper.’24 In other words, street paper organ-
isations use the socio-economic legitimacy of market exchange to draw 
street paper sellers into wider patterns of social interaction regarded as 
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good for them and good for society. John Bird (co-founder) put the 
point starkly when he said ‘In a matter of months after the launch, I was 
talking to coppers on the beat who were saying that people who were 
incredibly badly behaved in public before were now being disciplined by 
the market place.’25

This image of a disciplining marketplace is powerful one, but as I have 
emphasised this marketplace is also something that is created by sellers 
and buyers and which is as fragile and malleable as their ongoing social 
relationship. The process of configuring a scene of social interaction as 
market exchange may be piecemeal and the practice arrived at uncertain. 
In street paper sales, buyers meet sellers and exchange a commodity for 
a money price. In this sense, at least, they constitute market exchanges 
involving symmetrical social roles for buyer and seller who exchange 
valuables in opposite directions. But the knowledge—disseminated by 
street papers themselves—that this is a form of business with explicit 
social goals to help marginalised members of society adds an element to 
the situation that is destabilising, and provokes both critique and justi-
fications from the social actors involved. The commodity sold has not 
been entirely ‘disentangled’26 from the identity of the organisation that 
stands behind it and the vendors who sell it, but rather carries these with 
it through the exchange. Street paper vendors do not become anony-
mous market actors in these exchanges, but symbols of a ‘different kind 
of business,’ in which market exchange and social identity are integrally 
connected. Its social visibility lies in the fact that it exposes people’s lives, 
and their need, under the spotlight of market exchange.

Although this communication of need can make the exchanges 
socially ambiguous, many social actors do accept the ‘experimental’ com-
bination of business and social responsibility, and as has been suggested, 
this acceptance is won by street papers’ strategic cultivation and rejection 
of associations. The social legitimacy of the selling activity itself is central 
to the whole process. Street papers’ economic value (their money price) 
depends on the social value attributed to the selling activity as a ‘legit-
imate’ form of economic conduct (it is worth remembering that street 
papers cannot be bought in shops). The social value of the latter is car-
ried into the economic value of the former.

We might say of street paper sales that the activity’s qualitative cul-
tural value (the legitimate economic identity that it cultivates) establishes 
a framework for interaction within which the regular flows of quantifi-
able values can move in the form of money and magazines with prices. 
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Street papers translate a vague social debt felt by the public towards the 
poorest in society into a definite exchange opportunity. But the stigma 
of dependence has not been decisively shed by street paper sellers. In the 
minds of some sections of the public, their identity remains entangled 
with the welfare state and begging in ways that complicate the attempt 
to be a market actor and to claim the legitimacy that goes with this role. 
Street paper vendors are certainly in the economy, but they only partially 
manage to be recognised as being of the economy in just the right way. 
They have not entirely escaped the empty economy, and their cultural 
status as economically independent is not secure.

emPty LaBoUr in the formaL economy

The example of street papers shows organisations and individuals 
involved in a complex and extended struggle for recognition as econom-
ically independent. It also shows the fragility of a practice that blurs the 
boundaries between market exchange and charity. The New York Times 
does not have to run editorials that remind its readers that its vendors are 
‘working, not begging, so if you pay for the magazine please take it.’27

But while some members of the public have tried to reveal the sup-
posed emptiness of street paper selling and to punish sellers (with ver-
bal and sometimes physical abuse) for this emptiness, it is not common 
at all that we ask for the ‘truth’ of more standard forms of work, like 
office jobs. There appears to be little social appetite for inquiring into 
the extent to which various job titles in the labour market in fact conceal 
activities of little to no value whatsoever. This is probably because most 
of us accept and assume that capitalist economies are competitive places 
where unnecessary job roles are progressively eliminated. But this is not 
quite true.

Sociologist roland Paulsen has used the concept of ‘empty labour’ to 
study the time people spend at work but not working: hours spent on 
social media, sending private emails or doing other non-work-related 
things. His interviews and examples are drawn from both the public 
and private sectors, and there is no indication that the former involves 
more empty labour than the latter. Nonetheless, one of his most impres-
sive examples does come from public-sector work: employees from the 
Swedish Aviation Authority were fired after it was discovered that they 
had spent up to 75% of their working hours visiting pornographic web-
sites.28 His pointed comment on such cases is that while we may be 
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most outraged by the fact that it was pornography that was taking up 
their well-paid time, isn’t the more interesting side of the example the 
very fact that it was possible for employees in a modern and supposedly 
rationalised economy to spend so much time not working on the job? 
Aren’t contemporary economies surprisingly full of empty labour, given 
the common narrative, both in theory and popular media, of overworked 
and burned out employees? Of course, the point is not that very many 
people are not overworked (exploited even), and Paulsen’s study is on 
wealthy post-industrial economies dominated by office work, and his 
conclusions would probably not apply so neatly to other contexts of 
production; the point is that there appears to be a mismatch between a 
dominant image of modern economies (as rational, productive, efficient, 
highly managed) and the things many people actually do if we go out and 
look.

In a sense, Paulsen’s ‘empty labour’ is the opposite of the idea of the 
‘empty economy’ that this chapter has developed. Paulsen is looking at 
wasted time at work, and I am looking at (potentially) valuable activities 
that are rendered invisible or illegitimate in public life. But both argu-
ments draw attention to the mismatch between economic ideology and 
real-world economic practices that can give us a distorted view of our 
economic lives. Both arguments suggest that what goes on in the formal 
economy of contracts and salaries has become so central to our common 
understandings of economic activity that we use that institutional formal-
ity as a normative guide to judgements about legitimacy and productive 
contribution. This may be right some of the time, but it is still amazing 
how easily the mantle of independence falls on the shoulders of someone 
with a job title and amazing how heavily the chain of dependence weighs 
on people who work all day without a contract.

KarL PoLanyi’s vieW of the ‘hUman economy’
In order to understand how market exchange became synonymous with 
the ‘formal economy’ and how participation in the formal economy 
became the easiest cultural proxy for economic independence, we can 
turn to the work of Karl Polanyi, who aimed to both broaden our view 
of economic activity and to narrate the ideological and practical rise of 
markets.

Mitchel’s idea that we can in fact date the emergence of ‘the econ-
omy’ as a discreet ‘sphere’ of human interaction is an echo of Polanyi’s 
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view that for most of human history what we now call ‘the economy’ 
was embedded in ‘non-economic’ institutions such as kinship relations, 
marriage, public rituals and the general social order of ‘status’: identities 
that defined people’s social roles. Markets, which now form the core of 
our idea of what an economy is, have only had a central place in human 
societies since the development of modern capitalism. In most societies 
across history, markets have been an institution that did not organise 
economic interaction within a society, but instead organised economic 
interaction between societies: long distance trade concluded in markets is 
something very different from, and prior to, competitive markets within 
societies.29 Building on these historical claims, Polanyi argues that it was 
first in the nineteenth century that great minds such as G. W. F. Hegel, 
Karl Marx, Henry Maine and Ferdinand Tönnies began to think of the 
economy as a distinctive sphere of economic activity distinct from sur-
rounding social practices (religious, political, familial, etc.). What they 
were beginning to conceptualise was an economy disembedded from the 
rest of human life.30

The history of the ‘disembedding’ of the economy (in the narrow 
sense of market institutions) was what Polanyi set out to narrate in his 
masterwork The Great Transformation, published in 1944. What The 
Great Transformation is best remembered for is the story of how, with 
the industrial revolution and the development of modern capitalism, 
markets came to dominate the organisation of economic practices and 
also the ways that we think about these practices. The economy became 
‘disembedded’ from the social relations in which it had so long been 
thoroughly submerged. In the new society, he wrote, ‘Instead of econ-
omy being embedded in social relations, social relations are embedded 
in the economic system.’31 With the development of ‘separate’ economic 
institutions, not bound by norms and customs, the logic of which might 
frustrate market behaviours, society submitted itself to the demands of 
these institutions: mass migrations following the market demand for 
labour are perhaps the best example of this.

Alongside this powerful historical narrative, Polanyi also plants the 
normative idea that there remains something artificial about this mar-
ket economy. He calls land, labour and money the ‘fictitious’ commodi-
ties,32 and suggests that while we can imagine these three components of 
industrial production to be commodities and thus organise them in mar-
kets, we can never really treat them or experience them entirely as such. 
This is because land is nothing other than nature itself, labour is simply 
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the effort of human bodies, and money is but a token of purchasing 
power. ‘Undoubtedly, labor, land, and money markets are essential to a 
market economy’ wrote Polanyi, ‘[b]ut no society could stand the effects 
of such a system of crude fictions even for the shortest stretch of time 
unless its human and natural substance as well as its business organiza-
tion was protected against the ravages of this satanic mill.’33 It was not a 
coincidence that Polanyi published The Great Transformation just before 
the end of the Second World War. He was writing at a time when the 
liberal dream of self-regulating markets had been eclipsed in much of the 
world by fascism and communism, and governments were going to have 
to decide on the new economic world order that would be built on the 
ruins left by the war. Polanyi’s diagnosis (as summarised by Fred Block) 
was that ‘The second “great transformation”—the rise of fascism—[was] 
a result of the first one—the rise of market liberalism.’34 This meant that 
hope for the future depended on not repeating this pattern of free mar-
ket utopianism followed by violent political reactions to this.35

Already in The Great Transformation Polanyi had begun to develop 
a theoretical framework for studying economic history that contrasted 
markets with other forms of economic organisation and hence made 
it possible for him to narrate the rise of markets as a qualitative trans-
formation in economic institutions and practices. The most important 
set of concepts in this framework were what he first referred to as four 
‘principles’ of economic organisation and later called ‘forms of integra-
tion.’36 His claim was that if we take a birds-eye view of the institutional 
structures that make up a human economy, what we will see in differ-
ent societies across history are different patterns of economic activity 
through which a society meets the material needs of its members. These 
patterns, or forms of integration, included reciprocity, redistribution, 
house-holding,37 and exchange. reciprocity occurs between social units 
(like clans or families) that have well-defined obligations with respect to 
one another; redistribution involves gathering goods to a centre (e.g. a 
tribal leader, or a state administration) and then distributing these goods 
according to customs or rules; house-holding is based on the organi-
sation of production and consumption within an extended household 
unit, such as an Ancient Greek oikos; and finally exchange is the two-
way swapping of goods, which may or may not involve bargaining and 
price-setting. These four patterns were never to be found complete in 
reality: every society combines them in different ways, but one pattern is 
often dominant, fitting with the organisational structure of the society in 
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question (redistribution, e.g., needs a society with centralised administra-
tive power). By making market exchange a mere subset of one of these 
forms of integration, it is clear that Polanyi was trying to emphasise the 
marginality of market institutions and behaviours to most human econo-
mies across history.

While Polanyi had put these distinctions to work in his historical nar-
rative in The Great Transformation, he later integrated them into a the-
oretical framework under the heading of a ‘substantive concept’ of the 
‘economic’; a view of economic life that he believed might be adequate 
to the study of past and present human economies.

Polanyi thus defined ‘the economy’ as ‘an instituted process of inter-
action between man and his environment, which results in a continuous 
supply of want satisfying material means.’38 ‘The substantive meaning of 
economic’ he wrote ‘derives from man’s dependence for his living upon 
nature and his fellows.’39 The four forms of economic integration were 
thus alternative institutional patterns that structured how this depend-
ence on nature and other people would be organised. Although he did 
not call them this, for the present purposes we might think of them as 
alternative regimes of economic dependence.

The key point of the ‘substantive’ definition is to be found in the con-
trast with another meaning of ‘economic,’ which, by the time Polanyi 
published these words in 1957, had assumed importance in defining 
the field of economics, and was influencing the way in which economic 
history and anthropology were being studied.40 This was the ‘formal’ 
meaning of ‘economic’ and referred to the rational decision-making that 
humans engaged in ‘a situation of choice that arises out of an insuffi-
ciency of means.’41 The underlying point here is that the formal meaning 
gave itself primarily to the study of markets and other similar situations of 
choice within constrained conditions. While it did not directly imply that 
‘economy’ simply meant ‘markets,’ this formal sense of the ‘economic’ 
did encourage this association, or at the very least, it encouraged us to 
think of all economic practice by analogy to markets. When we talk about 
the ‘formal’ economy today (in an administrative sense), we refer to those 
market exchanges, transfers and monetary gains that are visible to the 
state and are thus taxable. No one would argue that all markets are visi-
ble to the state in this way (that’s why we have the term ‘black market’), 
and so the formal meaning of ‘economic’ (for economic science) does not 
coincide with the ‘formal economy’ (for state administrators). However, 
Polanyi’s disciplinary sense of ‘formal’ and the administrative sense of 
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‘formal’ do share a common focus on exchange, which is paradigmati-
cally organised in markets and where values become visible as prices. Both 
the idea of the ‘formal economy’ and the formal meaning of ‘economic’ 
stand in stark contrast to the substantive meaning of ‘economic,’ which 
refers to all human practices that contribute to satisfying needs through 
activities including resource production, allocation and social reproduc-
tion. The latter meaning takes in an enormous sweep of human interac-
tion and institutions that social science cannot afford to ignore.

Polanyi developed his contrast between the ‘substantive’ and the 
‘formal’ meanings of ‘economic’ because he believed that by confusing 
these two meanings, modern social science had tended to conflate ‘the 
economy’ with ‘markets’ (i.e. with the place where rational calculation 
regarding scarce resources takes place). In turn, the effect of this con-
flation had been to mislead social scientists and historians into a crude 
fallacy: they reasoned that since every society needs an economy of some 
kind, and economies are made up of human behaviours typical of mar-
kets such as bargaining, then economic history and anthropology should 
be able to trace a line from man’s basic primitive propensity to truck 
and barter (Adam Smith’s premise in The Wealth of Nations) to modern 
capitalist markets. The problem here is that one of the premises is false: 
every human society does need an economy (in the sense of practices 
that supply material needs), but not all economies (not even a small frac-
tion of economies) across history have involved market-like behaviours 
in organising the satisfaction of material needs. In short, the fallacious 
argument left us with the impression that history is, in a sense, markets 
all the way down. In actual fact, for the individual in pre-industrial soci-
ety, ‘his emotions fail to convey any experience that he could identify as 
“economic.”’42

The alternative history that Polanyi wrote in The Great 
Transformation and elsewhere was a complex one that tracked more 
than one process of transformation. On the one hand, Polanyi gives us 
a history of institutional change: this is the radical transformation of the 
laws and practices through which human economies are organised as we 
move from the pre-industrial to the industrial world. On the other hand, 
Polanyi gives us a history of conceptual and experiential change: great 
thinkers found words and methods to describe, analyse and prescribe 
what does and should go on in ‘the economy,’ and ordinary people had 
to change their understanding of, and motives for engaging in, economic 
practices.
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Capturing these two strands of history in one sentence, he writes: 
‘While in imagination the nineteenth century was engaged in con-
structing the liberal utopia [of self-regulating markets], in reality it was 
handing over things to a definite number of concrete institutions the 
mechanisms of which ruled the day.’43 In short, both economic ideas 
and economic practices were in transformation—but they did not always 
march in step.

Using PoLanyi toDay

Polanyi’s work left at least two powerful lessons to later social theories of 
economic life.

The first was that any economy is comprised of a patchwork of eco-
nomic practices that are qualitatively different from one another and yet 
co-exist in people’s lives. If we look at how people actually meet their 
needs as they care, produce, consume, distribute and exchange, then we 
will realise that markets are only a part of a broader process, the totality 
of which comprises ‘the economy.’ It was this idea that he captured with 
the ‘substantive’ meaning of ‘economic.’

The second lesson was that, since the industrial revolution, capitalist 
societies have lived through unprecedented times, where markets stand 
at the practical and ideological centre of these societies’ economies and 
have somehow disengaged themselves from the broader patchwork 
referred to above. Self-regulating markets, not bound by custom or poli-
tics, became a dream and—to a certain extent—a reality that reorganised 
societies across the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and came 
crashing down with the rise of communism and fascism. Unbeknownst 
to Polanyi, the dream would be revived from the 1970s and onwards 
under the banner of ‘neoliberalism.’

While not directly contradictory, these two lessons do stand in a 
certain tension with one another. For one thing, we are left asking 
how separate, detached or ‘disembedded’ markets can really become, 
given that they too are institutions that need a complex assemblage of 
social conditions—from property laws to technology to social hab-
its—in order function.44 We are also left wondering about those prac-
tices and institutions—from the household to religious organisation to 
governments—that the market overshadowed. Has their actual impor-
tance diminished? Or only their social legitimacy? Or neither? And 
finally, what current importance shall we give to the other patterns of 
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integration—reciprocity, redistribution and house-holding—that market 
exchange stands in contrast too?

Answers to these questions return us to the metaphor of the ‘empty 
economy.’ Elements of economic practice that do not belong in the mar-
ket have not disappeared from our societies, but they have been pushed 
to the margins of our economic ideology where, in social science, pol-
itics and everyday life, they appear as adjuncts to the real economy. 
For example, state redistributions through taxation and public spend-
ing are, according to political critics, only necessary because of market 
failure (failure to produce basic infrastructure, failure to provide full 
employment and so on). Or again: when economists calculate the value 
of unpaid work in the home by estimating what the same labour power 
could earn for a person on the labour market, they are simply imagining 
domestic work as an extension of work in the monetary economy.45 In 
both cases, the home and the state are imagined as adjuncts to markets: 
in but not quite of the economy. An economic ideology dominated by 
market behaviour as the paradigmatic example of economic action will 
thus struggle to imagine economic practices except through the analogy 
with markets, leaving us with the sense of lack that I have here called ‘the 
empty economy.’

How this sense of lack manifests itself in social practice is exactly what 
I have tried to illustrate with the case of street papers. Commentators 
on street papers appear to be asking: Does this activity generate value 
in the right sense? Is street paper selling a veiled form of dependence or 
a genuine expression of independence? Is this exchange or charity? With 
Polanyi’s broad view of the human economy in mind, we can see how 
powerfully the market has become the centre of many people’s under-
standing of what it means to be economically independent, leaving other 
transfers of value—in this case welfare payments and charity—as symbols 
of stigmatised dependence.

real economic lives are lived within patchworks of institutions that 
embody what I (building on Polanyi) have called regimes of economic 
dependence. Contrary to common associations of markets with inde-
pendence, I regard the necessity to engage in markets as a particular 
form of dependence that we, as a society, have normalised and come to 
value. This is market dependence, and it is qualitatively distinct from the 
dependence characteristic of the family household and the status-based 
dependence characteristic of redistributive systems like welfare states. 
The problem is that in normative reasoning—whether academic or 



114  P. J. L. cocKBUrn

everyday—dichotomies between practices ‘full’ of value and practices 
‘empty’ of value fit more easily into moral arguments aimed at divid-
ing ‘bad’ from ‘good.’ By contrast, the complex jigsaws of exchange, 
reciprocity, redistribution and house-holding are easier to relegate to 
the background of our pictures of economy and society (or our ‘socio- 
economic ontology’). While street papers do not look like a paradox or 
a problem when viewed as part of that jigsaw puzzle, they have certainly 
crashed head-on into the simple dichotomy between dependence and 
independence that a market-centred view of economic life poses for us.
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PArT II

Instituting the Economy

sUmmary of Part i, introDUction to Part ii

Who is Dependent? Summary of Part I

Who, in society, is benefitting without producing? Whose activity is 
economically ‘empty,’ ‘unproductive’ or without ‘value’? These are the 
questions that Part I has been concerned with. The examples in Chapters 
2, 3, and 4 have illustrated how the charge of economic dependence is 
made in public life and how it is replied to. My repeated emphasis has 
been on shifts between senses of dependence; between structural and 
practical dependence, and between parasitic and vulnerable dependence. 
Taken together, I imagined these senses as points on a ‘dependence com-
pass’ that maps out some of the analytical and normative potentials of 
this powerful and ambiguous idea. In this first half of the book, beggars 
and the sellers of street newspapers joined company with housewives, 
buffoons and puppeteers in the shadow of the market economy—what-
ever else their differences, their failure to produce and exchange in the 
right way makes them all a part of the ‘empty economy.’ They are in but 
not quite of the economy. The aim of Part I was thus to reconstruct the 
sense of lack that accompanies social roles that are suspected of economic 
dependence, and to show the ways in which theoretical arguments and 
public rhetoric have been used to displace social stigma or show valuable 
work where it went unseen before.
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If I have managed to show that charges of dependence usually come 
with serious blind spots, it has been by significantly expanding the range 
of things that seem worth thinking about under the concept of ‘depend-
ence.’ The dependence of women on the welfare state was distracting us 
from issues concerning the dependence of children on mothers (Chapter 
2). The practical dependence of women upon men in traditional nuclear 
families was distracting us from the structural dependence of the for-
mal economy on the informal economy (Chapter 3). The struggle over 
whether street paper selling was ‘real work’ was distracting from the fact 
that markets are one way amongst others to structure our dependence 
upon our contemporaries (Chapter 4). The aim has been to expand our 
concerns with dependence in a way that makes previous narrow polemi-
cal uses appear arbitrary or, indeed, politically motivated.

Instituting the Economy. Summary of Part II

In Part II, we shift focus from social groups and economic roles (wel-
fare claimants, domestic labourers, street paper vendors) to the basic 
economic and political institutions that structure relationships of 
dependence in modern societies. By ‘institutions’ I do not mean the likes 
of the IMF or the World Bank; I mean the basic symbolic fabric of every-
day economic life: money, property and the rights of wealth. These fea-
tures of our economic lives have receded so far into the background of 
our practices (they are so taken for granted) that we can sometimes fail 
to grasp what is specific about the forms of power, and the distributions 
of power, that they entail. In the next two Chapters (5 and 6), I will 
ask not how money and property secure independence, but what kinds 
of dependence both institutions create amongst social actors in society. 
Thus, one key argument of Part II is that, however natural it now seems 
to us, by organising much of our economic practices through money 
made by banks and states, and through private property, we are in fact 
instituting a particular regime of vulnerability. While I do not often use 
the term in what follows, I would like to suggest here that these dis-
cussions are largely about what we can call ‘market dependence.’ Market 
dependence does not, of course, make us all equally vulnerable. As we 
will see in Chapter 7, those who inherit wealth, and those who have a 
stream of unearned income through ownership of assets, enjoy an under-
lying security not shared by all.
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Part II is thus about ‘instituting’ the economy. As Karl Polanyi stren-
uously argued in The Great Transformation, there is nothing natural or 
spontaneous about market exchange as a form of economic interaction. 
Markets are made. And for markets in their modern form, private prop-
erty and money constitute the institutional preconditions of their oper-
ation. Similarly, there is nothing natural or inevitable about unearned 
income or inheritance; we choose how to institute these parts of our eco-
nomic lives, and looking at current laws, it is hard to resist the conclu-
sion that we often choose badly.
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On the 23 of June 2016, UK citizens voted to leave the European 
Union, and by the 24 of June, the value of the British pound had sunk 
to a 30-year low against the US Dollar.1 In the months that followed 
the value of the pound fluctuated, taking downwards turns every time 
the UK government announced policies that suggested a ‘hard Brexit’: 
Britain leaving the European Union in a way that would decisively sever 
the country’s ties to the European single market.2 On a world-historical 
scale, these falls in the value of a currency are not particularly extreme: 
many people across history have experienced the value seeping out of 
their notes, coins and account balances denominated in a currency. But 
like other more extreme cases of devaluation, the slump in the value of 
the pound exposes money as a crucial link in the chain of our depend-
ence on others.

While money is often associated with independence, looking at money 
through the lens of dependence throws up a different set of issues. 
Where money has become the dominant store of value and means of 
exchange and payment (i.e. in all but a fraction of human societies 
today), access to resources is increasingly determined by the amounts 
of money we have and the markets in which we can use it. Money and 
markets now structure, to a great extent, the ways in which we are 
dependent upon both other individuals and on impersonal institutions 
beyond our daily experience. These relations of dependence have differ-
ent dimensions.

CHAPTEr 5

Currencies and Scales of Dependence
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On the one hand, in societies characterised by a complex division of 
labour, we depend upon others for goods and services acquired in mar-
ket exchange. This enormously complex system of markets is made pos-
sible (or at least greatly facilitated) by money. Given that very few people 
in modern societies could provide for their needs through their own 
material resources and skills alone, we basically all accept a fundamental 
dependence on others that might be characterised as ‘horizontal’: it is an 
anonymous interdependence amongst all of the economic actors trading 
with one another in a monetary economy.

On the other hand, as users of a specific currency, people are depend-
ent in another way: they depend on the decisions of the political commu-
nity that controls the sovereign territory in which this currency is used 
and on the global financial institutions that judge and value that cur-
rency. In this way, the currencies that we use make us vulnerable to the 
actions and decisions of others: our real powers to command resources 
and buy the services of others can evaporate as the currency that we own 
devalues. But this vulnerability can be configured in very different ways. 
The Greek sovereign debt crisis (from 2009 onwards, leaving headline 
news around 2015) certainly produced a great deal of finger-pointing at 
the ‘lazy Greeks,’ portrayed in both the popular media and by prominent 
politicians as parasitical upon the supposedly hard-working populations 
of northern Europe.3 But the crisis also revealed both the vulnerabil-
ity of the whole Eurozone to the political decisions of one EU member 
state and conversely the vulnerability of the Greek population to deci-
sions taken amongst political leaders and financial institutions outside 
of Greece. We might characterise this dependence relation as ‘vertical’ 
because it concerns the power of either democratic or non-democratic 
authorities to shape a fundamental social institution that structures peo-
ple’s effective capabilities (e.g. whether they can buy anything with the 
money in their pocket).

The relation between this horizontal dependence and this vertical 
dependence is at the centre of this chapter’s concern with money. We 
can use it to begin to think about the relationship between economic 
networks and political communities, and about the relationship between 
economic power and political power. The crucial questions are: in what 
sense are economic networks and political communities decoupled from 
one another in societies where we use modern money produced by 
banks and states? What promise do monetary reformers see in a recou-
pling of political communities with economic networks at a scale smaller 
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or greater than nation states? And what problems are faced by such 
attempts to master money for social change face?

As the Eurozone crisis clearly exposed, a common economic net-
work (in this case a monetary space) encompassing a number of distinct 
political communities can produce extreme strains on both the network 
and these communities. Conversely, however, every political community 
hosts a number of economic networks (or ‘circuits’) that overlap and cut 
across one another. Some of these networks are even deliberatively devel-
oped on a scale that produces a set of qualitatively different dependence 
relations. Local Exchange Trading Systems (LETS) operate on a micro-
scale within societies and are embedded within intentional communities: 
that is, social networks organised according to chosen and agreed upon 
principles. They represent not a scaling up of relations of dependence, 
but a scaling down of these relations.

In this chapter, I will claim, following others,4 that money structures 
the scale of our relations of dependence, and that this scale determines 
the quality of these relations of dependence. There is a sociological point 
here and a political point.

First of all, developing the sociological point, we need to look at the 
idea that money affects the quality of our social relations, and that vice 
versa our social relations affect the quality of our money (or at least the 
quality of our uses of money). To explore these ideas, I will contrast two 
social scientific stories about money and society. The ‘big’ story about 
money is the story told by classical social theorists, and which forms the 
backdrop to many academic and popular views of money and markets 
today. This big story about money, which I will tell through the words of 
Karl Marx and Georg Simmel, focusses on the effects of money on soci-
ety. More specifically, for the present purposes, we are interested in what 
this story has to say about the new kind of dependence that monetary 
economies bring into our lives. However, this ‘big’ story about money 
has gradually come under attack by sociologists and anthropologists who 
are unhappy with the way that this narrative neglects human agency in 
the creation, control and use of money. These critics counter, then, with 
‘small’ stories about currencies that show not how money has changed 
society, but how people in societies change money. The contrast here can 
be posed as a question: Does money introduce a cold logic of calcula-
tion into the midst of personal relations, or do people, in their daily lives, 
give money a ‘social life’?5 By focusing on specific currencies, rather than 
money in general, these small stories show us how different social groups 
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engage actively in the politics of money creation and control. They show 
the importance of the question: Who benefits and who loses from dif-
ferent ways of instituting money? I will suggest that these ‘small’ stories 
about money (or rather currency) prompt us to look at the vertical axis 
of dependence described above: our dependence as users of money on a 
structure of authority supporting the value of the money.

The contrast between the big and the small stories about money will, 
I hope, be helpful for understanding the politics of money discussed in 
the second half of the chapter.

There, I introduce a number of theoretical and practical attempts to 
reform money in ways that would reorganise our horizontal relations of 
dependence, our vertical relations of dependence or both simultaneously. 
Alternative non-state currencies such as those used in LETS, or, on a 
much larger scale, like Bitcoin, illustrate that monetary reform is often, 
at least in part, about decoupling or recoupling economic networks and 
political communities in order to rearrange the power relationships in a 
society.

In the final section of the chapter, I will develop the problem of the 
mismatch between the scales of political communities and the scales 
of economic networks. This point has been made by sociologists and 
human geographers studying the politics of money.6 What this chapter 
adds to that work is a republican view of this problem of ‘fit’ between 
political community and economic network. Jean-Jacques rousseau’s 
criticisms of the ills of a monetary economy are extremely helpful for 
thinking through the different ways in which money structures forms 
of dependence: from dependence on one another within a society to 
dependence of one society on another. The republican ideal, although 
unattractive in many ways, is all about choosing those relations of 
dependence that maintain the independence of the republic as a whole, 
and so avoid unchosen forms of dependence (on powers outside the 
republic).

My general claim will be that while the politics of money are clearly 
about a lot more than dependence, the institutional structures of money 
creation and control and the geopolitics of the economic networks 
clearly do help to shape both the who and the how of relations of depend-
ence: who depends upon who, and in what ways. I will argue that as 
users of money in modern societies, we should be aware of what forms of 
dependence we tacitly accept, which forms we might choose, and which 
forms we might want to actively resist.
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the Big story aBoUt money anD DePenDence

One of the powerful and enduring sociological narratives about moder-
nity describes how money has transformed social relations over time. 
Where once personal and political relationships tied people together 
into networks of duty and responsibility, privilege and debt, money has 
gradually intervened, leaving us with impersonal economic relationships, 
where my rights to resources depend on how fat my wallet is, and my 
duties to others (not least the state) can be discharged in monetary pay-
ments (rather than military service or labour). While such a narrative 
is clearly incomplete, neglecting as it does the continued importance 
of the family in intergenerational transfers of wealth, unpaid care work 
and a multitude of other relations of dependence, it does clearly capture 
something important about the reality of capitalist societies. It certainly 
reflects, too, a widespread view of these societies that form the backdrop 
both to social critiques (society has become cold and impersonal) and 
to political defences (society has liberated itself from arbitrary power 
structures).

Underpinning this big story about money is the idea that money has 
the power to transform qualities into quantities (things become prices), 
and that this has a deep impact upon the moral structure of society: 
how we relate to things, institutions and one another.7 Probably, two 
of the most influential figures to have developed this view of money 
and modernity were Karl Marx and Georg Simmel, who are now con-
sidered founding figures of sociology (alongside Max Weber and Emile 
Durkheim). Marx’s impact on political and economic thought, as well 
as revolutionary practice, needs little introduction; but for such a radi-
cal critic of classical political economy, his views on the nature of money 
remained surprisingly close to the tradition that he criticised: money, for 
Marx, was essentially a commodity that had gradually developed from 
being a thing with a use (a precious metal) to the measure of usefulness 
in general (as money).8 The effect of this assumption was that Marx 
tended to focus on the role of money in exchange and the circulation of 
commodities, rather than on the interests at stake in the production and 
control of money as such. While moving away from a commodity view of 
money, Simmel’s Philosophy of Money is also much more about the nature 
and effects of money in general than about the politics of particular cur-
rencies. But whatever their limitations, there is no doubt that Marx’s 
and Simmel’s work on money laid important foundations for subsequent 
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diagnoses of the modern human condition, developed in sociology, phi-
losophy and anthropology and popularised in political narratives about 
money, freedom, individualism and alienation.

Marx, Simmel and a whole tradition of political economy stemming 
from Adam Smith’s work saw the development of money as integrally 
connected with the development of markets, which in turn was inte-
grally connected with the division of labour in complex economies. 
With his critique of economic science discussed in the previous chap-
ter, Karl Polanyi would later challenge the assumption that the division 
of labour is integrally connected to markets; he and others would also 
challenge the idea that money has its origins in, and derives its func-
tion from, market exchange.9 But in what I am calling the ‘big’ story 
about money, the rise of money as a form of wealth neatly dovetails 
with the historical development of societies in which large-scale indus-
try and markets have replaced subsistence farming and traditional pat-
terns of rights and responsibilities. As Marx put it: ‘Patriarchal as well as 
ancient conditions (feudal also) thus disintegrate with the development 
of commerce, of luxury, of money, of exchange value, while modern soci-
ety arises and grows in the same measure.’10 In a world in which peo-
ple are not self-sufficient, but rather specialised in a field of production 
(or a service), money and markets are a society’s way of making efficient 
exchange possible. This is exchange in which, instead of barter or recip-
rocal give-and-take, money prices show the exchange value of all of the 
things brought into the market. Money is the universal equivalent that 
makes this comparison between the multitudes of different commodities 
possible. It has the power to transform qualities into quantities: things 
that serve completely different wants and needs, things that are as differ-
ent from one another as slaves and nails, can be compared along a single 
scale of value denominated in a currency.

Both Marx and Simmel identified similar transformations in our rela-
tions of dependence associated with the development from pre-market to 
market societies. The very meaning of ‘independence’ in modern market 
economies, and the subjective experience of freedom therein, needed, 
they argued, to be understood not in contrast to ‘dependence’ as such, 
but in contrast to the forms of personal dependence that economies 
based on monetised exchange had undermined.

Let us look at their views in turn.
In Marx’s diagnosis of the achievements and ills of industrial capital-

ismw,11 he constantly sharpens our view of the specificities of this social 
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era by making contrasts to ancient and (more often) feudal social and 
economic arrangements. He constantly asks: What is new about indus-
trial capitalism? One of the answers here is that in a society in which 
resources are organised through a ‘developed system of exchange’ using 
money, ‘[…]the ties of personal dependence, of distinctions of blood, 
education, etc. are in fact exploded, ripped up […] and individuals seem 
independent.’12 He goes on to note that this ‘independence’ is really an 
‘illusion’ more correctly characterised as ‘indifference.’13 The independ-
ence of people as they stand in market relations is only apparent because 
‘[t]hese external relations [of people in markets] are very far from being 
an abolition of “relations of dependence”; they are rather the dissolution 
of these relations into a general form […].’14

Marx refers here to ‘external relations,’ and in other places to ‘objec-
tive dependency relations,’ both of which he contrasts with relations of 
‘personal dependence.’15 There are two important points here. On the 
one hand, we often literally don’t know and don’t care much about the 
people from whom we get our bread and nails; unlike patriarchal distri-
bution structures within an extended family, or the relation of a peasant 
to a feudal landowner, people exchanging in markets can, in principle, 
mean nothing for one another except as holders of money and goods 
(they have no added political or personal power relations—they just 
exchange or they don’t). On the other hand, Marx is making the differ-
ent, but connected claim, that ‘[…] individuals are now ruled by abstrac-
tions, whereas earlier they depended on one another.’16 This point is not 
only about the quality of social relationships, but the quality of the ideas 
that structure people’s view of the world: in a monetary economy, we see 
the world through exchange value. All things can be substituted for one 
another, and all people can be substituted for one another. The power 
of money to transform the qualities of things into quantities is thus also 
a power to transform human relationships from particular (and diverse) 
to generic, through the value systems that come to dominate our lives. 
We now have power to direct the distribution of things and the activity 
of other people not because of who we are but because we own quanti-
ties of exchange value—money: ‘The individual’ Marx writes, ‘carries his 
social power, as well as his bond with society, in his pocket.’17

Perhaps the most important thing about this striking formulation is 
that money is said to constitute the bond between the individual and 
society: all social units in between, from the household to the family to 
the guild, have diminished in relevance.



132  P. J. L. cocKBUrn

In the work quoted above, Marx is quick to emphasise that the expe-
rience of independence in a market economy is illusory. While strikingly 
similar to Marx in his view on the relation between of dependence and 
independence, Simmel produced a more sustained analysis of the expe-
rience of individual freedom made possible by the widespread use of 
money.18

Again, for Simmel, the first thing that money does, in a well-devel-
oped market economy, is to make us utterly dependent upon others 
in our daily lives. Or rather, this is not so much a direct effect of the 
money, as an effect of the immense division of labour in society that 
money makes possible: ‘consider’ Simmel marvels ‘how many ‘delivery 
men’ alone we are dependent upon in a money economy!’ But this is 
only the first step in the story. While the extent of our dependence has 
greatly increased, the quality of this dependence has also changed in 
important ways. No longer am I dependent upon specific people to work 
and consume, but on countless others with whom I have a purely imper-
sonal relation and who could all be substituted for one another: again, as 
Marx pointed out, one smith or baker is as good as another for getting 
my nails and bread.19 Money has allowed personalities to withdraw, as 
it were, behind economic roles: nothing determines exactly who I will 
work for or buy from. And this, Simmel thinks, ‘is the most favourable 
situation for bringing about inner independence, the feeling of individ-
ual self-sufficiency’ (298). To not care about the personalities behind 
these roles ‘discloses that indifference to subjective elements of depend-
ence that characterises the experience of freedom’ (299, emphasis added). 
While in non-monetary economies, the claims that a person had to suste-
nance or access to resources were claims addressed to specific other peo-
ple arranged in social structures and hierarchies, ‘today [in the monetary 
economy] everyone carries around with him, in a condensed latent form, 
his claim to the achievements of others.’ (342) Money is that claim.

Simmel does not doubt that the modern wage worker in a monetary 
economy remains deeply dependent upon others in order to produce 
and consume; in this, he is only relatively different from the medieval 
peasant. What is very different is the fact that along with this general 
dependence comes choice about who to work for and trade with. Despite 
the objective dependence, then, the subjective experience of freedom 
can thrive. Furthermore, this experience of freedom that money ushers 
into individuals’ lives is not only based on new possibilities for choosing 
between people with whom to do business. As a form of wealth, money 
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also liberates people from the restrictions that other forms of property 
had put on their modes of life. Thus, while ownership of land, for exam-
ple, may give very real powers to the owner, those powers are limited 
by the nature of land as a form of property. The life of a feudal lord is 
not for everyone. Money, by contrast, is infinitely flexible in its uses, it 
‘adjusts with equal ease to every form and every purpose that the will 
wishes to imprint it with,’ it ‘obeys us without reservation’ (325). On 
the subjective level, people experience this as a growing distinction 
between ‘being’ and ‘owning’: I am no longer defined by my property 
(e.g. land) and hence my social role tied to that property (e.g. feudal 
landowner) (321).

Thus, when we compare with non-monetary economies, we can see 
that money has done two things to our dependencies. First, money has 
allowed for an immense division of labour that, while making us more 
dependent on society as a whole, makes us less dependent on any spe-
cific personalities within this society. Our ‘claim to the achievements of 
others’ is no longer a claim on specific other people, but a general claim 
crystallised into symbolic form. Second, money has allowed us to over-
come the restrictions that other forms of property had for our modes of 
life and conduct (354).

Both Marx’s and Simmel’s accounts of what money does to relations 
of dependence are compelling and problematic. They are compelling 
because they push us to focus on money as a key to understanding many 
aspects of our contemporary lives that we take for granted: the division 
of labour, the separation of economic roles from specific personalities 
and the experience of freedom in the midst of fundamental dependence. 
Both force us to think about what we might call ‘market dependence’: 
the form of society and economy in which people’s dependence on one 
another is structured by the institutions of markets and money. This big 
story about money helps us to see that this form of dependence is not 
inevitable or a constant in human history. However, the story that Marx 
and Simmel both tell is problematic because, as such a very big story 
about money in general, it inevitably runs a theoretical stream-roller 
over empirical detail and suggests a one-way development in the history 
of money: as if money itself had an inbuilt logic. Put more specifically, 
while interesting as a story about money, both Marx and Simmel clearly 
make concerns about specific currencies secondary to the analysis of the 
dynamics of money in general. The debate about how to think about the 
relation between money and currency still runs today in disagreements 



134  P. J. L. cocKBUrn

between those who want to grasp the underlying logic of money and 
markets and those who want to focus in on the many different ways that 
individuals and groups control various currencies.20

The key idea that Marx and Simmel bequeathed to twentieth- and 
twenty-first-century social and political theories of money was that the 
essence of money is the translation of qualities into quantities. This 
grand narrative has, for example, served as the backdrop for the work 
of recent moral philosophers, who take on the task of finding the lim-
its to quantification (what shouldn’t be for sale).21 It is a narrative in 
which the spectre of qualities being ceaselessly transformed (through 
monetary transactions) into quantities raises fears of social values being 
‘corrupted’ into economic values22 and of the colonisation of our 
social practices, and indeed our minds, by the logic of exchange and 
equivalence.23 Under the influence of money, it seems that we are all 
becoming little calculators who have lost touch with the art of moral 
judgement.

While sometimes a good antidote to free market ideology, these phil-
osophical critiques tend to show little concern for how money is actu-
ally created, used or controlled. For the last 30 years, sociologists and 
anthropologists of money have become increasingly dissatisfied with the 
‘big’ story of money that regards it as a quantifying steamroller flatten-
ing the diversity of social life and relationships. First of all, it is naïve to 
imagine that we can talk about ‘money’ in general without paying any 
attention to the considerable diversity in the forms of money and cur-
rency that have existed across history and coexist in economic networks 
today. Second, the big story about money risks inadvertently depoliti-
cising money: if we accept the idea that money develops according to a 
‘logic’ of its own, then there doesn’t seem like much to do about it, and 
the winners and losers of the story are just lucky or unlucky, respectively.

What are these small stories about money that dispute the big story of 
money? To tell them, we must zoom in from the general topic of money, 
to the more specific topic of currencies.

smaLL stories aBoUt cUrrencies

Marx and Simmel were, of course, aware that money ‘as such’ is an 
abstraction. In practice, most people encounter and use money denom-
inated in a national currency, and Marx captured the point saying that 
money ‘wears different national uniforms.’24 However, as Nigel Dodd 
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points out, while national currencies occupy centre stage in most peo-
ple’s understanding of money, there has never been a period of history in 
which currencies mapped neatly onto nation state territories, and this is 
certainly not the case today, where both euros and Bitcoins, and a variety 
of other currencies, move in economic networks across the boundaries 
of nation states.25 Alternative currencies also move in circuits that can 
be much smaller than the nation state, as is illustrated by local currencies 
tied to specific cities, villages or small regions.

Across history shells, brass rods, Bitcoins, credit notes, accounting sys-
tems denominated in ‘hours’ of work and more have all been used as 
money. They have existed variously before, after and alongside national 
currencies in the ongoing organisation of economic interactions. These 
currencies don’t resemble Simmel’s money that ‘adjusts with equal 
ease to every form and every purpose that the will wishes to imprint it 
with’26; rather, they operate within social and technological structures 
that limit their ‘life.’ Or put the other way around, it is only within spe-
cific social and technological structures that these currencies have a life 
at all. Of course, this is true of any currency, including a national cur-
rency produced and controlled by banks and states. But what makes 
‘alternative’ currencies alternative, and ‘primitive’ currencies primitive, 
is precisely the fact that their ‘life’ (their efficacy as a technology of social 
organisation) appears fragile in comparison with the money that we are 
most familiar with: produced largely by banks and controlled (to some 
degree) by states. What, then, are the differences between these kinds of 
money, and what are their similarities?

To pin this down a bit more closely, we can turn to the contrast 
(coined by Karl Polanyi) between ‘special purpose’ money and ‘gen-
eral purpose’ money, and look at how that contrast has been used in the 
social scientific study of money. General purpose money is the kind of 
money that most of us associate with national currencies today: money 
that can be used to make exchanges, to store value, to denote credits and 
debts, to pay taxes, and which can serve all of these functions across a 
wide range of social contexts. Special purpose money, on the other hand, 
usually associated with societies of the past in which market exchange 
was peripheral to the economy, is money that can only be used to fulfil a 
function specific to that money form: this might be blood money (paying 
off the relatives of a victim in order to end a feud), money used in con-
tracting marriages or money used in the purchase of a specific range of 
things (e.g. of religious or political importance).



136  P. J. L. cocKBUrn

This distinction can be put to very different uses in constructing social 
scientific analyses of the relation between money and social practice.

On the one hand, we can see the contrast being used to diagnose the 
trajectory of modernity, with money at the cutting edge of these social 
transformations. Thus, in a classic study of the Tiv of northern Nigeria, 
Paul Bohannan used Polanyi’s ideas to illustrate how general purpose 
money undermines and drives out special purpose money, where the 
two forms meet in social practice.27 Bohannan examined the distinct 
‘spheres of exchange’ that had once structured Tiv social and economic 
relationships: one sphere for the exchange of women (in marriage), one 
for the exchange of cattle and brass rods, and one for the exchange of 
mundane objects of daily consumption. When general purpose money 
(national currency) enters the scene, these compartmentalised spheres 
of exchange collapse as the general equivalent makes all of these things 
measurable and exchangeable against one another: women may now be 
bought in marriage, not only against other women, or against high sta-
tus currencies like cattle or brass rods (exchanges that did bridge the 
spheres before, but in a highly structured way), but for the paper cur-
rency with which people also buy their groceries.28 Marx and Simmel’s 
big story is close to the surface here: qualitative distinctions in social 
practice look like they are corroding under the acid of general purpose 
money.

Sociologist Viviana Zelizer, on the other hand, has used Polanyi’s dis-
tinction to develop exactly the opposite line of argumentation about the 
link between social practice and money. Zelizer’s critical strategy is to 
show that even those forms of ‘market money,’ like national currencies, 
that we usually think of as most generic, most general purpose, most 
likely to transform qualities into quantities, are often, in fact, converted 
into special purpose money in the course of social practices. In these 
social practices, actors differentiate between different pools of money 
and use these pools in different ways, even where the money object 
(the dollar bills) is uniform. Where Simmel claimed that our experience 
of money was ‘eminently ahistorical’ (310) and that in itself money was 
completely meaningless to us in a way that no other form of property 
could be (325), Zelizer shows how across history people have indeed 
treated money as having a history that directly affected its meanings 
for us: from the point of view of real people who use money, it matters 
a great deal whether that money came in the form of a pay cheque, a 
gift or an inheritance. And it is not just that individuals attribute such 
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meaningful differences to different pools of money; whole social groups 
do too. Women’s money in nineteenth-century America, for example, 
may have looked like the same dollars and cents as men’s money, but was 
in very practical terms policed according to very different rules: it was 
not, in and of itself, a liberation from personal ties of dependence or usa-
ble for any purpose (without real practical restrictions).29

Zelizer’s work on money is to a large extent a reply to the now canon-
ical ‘big story’ about money developed by Marx and Simmel and still at 
work today, notably in normative arguments about alienation in con-
temporary capitalism and about setting necessary limits to market log-
ics. Her work resists attributing historical necessity to developments in 
money and returns a sense of human agency to the processes of mak-
ing and using money. By arguing that the most generic dollar bills actu-
ally become qualitatively distinct currencies in the hands of their users, 
Zelizer is tackling the most difficult case for the argument that ‘special 
purpose monies’ have social significance today. In her terms, even within 
the great monolithic structures of ‘capitalism’ there exist small ‘circuits 
of commerce’ that do not follow the ‘cold’ logic of money that Simmel 
and Marx were occupied with.30

While not explicitly about dependence, Zelizer’s push back against 
the big story about money suggests that insufficient attention has been 
paid not only to the vertical dimension of monetary dependence, but 
to the multiple structures of authority that shape the money we use. 
Chartalist theories of money are very much concerned with authority, 
but only with the authority of states: they have focussed on the role of 
states in forming modern money by demanding payment of taxes in a 
specific currency which creates demand for that currency and thereby 
makes it valuable as a means of exchange. Other economic and histor-
ical theories of money account for the value of money in other ways: 
the classical economic story, shared by Marx, is that money grows out 
of market exchange—it is simply the commodity with the qualities most 
suited to becoming a universal equivalent (divisibility, scarcity, durability, 
etc.). Credit and debt theories of money focus on the ability of various 
institutions (primarily both banks and states acting in coordination and 
conflict) to issue transferable signs of debt, which can then circulate as 
currency. None of these approaches, however, captures the micropolitics 
of money that Zelizer examines in her work. For her, patriarchal author-
ity structures within families create new currencies just as much as the 
structure of authority that we call ‘the state’ does.
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While it would be a diversion to enter into the extensive debates 
about the nature of money that exist in economic sociology today, the 
point for the present purposes is that already germinating in Zelizer’s 
work is the ‘republican’ problem that this chapter is working towards: 
How are forms of money linked to forms of authority structure? Or, 
phrased in the language of political philosophy: How are economic net-
works linked to political communities, and can we form an ideal model 
of how that link could, or even should, look?

the PoLitics of money

Historically, political movements agitating for the reform of money have 
seen money as the institutional cornerstone of social justice and injustice. 
Nineteenth-century radicals such as Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and robert 
Owen imagined and experimented with alternative currencies and alter-
native forms of banking, which promised to release society from the grip 
of capitalists who could use money to make money. The nineteenth-cen-
tury Populist movement in the USA and the twentieth-century ‘Social 
Credit’ movement in several countries around the world were large-
scale political mobilisations around the call for a more equitable form of 
money.31

Such theoretical and practical reformers have seen monetary reform 
as a remedy to a whole host of different ills: the unequal value of differ-
ent people’s labour; the hoarding of money in ways that slow economic 
interaction; the use of money as capital to extract unjust rent; the lack 
of spending power amongst workers; the excessive power of states over 
those who use state-denominated currency; financial instability; ecolog-
ical devastation resulting from economies based on perpetual growth; 
social control through control of money; and simply inefficiency of 
national currencies.32 These goals are, of course, not all in harmony with 
one another.

Some proposals aim to weaken the power of states to control money 
and to control people through money: this is true of Proudhon’s pro-
posal for mutual credit (non-profit bearing credit) and a Bank of the 
People; it is true also of Satoshi Nakamoto, the individual or group that 
developed the idea and codes for the electronic currency Bitcoin, and 
who explicitly suggested that the currency could serve libertarian polit-
ical goals.33 Other proposals suggest that publics of various scales could 
reclaim control of the money supply, although to the extent that such 
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proposals link rights to a basic income to national citizenship, it seems 
that they ultimately reaffirm the centrality of nation states in this pro-
cess.34 Yet other plans for monetary reform, such as those proposed by 
Friedrich Hayek35 or Edwin riegal,36 proposed that private people (indi-
viduals) or institutions (banks) should be able to issue their own money, 
and the market will determine which forms of money economic actors 
actually trust and value most highly; such an arrangement would remove 
the power to meddle with the value of currencies from the hands of 
governments.

Most of us still live today with money denominated in a national cur-
rency and largely produced by banks for the purposes of reaping inter-
est. The grand scale reforms envisaged by money visionaries have not 
overturned the capitalist money produced in conjunction with state 
authority that we accept as so natural today. But alternative currencies 
do exist today and are fascinating experiments that reveal much about 
the relation between political authority and economic organisation—or 
in terms of this chapter, about the vertical and horizontal dimensions of 
our dependence.

Perhaps the most important alternative currency in recent years, in 
terms of its novelty and reach, has been Bitcoin, the Internet-based cur-
rency launched in 2009. It is worth taking a moment to compare Bitcoin 
and the currencies of LETS as two kinds of non-state money that alter 
economic relationships and are sometimes linked to political ideals about 
how money should work as a social institution.

Bitcoin

Bitcoin is a digital currency, and transactions with the currency are stored 
in an online accounting system (the ‘blockchain’). It is usable to buy 
everyday things like food, or more exotic things like illegal substances. 
Its usefulness for the latter kind of trade comes from the fact that as a 
non-state currency, and one for which transactions are not recorded by 
banks but in the online ledger where transactions can remain anony-
mous, its uses and users are very difficult to trace for the public author-
ities.37 It is certainly not alone as a non-state digital currency, but it has 
been the most widely used and discussed to date, and in the first 4 years 
of its existence its value increased by two hundred thousand times its 
initial worth: from €0.0005 in 2009 to €100 in 2013.38 At the time of 
writing, 1 Bitcoin was worth €13,728.39 While new Bitcoins are being 
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produced all the time, the currency is limited in supply by two mecha-
nisms. First of all, new coins enter circulation when computers, owned 
by Bitcoin users, solve increasingly difficult mathematical problems; this 
process is called ‘mining’ and is designed to operate in a similar way 
to the gradual increasing gold supplies of the world economy which 
are determined by the rate of actual physical metal extraction from the 
earth. Importantly, it is this computing power that is used to verify trans-
actions in the online ledger (the blockchain) ensuring that each coin is 
only spent once by each user (avoiding ‘double spending’). Bitcoin ‘min-
ing’ has now reached a stage where the mathematical problems limiting 
the supply are so difficult that the needed calculating capacity requires 
extensive computer systems (‘rigs’), which, of course, means investment, 
not only in the computers themselves, but in significant amounts of elec-
tricity. Bitcoin mining is now far beyond the reach of ‘ordinary’ Bitcoin 
users.40 Secondly, the supply of Bitcoin has an inbuilt limit: ‘reserves’ are 
set to run out around when 21 million Bitcoins have been created.

The currency and the coding and technology that support it are inter-
esting for a number of reasons.41 Perhaps the most important, though, 
is what Bitcoin means for the relationship between economic networks, 
political communities and the role of currency in this relationship. By 
bypassing both states and private banks in the creation and control of 
money and the recording of information about transactions between 
economic actors, Bitcoin (and the blockchain in which transactions are 
recorded) has the potential to appeal to left-wing anarchists critical of the 
power of economic and political elites. However, its primary appeal has, 
rather, been to conservative libertarians critical primarily of central banks, 
‘government’ and regulation of economic affairs.42 There are a number 
of dimensions to this. For one thing, the privacy of anonymous transac-
tions is valued by those critical of state control. For another, the value 
of the currency depends not (or at least not directly) on the decisions 
of banks and governments that might wield their power in an arbitrary 
or corrupt fashion. Finally, the enforcement of the rules structuring eco-
nomic transactions has been removed from the hands of individuals and 
institutions who need to enforce contracts and consult records of own-
ership, and so on. Now the computations and rules of the system stand 
in for the work of fallible bankers and unreliable legal systems. However, 
while Bitcoin can put some of these ideals into practice, it is certainly 
doubtful whether Bitcoin and the blockchain manage to decouple users 
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of the currency from more traditional economic and political power 
structures. As an Internet-based system, it relies on infrastructure owned 
and controlled by states and private corporations; and to the extent that 
the system relies on massive computational capacity, electricity, comput-
ers, space and a whole host of other resources need to be bought with 
more conventional currency, just to keep the system going.

Nonetheless, the appeal of Bitcoin is not trivial. The figure behind the 
system—who published the code and the ideas behind Bitcoin in 2008 
and is known by the pseudonym Satoshi Nakamoto—explicitly noted 
that Bitcoin could serve libertarian goals.43 Its proponents argue that it 
bypasses the need for trust in a central political authority and relies sim-
ply on confidence in the properties of the network. As Brett Scott puts 
it: ‘This is essentially the vision of the Internet techno-leviathan, a deified 
crypto-sovereign whose rules we can contract to.’44 This is the radical 
decoupling of territorially organised political communities (particularly 
states) from economic networks. If there is a political community that 
underpins the operation of Bitcoin, it is a community held together by 
an ideology that values individualised market relationships over collective 
organisation. In dependence terms, the users of Bitcoin may not have 
severed the vertical axis of dependence upon others (someone still owns 
the mining rigs, and someone still makes the codes that structure the 
system, etc.) but they have managed to carve out an economic space in 
which states and banks do not occupy the apex of the authority structures 
that hold the network together. As Scott explains, more critically: ‘…
the “empowerment” here does not stem from building community ties. 
rather it is imagined to come from retreating from trust and taking ref-
uge in a defensive individualism mediated via mathematical contractual 
law.’45

The alternative currencies in LETS provide a strikingly different illus-
tration of an experiment in the use of currency to reorganise the relation-
ship between political community and economic networks.

Lets
Local Exchange Trading Systems (LETS) create currencies (units of 
account) and sometimes also put those currencies into circulation (as 
notes). These are quite obviously ‘special money’ (I can’t pay my taxes in 
them or use them as money outside of the local network46) but equally 
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obviously they are not just remnants of pre-market society: they are con-
scious reactions to the economic practices and relationships supported 
by national currencies controlled by states and banks. The contemporary 
wave of LETS began in 1983 in British Columbia, Canada, and spread 
rapidly throughout the world. During the 1990s, there was a veritable 
explosion in LETS in many countries including the UK, where numbers 
of such economic networks went from 5 in 1992 to 350 in 1995.47

LETS are not uniform. Some operate with a currency that has a value 
pegged to the national currency (1:1). What this means is that people 
can convert their money into the local currency, and perhaps pay similar 
prices for various goods and services, but know that this money will con-
tinue to circulate in the local economy because it has no value anywhere 
else. rather more radically, other alternative currencies have an inbuilt 
egalitarian logic that makes the value of one hour of a person’s time 
equal to the value of one hour of another person’s time. The aim of this 
is to eradicate the difference in value between different forms of labour 
(a difference that we would normally be acutely aware of when compar-
ing the monetary value of a lawyer’s time with the monetary value of 
a domestic cleaner’s time). In practice, these hour-for-hour exchanges 
often become distorted and gravitate back towards the price differ-
ences that are generated in the ‘normal’ market.48 LETS vary from one 
another in many other ways too that reflect different ideas about what an 
alternative currency can and should do.49

In the present context, the first important point to note is that when 
someone using an alternative community currency (as in some LETS) 
carries a credit note in their pocket, they do not thereby carry around 
their social power or bond with society, as Marx claimed of money. 
Neither do they carry around a ‘claim to the achievement of others’ in 
general, as Simmel summarised the nature of money. That person carries 
around, instead, a power within a specific local trading network that is 
not coextensive with society, but rather with a small section of a commu-
nity. Alternative currencies are not a claim on the achievements of others 
in general, but on the achievements of a limited range of other people, 
who have decided to organise their economic relationships within the 
structures of the LET system. LETS are, to use anthropologist Keith 
Hart’s term, an ‘instrument of collective memory’ with which a com-
munity gives external form to the debts and rights of its members.50 
National currency is also an instrument of collective memory, but one 
in which users have little control over exactly what debts and rights will 
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be ‘remembered’: Will the care work of mothers for their own or others’ 
children be recorded in this instrument of collective memory? Perhaps 
not. But LETS can be designed precisely to ensure that such labour is 
remembered.

Peter North’s comparison of different alternative currencies—from 
a LETS in Manchester in the UK, Hungary and New Zealand to bar-
ter networks in Argentina during the economic collapse of the early 
twenty-first century—shows not only that different alternative curren-
cies have different functions and social effects, but also that there can 
be disagreement amongst those who share an alternative currency over 
the purpose and structure of the economic network.51 Some networks, 
such as the barter networks in Argentina described by North, simply 
operated as survival strategies where the national currency had become 
immensely unstable and inaccessible as a means of exchange for many 
people. At least for some users of LETS, however, the ideal of creat-
ing non-capitalistic spaces of exchange was important and consciously 
pursued as an alternative to the wider market economy and the use of 
national currency. In LETS, goods and services can in principle be val-
ued at a ‘fair’ price and not just a market price, and personal relation-
ships between traders can in principle replace the kind of anonymous 
market society described by Marx and Simmel. Both North and others52 
have pointed out that these ideals often don’t translate into realities, and 
that LETS can be unstable and often short-lived. Particularly problem-
atic is the fact that in a world with an intensely developed division of 
labour, it is unlikely that members of a local trading network will have 
all of the goods and services within that network that they need for their 
daily lives: if everyone in the network can offer similar services like clean-
ing, care or repair work, but no one can produce food, then users of 
alternative currencies will still need to get hold of money denominated 
in a national currency in order to link into the economic networks in 
which they can obtain these goods (i.e. the national and international 
economy).

While confident that alternative currencies can provide an impor-
tant institutional framework for more just economic organisation, 
North also points out that ‘[…] there is an inherent flaw in a strategy 
of building independence from capitalism while relying on it or, worse, 
being dependent on it.’53 Put in terms of the present chapter, we might 
say that existing LETS have failed to radically reform the relations of 
dependence that constitute the economic networks in which people are 
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embedded. Of course, radical reform is not everything, and moderate 
reorganisation of our economic practices may also be very important. 
But LETS certainly seem to harbour a lesson about the relationship 
between political and economic power. In the rest of this chapter, I 
will try to develop that lesson by thinking about the authority behind 
money, about what that authority has to do with scale, and then by using 
republican political theory to frame a view of the link between scale 
and authority. My aim is to show that through a republican lens, the 
politics of money is, in important ways, a dimension of the politics of 
dependence.

money anD tWo axes of DePenDence

For some critics of money, as Nigel Dodd points out, ‘Most key prob-
lems with money and credit systems as constituted during the modern 
era […] derive from dependence arrangements that place core institu-
tions (e.g. the state and/or banks) at the top of a hierarchy, responsi-
ble for issuing and regulating money.’54 Such critics advocate what Dodd 
calls ‘a horizontal arrangement.’ It remains an open question whether 
Bitcoin and LETS achieve such a horizontal arrangement.

According to sociologist Geoffrey Ingham, the currencies produced 
and circulating in LETS do not constitute ‘full money.’ While alterna-
tive currencies can operate as a medium of exchange, they do not work 
as ‘stores of abstract value’ or ‘means of unilateral settlement.’55 What 
does Ingham mean by these claims? His point is about the  authority 
structures that underpin the value of money. The value of an alter-
native currency depends on all of its users trusting and expecting that 
other users in the network will accept the notes or credits in payment for 
goods and services; as long as people have this ‘horizontal’ trust (that 
other traders like them will accept the currency), then the currency can 
continue to be used as a means of payment within the local network.  
According to Ingham, what is lacking in LETS is what we might call 
‘vertical’ trust (or confidence) in a powerful third party that guarantees 
the value of the currency no matter how strong or weak the horizontal 
ties of confidence and trust within local economic contexts. Put more 
abstractly, ‘[t]he extension of monetary relations across time and space 
requires impersonal trust and legitimacy,’56 and this kind of trust and 
legitimacy has historically been provided by states that demand payment 
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of taxes in the currency (and hence make that currency something that 
everyone within the territory of that state needs).

Only where the strong vertical political relation exists can the value of 
money be detached from personal relations and local context and oper-
ate as a stable store of value and means of unilateral settlement (payment 
of taxes). Ingham’s point is interesting, but it is overdrawn. He con-
fuses matters by assuming that LETS require interpersonal trust which 
contrasts with the impersonal trust characteristic of ‘full money’ (e.g. 
national currencies). In 1999 (when a large survey was done of LETS 
worldwide), Auckland Green Dollars in New Zealand had over 2000 
members, and we cannot, therefore, assume that traders within such a 
large network had personal trust in one another; the same is true for the 
non-state currencies that Peter North studied in Argentina. What large 
LETS require is trust in the community of traders, and this kind of trust 
is indeed different from the confidence that we can have in the power 
of states—their power to enforce the payment of taxes, for example. 
Ingham is, of course, aware that those who take part in LETS are pre-
cisely trying to detach themselves—at least to some degree—from the 
vertical political relation that he draws our attention to, from the form 
of money that it generates (national currency) and from the form of eco-
nomic practices and relationships that this money sustains. But his point 
seems to be, if we state it in political terms, that money in a ‘full’ sense 
requires a certain kind of government: not a small republic of equals, who 
all have a say and a role in controlling money, but a hierarchical structure 
in which the authority that guarantees the value of money is remote from 
all local contexts of its use.

But by focussing on the categorical distinction between ‘full’ (gen-
eral purpose state-denominated) money and alternative currencies that 
remain limited in their uses, Ingham’s point diverts attention from the 
‘vertical’ authority structures that alternative currencies do, in fact, 
entail. We might, following Ingham, choose to think of Bitcoin or LETS 
as categorically different from state-denominated currencies, because, 
in the end, only an authority structure as massive as the state, and con-
trolling the legitimate means of violence (as Max Weber put it), can set 
a unit of account that can make a currency powerful and generally useful: 
a means of payment of taxes, a store of value across time and a means of 
exchange across extensive geographical areas. But this ‘in the end’ think-
ing tempts us to overlook the authority structures that made LETS and 
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Bitcoin something other than ‘horizontal’ networks to begin with. It is 
not that there are no authority structures in place that underpin the value 
of a currency circulating in a LETS, or Bitcoin and its blockchain. The 
point is that they operate under authority structures qualitatively differ-
ent from the state, and hence, the currencies have qualitatively different 
properties to state-denominated currencies. Political community has not 
disappeared from the equation; it has just shifted its form and location. 
For Bitcoin, the political community is not territorially organised, but 
many of its users do share a broad ideological commitment to the anar-
chist/libertarian political choices built into the system. For LETS, local 
decision-making structures constitute the authority (and the basis for 
trust) behind the currencies that are used in the economic transactions 
that take place in LETS. In sum, what has changed is not that political 
power and economic power have been decoupled from one another, but 
that their relationship has been reshaped and, importantly, rescaled.

scaLe anD aUthority: a rePUBLican  
vieW of money anD DePenDence

When he compares the operation of a LETS in Manchester and a huge 
barter network in Argentina, Peter North draws attention to a number of 
important points about how a currency is underpinned by, but also can 
help to create, a particular scale of social organisation. More specifically, 
he points out that the ‘moral scale’ valued by the users of an alternative 
currency is connected in direct and important ways to the economic scale 
on which that currency can successfully operate.57 If users are highly 
concerned with keeping control of a local currency, and with cultivat-
ing the personal relationships that help it to function, then the number 
of people involved in the network and the pool of resources existing in 
the network (both material things and skills) will remain limited. On the 
other hand, geographically and socially extensive alternative trading net-
works (like those North studied in Argentina) tend to detach the alter-
native currency from the control, and hence ideals, of the founders of 
the network: the currency becomes more and more like the impersonal 
and ‘thing-like’ money that we are accustomed to when we use national 
currencies. Impersonal confidence replaces personal trust, and the 
social relations between people using the currency change in step with 
the changing quality of people’s relation to and understanding of the 
currency. In this final section, I will build on, and I hope also simplify, 
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North’s insight about scale. republican political theory can help us to 
develop an idealised account of the relation between political community 
and economic networks, and what money has to do with this relation.

Dependence has been a central concern of republican thought 
throughout its history. Parliamentarians in early modern England, hark-
ing back to republican rome, argued that as long as their rights and 
liberties depended on—that is, could be taken away by—a powerful 
monarch they did not enjoy true liberty. Intellectual historian Quentin 
Skinner has given us a historical reconstruction this early modern view 
of liberty.58 Different from both simple ‘negative’ liberty, highlight-
ing freedom from interference, and simple ‘positive’ liberty, highlight-
ing the ability to shape one’s life in conformity with a conception of 
the good,59 this republican concept of liberty stresses the independence 
of the political community from the authority of a despotic ruler or an 
external power. This fear of dependence on a political authority above the 
rest of society has also been closely connected in republican thought to the 
fear of economic dependence within and beyond a society. This economic 
dependence might be internal to a society, meaning that some social 
groups are unjustly dependent upon others within a society for access to 
resources, but it might also be external to a society, meaning that the 
whole society depends in a problematical way on an economic network 
that stretches beyond the limits of the political community, and thus 
beyond the control of the republic.

Jean-Jacques rousseau’s ‘Plan for a Constitution for Corsica’ from 
1765 is a case study in republican democratic fears of dependence, and 
how those fears are connected to fretting about the role of money in 
society. It is worth looking at rousseau’s proposals and arguments, not 
because they provide a realistic model of economic and political order, 
but because they provide an ideal—and in many ways an unattractive 
ideal—against which to measure the real world. rousseau’s concern with 
dependence and his critique of commerce (with money) help us to see 
exactly what kinds of political trade-offs we make with particular forms of 
economy, and what economic trade-offs we make with particular forms 
of government. In short, rousseau gives us a model in miniature that 
can help us to understand the interrelation of economy and politics—a 
relation that the social institution of money affects profoundly.

The foundation of rousseau’s proposals is the idea that Corsica 
should develop a self-sufficient agricultural economy. This agricul-
tural economy would not only relieve the country of dependence on 
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its neighbours, but would cultivate important virtues in the population 
and minimise the need for money. In contrast to the solid foundation 
of a self-sufficient agricultural economy, a money economy has a num-
ber of problems. First of all, and internal to the society, money can easily 
become a form of power that is beyond public oversight: public officials 
may appear to have power, but the real power lies with the wealthy.60 
rousseau thought that whatever trade needed to be done on Corsica 
could be carried out in a kind of centrally planned exchange, whereby 
regions (his focus is on geographical units not on individuals) could 
exchange with one another according to rates of exchange determined by 
a public authority. For this purpose, a kind of ‘ideal’ money could replace 
‘real’ money, acting merely as a unit of value rather than a store of wealth 
or means of exchange.61 Furthermore, taxes could, principally, be paid in 
labour rather than money, thus reducing the need for agricultural labour-
ers to sell their produce and enter the monetary economy at all.62

But if money causes inequality and injustice internally, it is also a step-
ping stone to subjugation by external powers. relying on money as a 
store of wealth makes a society vulnerable: ‘Your neighbors can give your 
money whatever value they please because they can wait; but the bread 
that we need has an indisputable value for us.’63 The dependence of the 
political community on other powers is the great fear here: ‘Even if you 
have all the wealth in the world, if you do not have anything with which 
to nourish yourself you are dependent on others.’64 Going hand in hand 
with this fear of dependence on the outside world is an unattractive dis-
trust of foreign influence. rousseau warns against the grip that foreign-
ers might get on the polity through the economy,65 and he warns too 
against the erosion of the republic’s values and morals through outside 
influence. The best thing about the geographical position of the capital 
city is that ‘It is far from the sea which will preserve the morals, the sim-
plicity, the uprightness, the national character of its inhabitants for longer 
than if it were subject to the influx of foreigners.’66 Of course, coming 
from Switzerland, this does not reflect rousseau’s own national pride or 
xenophobia, but his ideal of what a small republican democratic nation—
any nation—could aspire to. Still, there is surely something troubling 
about rousseau’s link between money and foreigners, which he states so 
bluntly: ‘If Corsica needed foreigners it would need money, but being 
able to be self-sufficient, it does not need it.’67 rousseau is well aware 
that his proposal for a constitution for Corsica is not a model for most 
countries. He says explicitly that his ideals for the economy would fit 
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neither with a big country nor with a monarchy, and would therefore be 
unsuitable for either France or England.68

rousseau’s imagined small island state buys economic and political 
coherence at the expense of a simple sacrifice: connection to the outside 
world. His discussion of the way that money creates inequality within a 
society and vulnerability to the outside world is compelling. His vision of 
a society in which wealth cannot become a form of power that is beyond 
public accountability—hidden in bank accounts—is in many ways inspir-
ing for democratic egalitarian politics. The beautiful fit between political 
and economic order that he imagines in this island republic is achieved 
by perfectly scaling these two forms of social network to one another, 
leaving no threads extending out into the outside world that outsiders 
might pull on in order to unravel the internal order of society. The cost 
of this economic and political independence is a nationalism that cele-
brates immobility over mobility and continuity over change. rousseau 
imagines one foreigner every fifty years being given ‘the right of the 
city.’69

The value of rousseau’s model for the current purposes is the way in 
which it so clearly illustrates the problem of linking the different scales of 
economic and political organisation, and the role of money in this link. 
For rousseau, money was what would decouple the economic and the 
political order of the republic from one another, because it would pro-
duce internal inequality and would inevitably open the society as a whole 
to connections with the outside world. Through this republican lens, the 
Euro, Bitcoin and alternative currencies in LETS all configure the link 
between political authority and economic networks in interestingly dif-
ferent ways.

The Euro, as I noted in the introduction to this chapter, is a currency 
that links the economies of several distinct political communities. The 
European Union is also an area with a very high degree of mobility of 
European citizens who can live and work in counties in which they are 
not national citizens. Needless to say, troublesome foreigners are every-
where. The withdrawal of countries, like the UK, from the EU endan-
gers the rights of millions of people now living in countries where they 
do not have national citizenship (British people in the EU and EU 
nationals in the UK). These foreigners cannot be imagined away as easily 
as in draft constitutions.

It is difficult to imagine an arrangement further from rousseau’s 
ideal of an independent republic in which self-sufficiency makes money 
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practically dispensable. ‘Since the euro crisis began in 2008-9,’ writes 
Dodd, ‘much has been made by [the currency’s] critics of the lack of fit 
between the Eurozone as a political and social community, as opposed to 
an economic and monetary space.’70 The European Union’s series of pacts 
(from the late 1990s onwards) designed to set limits on the public deficit 
in member states are perhaps the clearest symbol of the EU as an eco-
nomic network, supported by transnational governmental institutions, 
setting limits to the democratic national politics of the member states: an 
easy case, perhaps, for rousseau’s critique of economic dependence and 
its consequences for political independence.

Meanwhile, the alternative currencies of LETS and Bitcoin show a 
different side of the story (rousseau’s story) of money decoupling eco-
nomic and political order. From the perspective of the users of these 
alternative currencies, it is in fact a good thing, and a politically defensi-
ble thing, to decouple economic networks from the authority structures 
of state capitalism in which the power of banks and states is interlinked 
in the production of modern capitalist money circuits. The difference 
from rousseau is that these money activists imagine (and may to some 
degree achieve) a recoupling of politics and economy at a scale that is 
either smaller than the territory of the nation state or indeed territorially 
undefined (in the case of Bitcoin). For LETS, the local community, or 
city, is the social scale at which alternative currencies might help to build 
relationships that are both economic and political. The users of Bitcoin 
are not concerned with building local economic and political communi-
ties, but some of them certainly do imagine a new political and economic 
order beyond the nation state: a techno-leviathan, as Brett put it.

Applied to these examples, rousseau’s republican fears of money help 
us to see the way in which the use of money is as much about vulnera-
bility as about independence. This is the vulnerability of the poor to the 
pressures of the rich, of the individual to the pressures of powerful insti-
tutions and the vulnerability of the whole of society to powers outside 
it: for rousseau, this was probably neighbouring states; today, it is also 
financial institutions that lend to governments. Amongst other things, 
alternative currencies are attempts to mitigate the vulnerabilities of their 
users to either the abuse of power (crypto-currencies like Bitcoin) or the 
unfair forms of valuation (especially of different forms of labour) that tra-
ditional markets generate. In the cases of both national currencies and 
alternative currencies, money is a sign of our fundamental dependence 
on others, as both Marx and Simmel observed. What these great social 
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theorists did not capture, but which small stories about currencies have 
put on the table, was the sense that social actors might have some agency 
with respect to the currency they use. Finally, examples of alternative cur-
rencies analysed through the lens of republicanism show both the attrac-
tive and unattractive sides of this agency, which in principle has serious 
consequences for the forms of political community to which we are com-
mitted. When Marx wrote that ‘The individual carries his social power, 
as well as his bond with society, in his pocket,’ he was not specific about 
the scale of this ‘society’: Was it fellow residents in a nation state? Or 
whole population of a world increasingly linked together by global cap-
italism? The creation of currencies (whether ‘alternative’ or not) means 
that this problem of scale has to be confronted. As rousseau’s republi-
canism illustrated, answers to these questions about scale are not always 
easy or attractive. Dodd writes that ‘Though money surely is a source of 
our vulnerability in society, it is also a practical means of rendering the 
impersonal world more meaningful.’71 This meaningfulness is not harm-
less and innocent sense-making; it is, in the end, our sense of the legiti-
macy or naturalness of the power relations that we live with, accept, and 
sometimes push back against in society.72
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It would be a great exaggeration to say that the institution of private 
property is in serious crisis in capitalist democracies today. But there 
is no doubt that there is increasing political attention focussed on the 
social injustices that private property regimes generate in some areas of 
social life. Housing, in particular, has become a focal point for scholarly 
and public debate about how private property works within the polit-
ical economy of countries and cities.1 In the financial and economic 
crisis that burst into public view in 2008, spreading from the USA to 
many other parts of the world, it was the inability of massive sections 
of society to pay back mortgage debt on private housing that triggered 
the collapse of financial institutions, subsequent public bailouts, massive 
losses of homes and a general economic downturn.2 In European soci-
eties, squatting has been increasingly criminalised,3 with the UK mak-
ing the most recent move of introducing prison sentences for those who 
squat in residential property.4 This has been done at a time when even 
the government admits that the housing market is ‘broken,’5 and many 
others have pointed out that there is a crisis stemming from insufficient 
new building, extensive ownership of empty properties6 and the use of 
real estate for financial speculation, especially in London.7 On the other 
hand, the issue of squatting has developed in quite a different direction 
in other parts of the world. In South Africa, for example, a right to hous-
ing is enshrined in the constitution, and while this right is limited in a 
number of ways, it has nonetheless had a real impact on the reasoning 
of courts in eviction cases, where the rights of private owners must now 
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be balanced against the claims of squatters to adequate housing.8 In fact, 
current South African law will normally not allow evictions where home-
lessness will result.9

Housing is one area of property regimes that draws attention 
to the way in which property rights can make members of soci-
ety deeply dependent upon one another: owners become depend-
ent on banks and the ups and downs of the housing market; renters 
become dependent upon owners for access to housing; one generation 
becomes dependent on the next for the inheritance of wealth that can 
give access to the inflated market; the homeless become dependent 
upon the state, charities and perhaps friends and family, as self-help 
solutions (squatting) are removed by criminalisation. In particular, 
housing is a social issue that makes us acutely aware of the vulnerabil-
ities that private property can produce: vulnerabilities to the power of 
landlords, to the force of the state in cases of eviction and, in the end, 
to the elements through lack of shelter. Critics of the way that private 
property in housing currently works have used the idea of ‘property 
outsiders,’ and reconstructed a view of property ‘from the margins,’ in 
order to capture this sense in which property laws produce insecurity 
for non-owners.10

But while private property in housing pushes dependencies and vul-
nerabilities to the centre of political debate, it is not the only form of 
property, nor the only object of property, that structures our dependence 
on one another. In fact, all forms of property, from public, to state, to 
common, to private, structure the ways in which we depend upon one 
another in a society. And all valuable resources—not just housing but 
commercial property, labour power, consumer goods, means of transport 
and much more—all of these are distributed and regulated in ways that 
structure our dependence upon one another. This chapter will thus focus 
on the ways in which property law and practices distribute powers and 
structure dependencies.

The feminist arguments about women and the welfare state, dis-
cussed in Chapter 2, aimed to expose normatively loaded assumptions 
about dependence that underpin conservative accusations of ‘bad’ 
dependence on the state. These accusations have had some purchase in 
public debate because they simply take for granted—one could say they 
‘naturalise’—certain modes of social organisation (including the nuclear 
family and wage labour), and feminist arguments had to work hard to 
‘denaturalise’ those assumptions, and show that they took patriarchy 
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and capitalism for granted. In this chapter, as in the previous chapter on 
money, I want to push that denaturalisation agenda even further and to 
describe fundamental social institutions as ways of structuring depend-
ence. reviewing some of the feminist discussions, I argued in Chapter 2 
that the idea that people are interdependent upon one another in any 
society was correct in a very general way, but that this was not a fact 
to which we could appeal to solve our issues of social justice. This is 
because our interdependence is not a fact of human existence that some-
how comes ‘before’ social and political institutions and practices; that 
very interdependence is given form and structure by our basic institu-
tions. In turn, that structured interdependence is the basis for the 
asymmetrical relations of dependence that place people in positions of 
relative social power and subjugation. This chapter on property and the 
previous chapter on money give a theoretical description of how these 
social institutions create a specific quality of dependence: one largely 
structured as market relations. When we describe this dependence as a 
form of vulnerability, we can begin to see how the kinds of property 
law we have, and the kinds of money we use, make a difference to the 
degrees of exposure to social and economic pressures suffered by differ-
ence people in society.

The idea of ‘property outsiders’ captures this point well. In this chap-
ter, I take the idea of ‘property outsiders’ into a broader discussion of 
property that focusses not only on housing, but also on how both the 
rules of property law and the distribution of property holdings struc-
ture our economic interactions with one another. This is not only a story 
about the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots,’ as the housing examples above 
might suggest. It is a story about the kind of power that property gives 
to owners, whether these owners have very much property or very little; 
only as a second step will we then be able to see exactly in what sense the 
problem of unequal distribution of property is really a problem about the 
unequal distribution of power in a society.

The history of political theory contains many critics of private prop-
erty who have seen the institution as one that divides society, subjugat-
ing those with little or no property to those who have much (especially 
in the form of land and capital). This critique was, for example, made 
by Jean-Jacques rousseau (a republican), Karl Marx (a communist) 
and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (an anarchist).11 What has particularly 
outraged critics of property over the centuries is the right to tap the 
productive energies of others through the mere ownership of property. 
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This can be done by extracting profit by taking from others what they 
make using that property, and by extracting rent by demanding pay-
ment from those who need access to the resource that is owned. Thus, 
when Proudhon famously proclaimed that ‘property is theft!,’ and 
called the proprietor a ‘parasite,’ a ‘broken machine,’ a ‘robber’ and 
a ‘vulture,’ it was not the ability to keep hold of material objects that 
he railed against, but the ability to claim the fruits of other people’s 
labour.12 Property in the means of production has been the target 
of a great deal of parasites rhetoric, especially developed as criticisms 
of ‘unearned income’ (which I discuss in detail in the next chapter). 
In this chapter, what will be in focus is the practical dependence of 
non-owners upon owners that is enforced in property regimes. The 
story of this chapter is thus not so much about parasitism as about the 
vulnerabilities produced by a regime of private property and market 
exchange.

To tell this story I begin not with towering figures from the history 
of political thought (like those named above), but with economist and 
legal realist robert Lee Hale (1884–1969). Hale developed a view of 
property that explained, with great precision, exactly what kind of power 
property bestows: it is, he argued, the power to release others from the 
obligation, imposed by the state, to abstain from using the property in 
question. Behind this seemingly dry and innocuous observation lies an 
extraordinarily radical reconceptualisation of how property works within 
an economy. In my terms, it shows us how we are all ‘property outsid-
ers.’ After explaining the core of Hale’s account of property and power, 
this chapter will look at the consequences that this account has for think-
ing about dependence: what kinds of dependence does ‘market society’ 
produce and what forms of dependence does it free us from? The overall 
argument is that property is a way of instituting our dependence on others 
(currently in a manner that causes great inequality). This idea stands in 
stark contrast to a liberal tradition that celebrates property as securing 
individual independence.

The chapter goes on to compare the legal approaches discussed 
to contemporary political philosophy on the topic of property. The 
aim here is to bring issues of time into the discussion of property and 
dependence, and to lead towards the conclusion in which I argue that 
‘the rhythm of justice’ should be a key concern when thinking about 
what property means for dependence within society.
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hoW ProPerty strUctUres sociaL Life

In our daily navigations through the world, property is one of the most 
important social institutions that we respond to, count on and some-
times stumble over. The distribution of property rights influences where 
we can go (not into the neighbour’s house at midnight), what we can 
use without consent (my bike, not yours), what we can tell other people 
to do (no entry!) and what we can offer to other people (come work for 
me!). Exactly how much property we have influences what deals we can 
make in markets, and exactly what kinds of property we have determines 
what kinds of control I have: owning land is not the same as owning 
money, which is different again from owning shares in a company.

One important thing to note about property, then, is that as a social 
institution it has many functions and serves many purposes. Discussions 
of property often reveal commitments to a plurality of human values: 
security, freedom, welfare and equality, for example.13 These commit-
ments sometimes happily fit together in the decisions that courts and 
legislatures make about property rules. Sometimes, however, these vari-
ous commitments conflict with one another, even where we decide that 
we want to defend the owners of private property: if a company wants to 
extract ground water from the land next to my house, and this threatens 
my house with collapse, whose property rights win? My right to security 
or their right to make profitable use of their neighbouring plot of land?14 
Such tensions and clashes between value commitments tend to go unno-
ticed when they get bundled together into the idea of a ‘right to private 
property’ that we either want to defend or criticise.

Not only are there tensions within any private property regime, 
but there are of course differences between various forms of property. 
Theorists have often identified four major forms of property: open access 
(a kind of non-property), common property, state property and private 
property.15 The taxonomy covers over some important differences, for 
example between state property controlled by specific state organs (like 
military property) and state property regulated by public authorities but 
accessible without specific consent (like public parks owned by local gov-
ernment), but it does give a rough overview of how differently access to 
resources can be organised. While one form of property may be dominant 
in a society, in most societies we live with a mixture of property forms: 
private houses, common clubhouses, state-owned but publically accessible 
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highways, state-owned and publically inaccessible military barracks and 
sometimes even unregulated open access to things like mushrooms in for-
ests and strawberries in hedgerows—all of these can exist side by side. The 
important point for the present purposes is that we can describe these dif-
ferent forms of property as different ways of structuring our dependence 
on one another for access to resources.

In any society with any degree of division of labour and a distribu-
tion of resources, we depend upon one another for getting things, doing 
things and generally surviving. We depend upon one another for forms 
of care and help, and for access to the things that we need to produce 
and consume. A property regime is a way to structure these dependen-
cies, setting the rules for how I can get what I need, what I can keep 
hold of and what I can claim from others. One of the key differences 
between forms of property is in how they distribute the authority to 
make decisions about the resource in question: do I need permission 
from a community to get access to something? Do I need to get the 
thing in an exchange with its current private owner (perhaps in a mar-
ket)? Do I rely on a specific state institution to delegate a resource to 
me? It is not difficult to see why these questions are politically charged.

Underlying these practical questions of how people get access to 
resources is the legal and political question of who or what enforces the 
rules that structure these interactions? Who or what makes property rules 
stick? The answer here is not necessarily straightforward. Legal plural-
ists have pointed out, for example, that rules can be issued by many dif-
ferent kinds of authority, maybe enforced by many different actors, and 
may overlap and conflict with one another even within one community 
or society.16 For example, rules of inheritance within a religious commu-
nity may be at odds with the laws enforced by the state within which 
the community lives: which set of rules wins out is a question of whose 
authority is recognised and who has the power to enforce decisions.17 
Nonetheless, there is no doubt that in most societies the state takes the 
primary role in specifying and enforcing property rights (and not just 
specifying what the state owns). Thus, states enforce rights to private 
property, common property and even regulate the use of open access 
resources (e.g. the ‘right to roam’ on unfenced land as a right).

What I have said so far focusses on access to resources, but we need 
to remember that this access is not just about meeting immediate needs. 
Property is a social institution that bridges the economic, legal and polit-
ical aspects of social life, opening up and closing down what people can 
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do with and do to one another. To own property is to have a form of 
wealth; it is to have specific kinds of rights and duties; and it is to have 
a kind of power. Or put another way, property structures our economic 
practices, our legal relationships and our political relationships. For this 
reason, the politics of property touches upon our daily practices, our 
core social institutions and our fundamental ideas of justice.

ProPerty anD acqUisition

In 1964, legal theorist Charles reich made a profound diagnosis of the 
nature of wealth in capitalist welfare states. For huge sections of society, 
the government stood at the centre of their economic relationships: it 
was the guarantor of income in the form of welfare benefits, the provider 
of state jobs, the distributer of contracts, franchises, licences and subsi-
dies, and the owner of crucial public resources and services.18 Given that 
our economic lives are so entwined with government, reich argued, we 
need to extend protection to the forms of income and access to wealth 
that it now controls; we need to transform these into rights. To do this 
‘[w]e must create a new property.’19 His argument has been used by 
judges in the United States Supreme Court in reasoning about the rights 
of welfare recipients, and attacked by those who refuse to accept that the 
concept of ‘property’ can and should be extended in this way.20

reich was developing a view of property that emphasises the way in 
which property structures economic relationships and rights to income. 
This, of course, is a very different starting point for thinking about prop-
erty, than if we begin with rights to personal property in things: in my 
bike, my coffee cup and my wedding ring. Very roughly, we might sum-
marise the difference here by saying that some approaches to property 
(like reich’s) focus on how property rules structure acquisition, while 
other approaches focus on how property rules help us to keep hold of 
things. The first view looks at property in the midst of economic inter-
actions; the second view looks at property as a protection against others 
(including the state).21 In practice, these are two sides of the same coin, 
but overemphasis on the latter (issues about exclusion) has tended to 
push both theorists and popular ideology towards the idea that property 
is best understood as an institution that helps us to maintain our inde-
pendence. On this view, which is correct but partial, it is (private) prop-
erty that gives us the ability to withdraw from public life into privacy, 
the ability to control resources without asking anyone and the ability 
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to organise one’s affairs without the meddling of others—not least the 
state. But there is a problem here. All of these ideas about property and 
independence are built on a view of property ‘from the inside,’ from the 
standpoint of owners. For ‘property outsiders,’ by contrast, property is an 
institution that produces specific kinds of dependence. This dependence 
is most clearly seen when we return to questions about acquisition and 
access, the face of property that reich was concerned with.

I will be arguing that it is the perspective of property ‘outsiders’ that 
shows why dependence is at the heart of property politics. But what 
does it mean to look at property from the perspective of ‘property 
outsiders’? It could mean at least two different things, which we need 
to distinguish here. On the one hand, we might be concerned (with 
Jeremy Waldron, for example) about those who have almost no prop-
erty at all, particularly the homeless.22 This approach focusses on par-
ticular social actors whom a system of ownership and access has failed: 
their suffering looks like a side effect of an otherwise well-functioning 
system (if only they were owners the social problem seems to disap-
pear). On the other hand, we might be concerned with the fact that 
we are all property outsiders when it comes to other people’s property, 
and that even if we own some things, we may still be deeply dependent 
upon the ways that other people choose to use their property. When 
legal scholar Joseph Singer identified a ‘reliance interest’ in property to 
describe the injustices of industrial plant closures,23 he wasn’t pointing 
to the dependence of the property-less (e.g. on charity or the state), 
but the very specific dependence of a group of workers on a specific 
resource owned by a company: in this case, the resource was the fac-
tory itself, which workers relied on as a place to produce and earn. I will 
introduce Singer’s case and his argument in more detail below, but the 
point for now is simply this: as much as property gives a form of security 
for owners, it also produces vulnerabilities and dependencies in those 
who don’t own a given resource; those dependencies become more 
fundamental the more central the resource is to organising a normal 
human life in society. Thus, forms and objects of property that struc-
ture work (e.g. ownership of the means of production: factories, fields, 
offices) and access to shelter (e.g. ownership of the housing stock) and 
mobility (e.g. cars, buses, roads, rail networks) entail more fundamen-
tal dependency relationships than, say, the ownership of jewellery and 
lawnmowers.
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The two senses of ‘outsider’ are clearly different. Pointing out that 
some people (e.g. the homeless) are particularly harmed by a current prop-
erty regime is part of a normative concern with the distribution of prop-
erty in society. Pointing out that we are all property outsiders is part of 
an analytical concern with how the institution of property works within our 
economic practices. However, these two concerns are closely linked: if 
we can see that property makes us all outsiders by making us depend-
ent on other owners for access to things we need, we can also see more 
clearly why having very little property exacerbates this dependence and 
the vulnerabilities associated with it. In other words, the two senses of 
‘property outsider’ raise two key political issues that are linked: the first 
is about distribution, the second is about the rules that determine the 
nature of the powers that are thus distributed.

This way of introducing property as the topic of this chapter may be 
controversial for some. Legal theorists and political philosophers have 
tended to prefer discussing and debating property solely in terms of 
rights: whether that is the right to property and its moral justification,24 
or the set of rights that ownership of property entails.25 It remains the 
minority, albeit an influential minority, who aim to understand and eval-
uate property primarily as a form of power, which is delegated to peo-
ple in society. Legal realist Morris Cohen voiced this idea of property as 
delegated power most radically: ‘[N]ot only medieval landlords but the 
owners of all revenue-producing property are in fact granted by the law 
certain powers to tax the future social product. When to this power of 
taxation there is added the power to command the services of large num-
bers who are not economically independent, we have the essence of what 
historically has constituted political sovereignty.’26 In short, legal rights 
give social powers. And we can ask a number of critical questions about 
these powers: What kind of power does property give to owners? Is it 
legitimate in its current form? And how are these powers distributed in 
society between the weak (reich’s concern for welfare recipients) and the 
strong (Cohen’s critique of captains of finance and industry)?

The next section will outline a view of how private property works 
in a market economy as it structures the ways that we interact with one 
another when we make economic bargains. Using robert Lee Hale’s 
legal economics, it unpacks the claim, so strikingly made by Cohen, that 
property gives owners a form of power that is, in an important sense, 
indistinguishable from the political power wielded by governments.
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ProPerty as a means of coercion in a marKet economy

In 1922 robert Lee Hale managed to capture, with astonishing brevity, 
what I (following others) have called a view of property from ‘the out-
side.’ Property, he noted, gives owners privileges (e.g. access to some-
thing), rights (e.g. to exclude others, thus imposing a duty on them to 
stay out) and powers (to alter the rights and privileges of others).27 With 
the last of these, he did not have in mind a purely legal ‘power,’ like 
the power of a judge in court, but also an economic power within the 
given circumstances. This is how he put it: ‘This power [of ownership] is 
a power to release the pressure which the law of property exerts on the 
liberty of others.’28 No one has given a better starting point for under-
standing the relationship between property and dependence.

This claim cuts against the grain of a liberal view of economic practice 
and justice. On that view, a market economy is essentially a vast network 
of voluntary exchanges, and it is the voluntariness of the exchanges that 
makes them legitimate.29 This voluntariness is regarded as grounding 
their legitimacy because it shows that the people involved weren’t coerced 
into anything, and thus that there is no abuse of power in normal market 
exchanges. On this view, a market economy is essentially the opposite of a 
feudal or slave economy: labour is bought and sold in processes of bar-
gaining, but it is not extracted by threat of force.30

But what if voluntariness does not imply a lack of coercion? A worker 
makes her ‘free’ decision to work for a specific wage under a certain 
pressure: this is the pressure that the state imposes on a person when 
it threatens her with sanctions for breaking the law of property. If she 
steals in order to consume (e.g. food), she will be punished for breaking 
the laws of property; if, without consent from the owner, she uses some 
means of production (like machines or, today, computers) that belong to 
someone else, then she will again be punished under the laws of property. 
On the other hand, as an owner of property (for simplicity, say a whole 
factory), a person can channel the pressure that the state applies when it 
defends property rights. This owner has the power to direct the threat 
of state sanctions (that would be delivered by the court and police) at 
the non-owner who would like access to some resource. This means that 
from the perspective of someone who doesn’t currently own a specific 
resource, but who needs or wants that resource, the institution of prop-
erty is principally a form of ever-present threat of sanctions in the event 
of non-compliance (with the rule: don’t steal). It is as property outsiders, 
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non-owners, as market dependent, that we meet other people within a 
market economy. This doesn’t mean that some people in this economy 
have no property at all, it just means that the very reason that we enter 
into market exchange at all is because there exists resources that we don’t 
currently have access to. As Hale puts it rather darkly: ‘…all money is 
paid, and all contracts are made, to avert some kinds of threats.’31

It is within this context of ever-present threats that people make eco-
nomic bargains with one another. Bargains may be made voluntarily in a 
narrow sense of being chosen as the preferable option, but that fact does 
not diminish the role that coercion has played in the interaction.32 When 
a person enters a market everything is withheld from her by other own-
ers who can use the law of property to exclude. In order to get access 
to these things, then, she must bargain with the owners over the condi-
tions under which that owner will agree not to call on the state, if she 
walks away with some money, or if she enters a building to work, and or 
if she uses a service. An owner of a factory can’t make a person come and 
work for her, but she can withhold things from that person (e.g. access 
to the means of production and monetary compensation for working it) 
that are vital to that person’s life. The more vital these things are, and the 
fewer the other options that a person has for getting them another way, 
the more bargaining power the owner has vis-à-vis the non-owner. In the 
extreme, the worker, if they are to get by at all, may have to be willing to 
accept a very bad bargain for the right to use the means of production. In 
modern industrial society the result of this bargain is not that the worker 
gets access to the means of production and then gets to keep the thing 
produced; rather, the worker gets a wage in compensation for her labour, 
and this wage can be used to get access to things owned by yet other 
people (food, housing, etc.). As Hale puts it: ‘The employer’s power to 
induce people to work for him depends largely on the fact that the law 
previously restricts the liberty of these people to consume, while he [the 
employer] has the power, through payment of wages, to release them to 
some extent from these restrictions.’33 This view of economic interaction 
succinctly summarises what I have been referring to as ‘market depend-
ence,’ in which access to resources is largely structured within markets and 
hence shares in these resources are a function of power within markets.

If this picture of economic life seems unfairly normatively loaded 
against owners, we need to see that this is not the end of the story. It 
is not only the owners of productive assets who can make threats: so 
too can those who would labour.34 They can threaten to withhold their 



170  P. J. L. cocKBUrn

labour. We can see that this is a threat if we think about how strike action 
works—the threat to strike is exactly what constitutes the bargaining 
power of a union (and the workers that it represents). In whose favour 
the bargain is made, then, does not depend on who can coerce and who 
cannot: both coerce one another with the state backing each up to the 
extent of their rights (e.g. to property and to liberty). The outcome of 
the bargain depends on the severity of the consequences of carrying 
out the threat for each party: if the factory owner carries out the threat 
of keeping the gates closed, the workers may go hungry (in desperate 
times) or at least have to significantly change their lifestyle (in modern 
welfare states); if the worker (or more realistically, the workers’ union) 
carries out the threat of withholding labour, then the factory owner loses 
profits, out of which (in our simplified example) she draws her income. 
The impact of this latter deprivation depends, of course, on the owner’s 
store of wealth and other incomes.

The point of all of this is that we can re-describe market economies 
in ways that do not focus on ‘voluntary exchange’ but on the balance of 
power between actors in the making of ‘mutual threats.’ These threats 
are possible because the state will apply its force to back up the rights 
of the parties. While situations of bargaining over labour contracts give 
us the clearest illustration of the overall point here, the account cap-
tures also what happens in all kinds of other exchanges: here too, there 
is a clash between mutual threats, resulting in the end in a bargain about 
the conditions under which an owner will ‘release the pressure’ that the 
law or property exerts on the liberty of the opposite party. Such threats 
can be very serious in a world where we need to keep consuming and 
producing to survive. Thus, legal rules structure how we can coerce 
one another, while actual distributions of property within a given soci-
ety structure who has the power to make effective use of that coercion. 
Earlier I distinguished between two senses of ‘property outsider’ that 
map onto this distinction: on the one hand, we are all non-owners of 
specific things that we need; on the other hand, some people in society 
have so little property, and hence bargaining power, that they remain 
painfully exposed to the pressure that others can put on them through 
the institution of property. These two points come together in Hale’s 
claim that ‘To be prohibited from eating except on condition of per-
forming certain work is in practice equivalent to being ordered more 
directly to do that work. That is precisely what our law of property does 
to the propertyless man…’35
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This view of property in a market economy has consequences for 
how we think about the nature of government and political power.36 By 
enforcing private property rights, the state allows private individuals to 
channel the force of the state to their advantage. Private property is thus 
not primarily a protection against the state (as libertarians would have 
it), but a way in which states delegate powers to coerce one another to 
people within a society. The unevenness of property holdings thus trans-
lates into an uneven distribution of real powers within a society. The 
concept of ‘private government’ concisely captures the point.37 Hale, like 
Cohen, wanted to show that the powers that people held as owners were 
almost exactly parallel to the powers that central government have over 
our liberties: while governments can restrict our freedoms directly with 
laws and police, private owners restrict our freedoms by mobilising these 
laws and police. Liberals have tended only to worry about the first form 
of power, but not the second. Where they have recognised property as 
relevant for the balance of power in a society, apologists of ‘free markets’ 
have argued that economic power (structured through private property) 
acts as a counterweight to the coercive powers of central government.38

I have spent time here on Hale’s realist view of economic practices 
because his work puts us in a position to say a great deal about prop-
erty and dependence. What Hale’s analysis has done (if we are convinced 
by him) is to shift our attention from the black and white contrast 
between ‘free’ and ‘unfree’ societies, or ‘free’ and ‘regulated’ markets, 
to the structures of dependence in every economy and society. His work 
reframes questions of policy by arguing that the important choices to 
be made are not about ensuring freedom and avoiding coercion, but 
about how to institutionally structure powers of coercion with a view to 
structuring the freedoms that individuals have in their lives in society.39 
He thought that with a different system of rules regulating private prop-
erty—particularly rules about inheritance and government grants—the 
balance of power within society could be radically altered while still keep-
ing rights to private property.40

Of course, the basic idea that property is a form of power that own-
ers, especially of productive assets, wield over non-owners is not Hale’s 
discovery (it has been a cornerstone socialist and anarchist political 
thought). But he did do two important things with it: first, he made 
strong arguments attacking the sharp distinction between public power 
and private power, and revealed the muddled reasoning that resulted 
when courts tried to clearly separate economic from political coercion 
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and control; second, he provided an analytical vocabulary that, while 
normatively pregnant, did not have an ideal image of society (such as 
communism) built into it from the beginning—one might still prefer a 
libertarian world of coercion to a socialist one, or a welfare state one. 
Hale clearly believed in the use of public government to counter the ills 
and inequality produced by private government, but one could follow his 
analysis without accepting this conclusion.

The analysis opens up a number of critical questions about property 
and dependence, but it also leaves much unanswered. If laws of pri-
vate property make us dependent in a specific way, could they also be 
reshaped to defend those who are made dependent? Does property in a 
market society produce social injustice because of the way that it works 
in our economic practices, or simply because it is unevenly distributed in 
society? The next sections explore answers to these questions.

What shoULD DePenDence mean for ProPerty LaW?
In 1982, after an unsuccessful legal challenge by the steel work-
ers’ union, the US Steel Company demolished two steel plants in 
Youngstown, Ohio. The decision to allow this showed that the prop-
erty rights of the company in the end had trumped the interests of the 
workers and their local community, which relied heavily on the plants for 
employment. Joseph W. Singer41 has used this case to raise crucial ques-
tions about dependence: should courts allow companies to close such 
places of work, on which whole communities depend, and use the prop-
erty however they wish (selling it; using it for other things; dismantling 
the works for scrap; etc.)? Or should the workers be protected against 
the decisions that would be most destructive of their modes of life? What 
do laws of private property demand here?

In the event the courts dealing with the case struggled, and in the 
end gave up, in the attempt to make relations of dependence matter for 
determining the respective property rights of the parties. But before 
reaching this conclusion, the district judge made clear his reservations:

…it seems to me that a property right [for the workers to the plant] has 
arisen from this lengthy, long-established relationship between United 
States Steel, the steel industry as an institution, the community in 
Youngstown, the people in Mahoning County and the Mahoning Valley in 
having given and devoted their lives to this industry42
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The problem was that he believed that there was no legal precedent 
for treating the case in this way. In response to this, Singer argues for 
two points: first of all, the court should have identified a legally rele-
vant interest that workers and their community had in the steel plant. 
This was a ‘reliance interest’: a legitimate stake in the future of the plant 
that had grown out of the very dependence that the community had on 
this industrial infrastructure. recognition of such an interest could have 
resulted in giving the workers (as a collective) the first right to buy the 
property and continue working it if it is still profitable enough to do so. 
Second, the court could have found precedents for this line of reasoning 
in other areas of property law where social relationships do matter for 
how we determine the outcome of such disputes.

The social relations that we should be interested in here are ones that 
involve property in some way, and ones in which parties become depend-
ent upon one another during the course of their interaction.43 These 
relations could be between husband and wife, between land owners and 
people crossing the land, between landlords and tenants, between wel-
fare recipients and the state or between some other parties.44 The point 
is that courts have in fact looked at the way in which people in these rela-
tionships become dependent on the other party in ways that give them 
legitimate expectations and interests in the continuation of the rela-
tionship. This is especially obvious when we look at how courts divide 
property holdings in the event of divorce: who bought the property is 
not a fact that ties the hands of the court in determining who will get 
the property when the relationship breaks down. The point is that courts 
have indeed already recognised social relationships, and their develop-
ment over time, as the source of legal entitlements. Thus, Singer argues 
that ‘In a variety of circumstances, property rights are shared or shifted 
to non-owners [in current US law] when they have relied on relation-
ships of mutual dependence that made access to such property available 
in the past.’45

Singer’s view of the rights and wrongs of industrial plant clo-
sure draws heavily on the realist view of property and market relations 
developed by Hale and others.46 But the issue has taken a new turn. 
The point is now not only that property rights, enforced by the state, 
place us in positions of dependence upon one another; the point now 
is also that the law can compensate for this (in some cases) by making 
the fact of dependence into the basis for a claim to rights. Just as the law 
puts every individual under a pressure by threatening her with sanctions 
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for breaking property law, it has the power to release specific individuals 
from a degree of this pressure by transferring property rights to her (this 
of course also increases the pressure on those who thus lose their rights).

If we follow this line of reasoning about social relations and property 
rights, then we begin to shift the normative connotations that we attach 
to the idea of ‘dependence.’ No longer a purely negative state, to be 
dependent on others, becomes a feature of social life that we can posi-
tively affirm and build into the law of property.

criticisms of the LegaL reaList  
aPProach to ProPerty anD marKet exchange

Current market relationships and the private property regime that under-
pins them are made to look suspect, if not downright unjust, in the light 
cast on them by Hale and Singer. Neither proposes doing away with 
markets and property, and both argue for reform rather than destruction 
of these practices and institutions. Hale, writing in the turbulent world 
of the 1920s, even darkly suggests that the ‘friends’ of property should 
reform it before the ‘enemies’ of property take it upon themselves to do 
so.47 But their arguments do not paint a positive picture of market soci-
ety: there remains the sense that as things are, market relations generate 
more injustice than justice. Of course, their picture of property and mar-
kets has dissenters.

First of all, addressing the kind of realist position developed by Hale, 
opponents have argued that the conceptual shift that underpins this posi-
tion overextends the ordinary uses of the concepts of ‘threat’ and ‘coer-
cion.’ If these categories become too broad, we lose sight of important 
moral distinctions between forms of pressure people can put on one 
another: we can’t so simply translate ‘voluntariness’ into ‘coercion’ with-
out losing important differences in forms of human interaction. Turning 
to Singer’s argument, two more problems present themselves. One is that 
it will always be difficult to define what kinds of dependence relationships 
matter to the law of property, and how to form clear legal rules about 
these relationships that do not open the door to arbitrary legal decisions. 
Another worry, perhaps peculiar to moral philosophers, is that we cannot 
derive normative conclusions in an argument from solely factual prem-
ises. In other words, the fact that some people depend on other people 
in a particular way that has been structured by property relations over 
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time can give no basis for the normative justification of a redistribution of 
property rights: facts and norms just don’t mix like that.48

Just how challenging these criticisms are to the legal realist position 
depends largely on what it is that we think theorists of property like Hale 
and Singer are doing. Insofar as their re-descriptions of how property 
works in a market economy are meant to challenge the starting points 
from which legal and political debates about property begin, they achieve 
this brilliantly without raising any of the worries voiced above. We may 
wrangle over the analytical and normative differences between ‘coer-
cion,’ ‘exploitation,’ ‘pressure’ and so on, but the fundamental reversal 
in our view of property—achieving the view from ‘the outside’—does 
not depend on such fine distinctions. Hale and Singer have succeeded in 
placing ‘dependence’ on equal footing with ‘independence’ in our view 
of how property structures the interaction between people in society. 
However, if we want to go further, like Singer, and argue for positive 
legal rights that should be recognised on the basis of this re-description, 
then critics are right that however moral this may sound in theory, there 
would be difficulties in practice of disentangling those dependence rela-
tions that matter for legal reasoning from those that don’t. As I have 
been arguing, we are all property outsiders, and hence dependent on 
others for access to things, in a minimal sense of this term.

Criticisms, of Hale at least, have also come from another direction, 
in the form of a defence of markets as an institutional framework of 
human interaction. According to legal scholar and historian Jedediah 
Purdy, Hale’s picture of market society fails to grasp what an enormous 
achievement it was to establish a legal regime that limited the ways in 
which people could coerce one another: yes, we coerce one another in a 
market regime, but we are not born into subjugation (as in a slave soci-
ety or a feudal order). Furthermore, in a market society that recognises 
‘free labour’ we cannot even legally create contracts that would pre-
vent an employee from leaving work (under fear of violence). This is no 
small achievement of a society and a legal system, and, as the struggles 
of courts to figure out such rules shows, things could have turned out 
differently.

Hale failed in another way too. He remained stuck in the mode of 
critique, and never developed a positive account of what a just legal and 
economic system would look like.49 Given this lack, the criticism of mar-
ket relationships becomes a bit too easy.
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Purdy’s arguments are important for a number of reasons. First of all, 
by going in detail through the rulings of pre-Civil War American courts 
about labour discipline applied to slaves, he certainly succeeds in show-
ing that the coercion applied to slaves was qualitatively different to that 
applied later to ‘free labour.’ It is not a small thing that labour contracts, 
in contrast to slave-ownership or rental, do not give the buyer rights to 
beat a person or to physically restrain them if they want to leave. Purdy is 
well aware that the contrast between slavery and free labour should not 
be overdrawn. In practice, freed slaves often returned to conditions of 
dependence extremely similar to those they had left: agricultural labour 
under harsh conditions for little pay.50 But he is surely right that free 
labour raised a different set of problems for courts to deal with than slav-
ery did: the task now was to set the limits of how bargaining is con-
ducted amongst persons, rather than to set the limits of force that could 
be applied to slaves.

We can describe a situation of bargaining in two ways: Hale analyses 
the bargaining situation as a series of threats, but Purdy argues that we 
should rather analyse it (in more traditional liberal terms) as a process 
of recruitment. Market economies and the private property regimes that 
underpin them produce contexts in which people recruit one another to 
their projects. While this descriptive shift may seem to abandon Hale’s 
view and return to the naïve vision of ‘voluntary exchange’ that Hale 
was attacking, this is not, in fact, the case. Purdy unpacks his idea of 
recruitment in a way that preserves much of the critical insight of Hale’s 
arguments, without abandoning hope in markets as an economic insti-
tution. Thus, he distinguishes between the ‘rules of recruitment’ in a 
market economy (the laws that define how I can bargain with another 
person: I can’t threaten them with violence) and the ‘circumstances 
of recruitment’ (the actual distribution of resources in the given sit-
uation: this determines each person’s degree of leverage in the bar-
gain); together these ‘rules’ and ‘circumstances’ make up the ‘terms 
of recruitment.’51 What Purdy has done here is to preserve the sense 
that a market relationship is indeed very different from a slave relation-
ship because the participants are protected by laws that forbid partici-
pants from using threats of violence and imprisonment as elements in 
the bargaining process. On the other hand, he clearly acknowledges that 
in situations of greatly unequal wealth between the parties involved, the 
bargaining power of these parties will be unequal and the outcome of 
bargains may be very unjust.
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Dependence is a crucial idea here. It is because we are all dependent 
upon others that we need to recruit people to our projects in the first 
place: this is true of both the strong and the weak in society. However, 
this dependence can be either ‘reciprocal’ or ‘nonreciprocal.’ The fic-
tional ‘social contract’ in which members of society come together to 
agree on a political order is the paradigm case of the former: depend-
ence with equality. The slave relationship is the paradigm case of the lat-
ter: dependence without equality.52 With this distinction in mind, and 
looking back over history, Purdy clearly thinks he sees a historical devel-
opment in a good direction: ‘…the incremental replacement of nonrecip-
rocal forms of dependence with reciprocal forms.’53

There are at least two important normative claims being developed 
by Purdy here. First of all, he thinks that we can judge levels of justice 
within a society by looking at the degree of reciprocal dependence that 
its laws and its actual distributions of wealth produce: How equal are 
we in our dependence? How mutual is that dependence? The fairness 
of the bargains that happen in a society depends on the answers to these 
questions. Second, Purdy makes an important observation about how 
dependence relationships in one part of a person’s life are related to their 
dependence relationships in another. Thus, in a market economy a per-
son may be in a weak bargaining position in the labour market, but even 
if they do make bad deals here this exchange may nonetheless give that 
person more bargaining power in other contexts: the best example here is 
the increased power of women within their family if they have an income 
that is not dependent upon a male breadwinner. Put more broadly, the 
point is that the market relations may produce one form of dependence 
(on employers) but also produce a more balanced set of power relations 
elsewhere in the social system.54

There is a hopeful liberal message in Purdy’s view of property and 
market relations.55 But Purdy’s distinction between the ‘rules’ and the 
‘circumstances’ of recruitment leaves us with some important questions: 
should we be more concerned with issues of quantity and distribution 
when we reason about property and social justice, or about the quality of 
the property and contract laws that structure how this property ‘works’? 
Or do both concerns require equal attention? And in what would this 
‘reciprocal dependence’ consist? Would it mean that we should meet 
each other with roughly equal resources in every context of recruitment? 
Or rather that, as in the example of empowering women through for-
mal employment, that our powers and vulnerabilities need to be spread 
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through different parts of social life in a way that leaves us options of 
‘exit’ from any specific bargain? And finally, a question towards which the 
discussion will develop here: What has time got to do with all of this?

We can examine these questions below in the contrast between recent 
political philosophy and recent legal scholarship on property.

is DePenDence a matter  
of qUantities or qUaLities of ProPerty?

Contemporary liberal egalitarian political theory (here I include both 
legal theory and political philosophy) grounded in the experience of 
capitalist democracies raises the question of what kind of property 
regime best supports the aspiration of moving towards a just society. 
The tradition of legal theorising discussed above, from Hale’s legal real-
ism, to Singer’s ‘progressive property,’ to Purdy’s liberalism, has asked 
this question by looking at the history and the details of the US legal 
system, and suggesting how it could develop. This focus on legal reason-
ing stands in contrast to forms of political philosophy that have directed 
their attention to the relation between the individual and the political 
community as a whole, without engaging with the details of property 
law. Thus, the idea of ‘property-owning democracy’ has been debated 
in recent political philosophy in the wake of John rawls’ argument that 
in contrast to capitalist welfare states ‘…the background institutions of 
property-owning democracy [would] work to disperse the ownership of 
wealth and capital, and thus to prevent a small part of society from con-
trolling the economy, and indirectly, political life as well.’56 It is worth 
looking at the discussion that has grown out of this claim because it will 
give us a way to think about whether the dependence produced by a 
property regime is best analysed in terms of quantities of property (dis-
tribution) or the qualities of property (the rules that govern what pow-
ers property gives). I will argue, in turn, that this issue in fact prompts 
us to see why the problem of dependence cannot be divorced from 
problems about time and justice.

As I noted in the Introduction, the idea that the ownership of prop-
erty gives citizens the necessary independence to participate freely and 
reasonably in public life has been an important one in Western political 
thought and has been used in both progressive and conservative political 
arguments. The term ‘property-owning democracy’ was, however, first 
used in British Conservative political thought in the 1920s in an attempt 
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to articulate an alternative to the collectivised property regime proposed 
by socialism.57 Its early proponents did not see a strong role for the state 
in bringing about a redistribution of property rights through, for exam-
ple, the forced conversion of firms to cooperative enterprises or progres-
sive taxation, but saw property-owning democracy rather as an ideal that 
might be encouraged but not imposed by the state. Since these begin-
nings, the concept of property-owning democracy has been taken up 
on both the Left and the right of British politics. A redistributive and 
egalitarian vision of property-owning democracy was promoted by the 
economist James Meade in his Efficiency, Equality and the Distribution of 
Property from 1964, which included proposals for a basic income, meas-
ures to equalise holdings of private property, and increased social own-
ership of the economy. On the other hand, the government of Margaret 
Thatcher drew on the conservative lineage of property-owning democ-
racy when it privatised much of the public sector, particularly public 
housing. In short, ‘property-owning democracy’ is a concept that has 
paradoxically been envisioned as both as an alternative to, and as a com-
plement to, social democratic policies that would promote the socialisa-
tion of productive assets and support state-sponsored welfare provision.

The focus on property-owning democracy in recent political philos-
ophy is due, however, not to the turns of ideology in British national 
politics, but to the fact that John rawls used the concept (taken from 
Meade) to articulate a liberal egalitarian political order that offered an 
alternative to welfare state capitalism. While rawls has often been read as 
an apologist for welfare state capitalism, his remarks on property-owning 
democracy have kindled interest amongst interpreters who hope to find a 
more radical political vision in his work. Given the brevity of rawls’ own 
arguments about this ideal political and economic order, it is commen-
tators like these who have done the work of reconstructing what rawls 
vision of property-owning democracy might mean in practice.58

rawls claimed that a property-owning democracy would stand in clear 
contrast to welfare state capitalism, where a small section of society typi-
cally controls a great deal of the means of production. He also suggested 
that there was an important difference between redistribution of income 
(in welfare state capitalism and its various forms of welfare payments) 
and the more fundamental dispersal of productive assets that would be 
controlled by citizens in the very course of economic production and 
exchange (imagined in property-owning democracy). This difference has 
been captured in more recent discussions with the distinction between 



180  P. J. L. cocKBUrn

redistribution and predistribution.59 The temporality implied by these 
labels (and rawls’ own argument) is problematic and often confusing, 
but it deserves some careful attention.

rawls used an awkward temporal metaphor to explain what he meant 
by ‘property-owning democracy.’ He claimed that in such a society dis-
tribution would be achieved ‘not by redistribution of income to those 
with less at the end of each period, so to speak, but rather by ensuring 
the widespread ownership of productive assets and human capital…at the 
beginning of each period.’60 This temporal language is both odd and dis-
tracting. It is odd because economic processes are, of course, not divided 
into discrete ‘periods’—a before and an after of production. As a com-
mentator has pointed out, ‘one man’s ex post is another man’s ex ante.’61 
The temporal language is distracting because it conceals the fact the prin-
ciple contrast here is between redistributive transfers organised by a wel-
fare state and delivered as cash flows that will be used for consumption, and 
the redistribution of productive assets that can be put to use as the basis 
for further production (i.e. other forms of wealth such as shares or land). 
The lack of clarity here is not the result of confused ideas, but rather 
of the fact that the issue of the timing of redistribution (it’s ‘rhythm’) 
is integrally linked to the issue of property as a form of power. To see 
this, we can think about the different kinds of goals and policy proposals 
voiced by proponents of property-owning democracy.

On the one hand, some proponents place much emphasis on the points 
within a life course (ages) that citizens should receive property (in cash, 
housing subsidies and productive assets) from state-administered distri-
butional programmes funded through taxation.62 A lump sum received 
at the age of 18 may influence a person’s life chances in a very differ-
ent way from the same amount paid over the course of 20 years in wel-
fare payments. Furthermore, the transfer of privilege across generations 
through inheritance should be blocked.63 These are concerns with the 
‘rhythm’ of distribution. On the other hand, some theorists leave issues 
of time to one side and focus on how a property-owning democracy 
would allow people to take control of work,64 investment,65 and (pre-
sumably, although this is not in focus in the literature) local planning and 
housing. This is a concern with the powers bestowed by particular forms 
of property when it comes to the organisation of key parts of social life.

The focus on time and the focus on power are different, but they are 
integrally linked. Proponents of property-owning democracy are critical of 
contemporary welfare states for redistributing wealth in a form that leaves 
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the recipients dependent upon the state: a steady but very limited flow 
resource does not put many of the powers of property into the hands of 
recipients. Such limited but constant flows allow the recipients to con-
sume, using money or food stamps, for example, but they do not put 
these recipients in any position to use property productively. This would 
mean, in Purdy’s terms, using property as a means of recruitment. This 
kind of property power emerges only when owners control a significant 
quantity of property at one point in time. Hence, the quantity of property 
transferred at the right point in the lifetime of an individual eventually 
translates into a qualitatively distinct form of property power, such as in 
the control of work (in a company I now own) or the control of housing 
(in contrast to only being a tenant).

What remains underdeveloped in the property-owning democracy 
debates is a discussion of exactly how specific laws of property structure 
these potential powers that a (pre-)distributive regime tries to channel 
into the hands of individuals. What I have been trying to do with this 
discussion, then, is to show the integral connection between egalitarian 
property concerns that focus on quantity and egalitarian property con-
cerns that focus on the quality of property rules (i.e. just what kind of 
institution it is in law and practice). While both the legal theorists and 
the property-owning democrats want to keep both of these dimensions 
in view, in practice they each slide towards one concern to the neglect 
of the other. Singer is right to complain that rawls and rawlsian liberal 
egalitarians focus too exclusively on distributive justice and fail to see 
that property laws shape the contours of social relationships continuously 
over time by determining exactly what kind of power property is in dif-
ferent social situations.66 But the value of property-owning democracy 
discussions is that they force us to think about what I have called the 
‘rhythm of justice,’ and what that rhythm means for how we organise 
dependence and vulnerability in our societies.

concLUsion: the rhythm of JUstice

What I have been working towards is the idea that time matters for our 
thinking about dependence. We can now express this point using the 
idea of ‘property outsiders’ developed earlier. In a minimal sense, we are 
all property outsiders throughout our whole life. This means that in a 
society with private property and markets, private property is a pressure 
exerted upon my liberty by other owners and the state that will back 
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them up. I depend on them, and making bargains with them, to get the 
things I need, and I experience that dependence in particularly markets: 
I am market dependent. However, some people are property outsiders 
in the stronger sense of the term: they have so little property that their 
liberty is even more restricted than most people’s. Hence, they make 
bad deals and they enjoy few of the powers that property can bestow on 
people. Finally, across a person’s life that person moves between relative 
degrees of being ‘outside.’ As a child most people enjoy only a minimal 
degree of the powers of property that concern the coercion (or recruit-
ment) of others (‘you give me that piece of string and I’ll let you go 
down this slide’ is a form of coercion in Hale’s sense, but quite a weak 
one). However, for most people this lack of property power gradually 
transforms into some degree of coercive and recruiting capacity. But 
how does this transformation happen? It happens through mechanisms 
like inheritance that transfer lumps of property all at once, but it happens 
also through the slow operations of property law in determining who 
gets what in productive processes (rights to profit and rent), in disputes 
about resources (what I can use my property for), and in the regulation 
of social relations (who gets to keep the car when we get divorced?). 
Our understanding of how property regimes structure our relations of 
dependence needs to capture both of these temporal dimensions at once: 
the long-term cycles of distribution and the constant ticking-over of 
property law.

In 2012, when the UK government introduced criminal sanctions 
for squatting in empty houses, it reinforced the dependence of people 
who need a home on landlords and existing owners within the housing 
market. This change may not have affected a huge section of the British 
population, but it did make the lives of the homeless more difficult, 
while making it easier for the owners of real estate to leave their prop-
erty empty, usable as a second home, a store of value, or for financial 
speculation.67 When 3 years later a new government led by the same 
party announced that it would raise the amount of housing wealth that 
could be passed between generations through inheritance without taxa-
tion, it made property in housing an even more convenient vehicle for 
the transfer of intergenerational privilege (now properties worth up to 
₤1 million can be passed from parents to children without taxation).68 
These developments are illustrative of a wider trend, beyond the UK, of 
housing becoming perhaps the most socially divisive form of property 
in contemporary societies today. While the property power of housing 
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ownership is clearly different from the property power of factory own-
ership that was paradigmatic in Hale’s examples, the degree of one’s 
housing debt or equity determines to a great extent how easily one can 
mobilise resources in other parts of life: where all surplus income goes to 
servicing mortgage debt or high rents one becomes severely dependent 
upon labour markets as a source of income; conversely those who have 
inherited housing wealth or profited from the sharply rising market, now 
have real social powers denied to much of the population: possibilities 
for mobility, rent extraction, preferable terms of borrowing for consump-
tion and investment, and not least the ability to work less. Certainly, the 
reciprocal dependence dreamed of by Purdy does not exist in contempo-
rary housing markets, with knock-on consequences for our dependencies 
in other parts of social life.

The point here is not that the housing crisis has introduced depend-
encies where there were none before. The point is, rather, that each deci-
sion on property law, like those made by the UK government in recent 
years, is a decision that reorganises the relations of dependence and their 
corresponding vulnerabilities in society. As housing becomes a more and 
more important store of society’s wealth, some forms of dependence are 
strengthened and others weakened. The vertical dependence of one gen-
eration on the next for access to this resource and the horizontal depend-
ence of mortgagors on banks for credit are strengthened. So too, is the 
dependence of non-owners on owners, where squatting is criminalised 
(now access can only be acquired by making bargains with owners to 
rent or buy). The dependence of wealthy owners on the labour market 
and the state is weakened: housing wealth can be translated into leisure 
time, access to private health care, and a pension that the state no longer 
needs to provide. It is easy to see why these alterations to property law 
constitute a tightening and loosening of the various political bonds that 
link us in society.
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The identification of economic independence with earning a wage or 
salary holds a strong grip on our imaginations. In the first part of this 
book, we saw how claims about the dependence of welfare recipients, 
the dependence of unpaid housewives and the dependence of beggars 
in contrast to street paper sellers, all drew on the idea that making an 
income through market exchanges is a gold standard for economic inde-
pendence. The reason for this is that we tend to assume that the income 
that we get from a job has been rightfully earned as compensation for 
our useful productive efforts and that the token of value that we receive 
in return (money) gives social power and freedom. In Chapters 3 and 4, 
we saw the difficulty of clearly disentangling market exchange from the 
social relationships and economic practices that surround it. In Chapters 
5 and 6, we saw that money produces its own relations of dependence 
and that distributions of property are a background condition for deter-
mining our strengths and weaknesses as market actors. Nonetheless, 
the cultural association of economic independence with earning a salary 
remains a strong one that influences many people’s views of work: the 
labour was my own, I could have sold it somewhere else, and with the 
money I get for it, I can make my own choices about consumption.

By contrast, income that is not earned in the labour market is much 
harder to connect to any particular efforts on the part of recipients. 
With the loss of this apparently simple connection between effort and 
reward, our moral reasoning about economic justice begins to splin-
ter. Thus, however, much the political Left and right might be able to 
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agree on the legitimacy of earned income in general (leaving aside the 
massive inequalities in levels of compensation in actual societies), moral 
and political commitments sharply diverge when it comes to unearned 
income. More specifically, different forms of unearned income are 
treated wildly differently: both welfare recipients and financial specula-
tors have been called ‘parasites’ (e.g. in the UK press1), but rarely by the 
same commentators. And while the unearned income received by wel-
fare recipients is often seen as a moral and economic problem that fills 
political agendas (reform of welfare states), unearned income derived 
from asset ownership has been steadily rising in Europe and elsewhere 
without being described as ‘economic dependence’ by the mainstream 
of political discourse.2 More generally, political support for taxes on 
wealth and inheritances has been decreasing in many countries around 
the world.3

There are, of course, always voices that disrupt this silence on 
the unearned income of owners. The socialist tradition has always 
denounced capital as a source of power and wealth and regularly 
described ‘capitalists’ as ‘parasites.’ In more sober language, the UK 
Labour party claimed at the start of the twentieth century that ‘[t]axa-
tion should aim at securing the unearned increment of wealth for the 
public use.’4 In recent years, the Occupy movement that attracted enor-
mous public visibility in the early 2010s focussed particularly on the 
financial sector as a part of the economy that (it is claimed) does nothing 
useful but extracts massive amounts of wealth from society. A number 
of recent academic books have also tried to reinvigorate the distinction 
between earned income and unearned income as a starting point for 
thinking about economic justice and policy.5 Thomas Piketty puts the 
point simply and forcefully:

To be sure, there is something astonishing about the notion that capital 
yields rent, or income that the owner of capital obtains without work-
ing. There is something in this notion that is an affront to common sense 
and that has in fact perturbed any number of civilizations, which have 
responded in various ways not always benign, ranging from prohibition of 
usury to Society-style communism.’6

In short, while it has not filtered through to the centre of political dis-
course today, the dependence of ‘rentiers’ on ‘workers’ has never gone 
unnoticed.
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When we receive unearned income from a return on ownership of 
something (money, property, shares, etc.), we are both structurally 
dependent on the work of others and parasitical upon that work. The 
fact that receiving this income rarely leads to being labelled as ‘eco-
nomically dependent’ reflects the imaginative and normative limita-
tions of dominant political discourse. It was these limitations that I have 
repeatedly tried to expose by contrasting practical dependence (which 
tends to get noticed) with structural dependence (which tends to get 
overlooked).

Social and political theorist Andrew Sayer captures this contrast 
between different senses of ‘dependence’ when he writes that uneven 
ownership of assets ‘…of course produces inequality, transferring wealth 
from those who have limited income based on work, to asset owners, 
and the greater this inequality the greater the dependence of the former 
on the latter, though of course the asset rich are dependent on work-
ers for producing the goods which give their money value.’7 In this sen-
tence, Sayer shifts from the practical and vulnerable sense of dependence 
to the structural and parasitical sense, using the contrast to emphasise the 
moral absurdity of the situation.

By calling unearned capital income a form of ‘structural’ economic 
dependence, I am trying to emphasise the impersonal nature of the 
dependence relationship involved. When a person receives unearned 
income as a return on her capital—whether that income comes in the 
form of rent, or interest, or profit, or some other kind of entitlement8—
she does so not because of who she is, or who she knows, or any of her 
characteristics (such as motherhood or need), but simply because of 
what she owns (e.g. shares in a company). And she draws on the pro-
ductive power of (usually) countless anonymous employees, who she will 
never meet and probably never thinks of. The impersonal nature of the 
dependence relation is probably part of the reason that this form of eco-
nomic dependence is not labelled as such. Another reason for this blind 
spot in political discourse is that a person who benefits from unearned 
income of this kind probably also (in contemporary societies) has an 
earned income, making his or her overall income a composite of earned 
and unearned, and probably changing across the course of a lifetime (e.g. 
in the transition from work income to pension income).

But if the stigma of economic dependence fails to attach to unearned 
income as return on ownership (except in the eyes of anarchists and 
socialists) partly because of the impersonal nature of the dependence 
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relationship, it is hard to understand why inheritance—that massive 
mechanism of wealth transfer across generations—is not identified in 
public debate as a form of ‘economic dependence.’ Private inheritance 
is a fundamentally personal form of dependence of members of a gener-
ation on members of the preceding generation. It is a way of accumulat-
ing wealth that is not linked in any way with productive contributions to 
the economy, and which fundamentally structures other relationships of 
economic dependence in which we stand. As noted in the Introduction, 
people who have benefitted from significant transfers of wealth from 
their parents (as gifts or inheritance) are unlikely to have to depend on 
the administrative apparatus of a welfare state (for receiving basic insur-
ance or support). And as I argued in Chapter 6, private wealth acts as a 
power in the market and a shield from the vulnerabilities of living in a 
market economy. But where is intergenerational dependence in our polit-
ical discourses about economic dependence and justice? In European 
societies, at least, inheritance is becoming a greater and greater compo-
nent of overall wealth, meaning that to be well-off is increasingly a mat-
ter of inheritance rather than work and earned income. This is not to say 
that rich people don’t work; only that people who only work and don’t 
inherit are increasingly unlikely to be amongst the richest in society.9

So when we think about unearned income, we need to keep both 
impersonal and personal relations of dependence in mind. One of 
Thomas Piketty’s major points in Capital in the twenty-first Century is 
that high rates of return on capital (what I get for investing it) go hand 
in hand with the growing importance of inheritance as a source of 
wealth, and that this will exacerbate economic inequality in the long run. 
My concern is to squarely categorise inheritance and unearned income 
from asset ownership as manifestations of economic dependence and 
thus make them comparable to the other forms of economic dependence 
that have been examined in this book. The aim, of course, is not to level 
the moral and political difference between all forms of dependence, but 
to lay out their differences such that they can be seen more clearly.

In what follows, I begin with a brief history of the concept of the 
‘parasite,’ drawing attention to its application as a metaphor for describ-
ing unjust and unsustainable economic relationships. In general, this 
is an ugly history—if I dare to use the concept myself, it is because by 
widening its applicability we can narrow the scope for using the concept 
to scapegoat specific social groups. Moving from metaphors to flows 
of wealth, I then outline different forms of unearned income and raise 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78908-8_6
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questions about the contrast with earned income. While on an individual 
level, the difference is clear, the distinction becomes less clear when we 
look at the social conditions within which earned income is generated. 
Nonetheless, what I question is not whether unearned income is really 
unearned, but whether earned income is really all so earned after all. 
While apologists of capitalism seek to defend unearned income as justi-
fied, I question whether even earned income is always justified. Next, I 
move from the distinction between earned income and unearned income 
to inheritance, looking at the link between inheritance and unearned 
income. In the final section, I return to some of the contrasting senses 
of ‘dependence’ developed in previous chapters and argue that inher-
itance constitutes a form of economic dependence across time that is 
integrally connected to other forms of economic dependence at a point 
in time.

sociaL Parasites

When particular groups of people are called ‘parasites’ in the popu-
lar press or extremist propaganda, the intention is often to dehuman-
ise them by comparing human beings to parasitic plants or animals that 
extract vital energy from a host organism. This application of a biological 
concept to metaphorically describe a social relationship horrifies us partly 
because of the ways that it has been used historically: Nazi ideology and 
propaganda paved the way for, and tried to justify, the genocide of the 
European Jews with exactly this metaphor. Today, it remains a favourite 
of extremist groups, particularly as applied to immigrants and Jews.

But the concept of ‘parasite’ does not, in fact, originate in the biolog-
ical domain, later to be picked up and applied to society.10 Its first uses 
in Ancient Greece were to describe a class of priests who ate together as 
part of their religious practice. By extension, ‘parasite’ was then used in 
the Greek and roman world to describe anyone eating at a table at the 
expense of others. It was this sense that carried into modern European 
languages: in the seventeenth century, Shakespeare could use the word 
to describe a grovelling courtier. It was only in the eighteenth century 
that the biological use of the term became firmly established to describe 
non-human organisms—initially plants and later animals.

From around this time onwards, we also begin to see more radical 
polemical political uses of the concept. French revolutionaries criti-
cising the ancien regime made extensive use of the metaphor, as did 
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later socialists (e.g. Marx and Lenin) when they condemned bourgeois 
institutions and people. Until 1961, the Soviet Union even used ‘para-
site’ as a legal term to describe a person whose crime was the avoidance 
of work and an anti-social lifestyle.11 Anti-Semitic uses go at least as 
far back as the late eighteenth century, and in racist rhetoric today the 
biological meaning and the social meaning have become intertwined 
in fears of immigrants (the social use) carrying diseases and pests (the 
biological use).12

To sum up this very rough historical sketch, we seem to move from 
relatively benign social applications, through to biological applications, 
and finally to the atrocious social applications, both economic and racial, 
mainly of the twentieth century.

But this history has not destroyed the attractiveness of the metaphor 
for many. In contemporary political economy, the idea of economic 
parasites has recently been applied by Michael Hudson in his Killing 
the Host: How Financial Parasites and Debt Bondage Destroy the Global 
Economy. In his book, Hudson draws on the old distinction between 
earned income and unearned income, and the newer contrast between 
the ‘real’ economy and the ‘financial’ economy. Imagining national econ-
omies as ‘hosts’ and private financial firms as ‘parasites,’ he repeats clas-
sical socialist uses of the metaphor, as he describes the way in which the 
financial sector can capture value without adding to the production of 
useful goods and services in the ‘real economy.’ Unlike extremist right-
wing rhetoric or Soviet law, then, his usage is institutional rather than 
personal: it focusses on economic relationships between artificial bod-
ies, rather than social relationships between groups of flesh and blood 
individuals.

But what is new is that Hudson’s metaphor does not begin with bio-
logical parasites in general, but specifically with behaviour-altering para-
sites. His claim, then, is that the continued ability of the financial sector 
to extract value from the productive economy depends on the assent and 
compliance of governments, which he imagines as the infected ‘brain’ 
of society, where policy decisions are made about economic institutions. 
Hudson’s story is thus about the power of the financial sector to set eco-
nomic and political agendas and solidify the claims of unearned income 
(from lending) to a huge share of global wealth, against the claims of 
earned income (from production).
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UnearneD income as WeaLth extraction  
The historical story about the rising power of the financial sector in 
national and world politics is an important one, but it focusses our atten-
tion on the power struggles and alliances of elites, rather than the under-
lying question of what it means for income to be earned or unearned. 
It is therefore worth stepping back from Hudson’s explicit polemics 
against the financial sector and looking at the most basic differences 
between our various claims to a share in society’s resources. This broader 
task is emphasised by Andrew Sayer when he argues that if we do not 
distinguish between practices that merely capture wealth and economic 
practices that produce wealth, then we are, in effect, ‘…condoning 
unproductive and, indeed, parasitic activities.’13

When a share of society’s wealth comes to us as a flow of resources 
(usually money), we tend to speak of ‘income.’ Three kinds of income 
are important to begin with.14 The first is earned income. This is a com-
pensation for a productive input; it is income based on work. The second 
is unearned income linked to status. This is income that a person gets due 
to their particular recognised status within a political society: in modern 
welfare states, for example, some people are recognised as having specific 
needs (e.g. through disability, parenthood or illness) that entitle them to 
support. The third form of income is unearned income based on owner-
ship. This is income that comes from charging others for the use of a 
scarce resource that is privately owned. This flow of income, then, is not 
linked to either work or status, but simply the fact of owning assets that 
others need. It can take the form of profits, rent, interest and more, all of 
which derive from ownership: of shares in company, of land, patents or 
other rentable things, and of money.

The three forms of income distinguished above are not legal cate-
gories as such, although states do categorise forms of income in rather 
more complex ways for the purposes of differentiating rates of taxation. 
I will criticise the concept of ‘earned income’ below, but these three cat-
egories nonetheless make a useful starting point for thinking about what 
kind of economic practices we live with in contemporary capitalist wel-
fare states. Putting aside inheritance until the next section, most of us 
receive an income in two or three of these ways: most adults have pay-
ing jobs (earned income), many people receive economic support due to 
a social status (e.g. disability support, parental support, etc.) and finally 
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many people (although certainly not all) receive an unearned income 
based on ownership at some point in their life, such as in the form of 
interest on bank savings or a pension (from a fund that expands through 
capital investment). On top of this, welfare states provide their citizens 
with access to resources (e.g. national health systems) by virtue of their 
general status as citizens. Since these latter resources do not take the 
form of a flow of money, let us leave them aside for the moment in these 
considerations of income.

The difference between the three forms of income is not clear in our 
everyday experience of money and resources. The case of pensions shows 
why: pension funds are comprised both of payments that a person makes 
from their earned income (usually a salary or wage) and from the interest 
that the fund can raise by investing the pool of money that it commands. 
When money is paid out to a pensioner, it is certainly not earmarked as 
coming either from the ‘earned’ part or the ‘unearned part’ of the fund. 
As I noted above, societies do earmark flows of money and resources as 
certain points in the economy, such as the tax system. But the special 
taxation of pensions, where pension payouts avoid a significant amount 
of income tax,15 shows that we often do not use taxation to track pro-
ductive contributions directly, but rather to incentivise and disincentiv-
ise different forms of economic behaviour. In any case, most of the time 
the difference between earned income and unearned income remains 
unmarked in our daily lives.

The pension example shows an epistemological difficulty with the 
earned/unearned distinction: the easiest way to think about what 
income is earned and what is unearned is by referring to a single per-
son and asking which parts of their income result from work, which 
from status and which from ownership; but if we push the problem one 
step back, then things get muddled: What about the earned income 
of employees working for investment banks? The bank as a whole cap-
tures unearned income (by owning valuable assets), but the individual 
employee takes home earned income (by working for that bank). If we 
only looked at the individual employee, then we would never have asked 
about the further economic practices or social conditions that stood 
behind the work. This shows that while on a personal level we are cer-
tainly interested in effort and reward as normative features of earned 
income, on a more abstract level we may in fact be interested in specify-
ing the productive contribution of specific individuals to the overall pool 
of goods and services available in a society. But as we have seen these two 
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concerns do not align neatly: to answer the question about productive 
input, we cannot simply ask whether an individual made this money in 
the form of a salary (from a job) or rent (from asset ownership), or ask 
how the state taxed the money.

Salaries do not directly reflect productive input, but rather a multi-
sided balance of power: a balance of power of course between employ-
ees and firms (this is what unions are interested in), but also a balance 
of power between individual firms and other social actors, which include 
their competitors, their consumers, governments and, in fact, every-
one interested in the resources that the firm commands. In the end, it 
is probably state enforcement of international borders, stopping flows 
of labour from poor to rich countries, that has the biggest effect on 
‘earned’ income levels on a global scale. The difference between the 
wages of a Bangladeshi and a Swedish bus driver is not explained by a 
difference in productive input, efficiency or effort.16 The wages of 
Swedish bus drivers are certainly ‘earned’ in one sense, but the fact that 
these wages can command such an enormous quantity of goods (perhaps 
produced in Bangladesh) has nothing to do with the quality of the work. 
The difference depends on a history of power, control, ownership and 
scientific and technological development,17 and not least border controls, 
all of which benefit our Swedish bus driver due to his status as a Swedish 
citizen—not his productive input.

It is for these reasons that the category of ‘earned income’ needs to be 
treated with normative caution. It is useful for understanding differences 
between the kinds of claims people have to money and resources, but it 
is not useful for tracking the difference between productive input and 
unproductive ‘extraction’ of wealth on an individual level. On a global 
scale, we can indeed talk about the ratio between productive work (mak-
ing goods and services) and simple value capture (claiming a return as 
a right of ownership), but we do not find this ratio by looking at how 
individuals divide their earned income and unearned income in their tax 
returns. This critique of the idea of ‘earned income’ is closely connected 
to the mistrust that we should have in the cultural association of eco-
nomic independence with participation in markets: the fact of earning 
one’s money in a job says nothing about the deep structural dependen-
cies that determine the amount of goods and services I can command for 
my salary (how many T-shirts I can buy from Bangladesh). Chapter 3 on 
unpaid domestic work also gave us grounds for caution when thinking 
about earned income. That chapter raised the important question of who 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78908-8_3
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it was that earned the wage given to a worker in a job: Was it the individ-
ual worker? Or was it the whole family unit (including an unpaid domes-
tic worker) only one of whom appears in the company wage lists? Or was 
it, rather more radically and confusingly, those who raised and educated 
the waged worker?

I have spent some time in cautioning against treating earning income 
as simple and justified, but this should in no way diminish our scepti-
cism towards unearned income. In fact, the idea of unearned income is 
now even more central because we can now see that what we earn in 
the labour market is closely related to background conditions of owner-
ship (as argued in the previous chapter on bargaining power) and status 
(especially citizenship), and hence decoupled in a number of ways from 
individual effort. Furthermore, unearned income in its pure forms (based 
solely on ownership or status) should remain central to our questions 
of economic justice: if we leave individuals behind and look at a whole 
society, what we are interested in is the total aggregate of each kind of 
income flow between sections of society. Is there, for example, one part 
of society that gets much more unearned income in total than other parts 
of society? This is a crucial issue for egalitarian (particularly socialist) pol-
itics, and the answer is ‘yes.’ Not only that, but unearned income is, in 
effect, income taken from earned income, either before wages are paid at 
all (i.e. in the division of revenue between labour and capital) or in the 
marketplace (e.g. rent paid from a salary to pay an owner for the use of a 
house). What is true of landlords is true of all other forms of ownership 
that can command a return of some form, from patents to money.

There are at least two reasons that unearned income should trouble us 
as a society. The first is that if income is going to have any link at all to 
effort and merit, then this link is only present at all in the case of earned 
income (and there the link on an individual level is also weak). Unearned 
income, by contrast, is purely a function of power.18 It is my rights as 
an owner, which will be backed by the force of the state that protects 
the flow of unearned income into my bank account, which maintains 
the flow. This is a set of relationships determined by power, not merit. 
The second trouble with unearned income is that ownership of assets in 
highly unequal in all societies (there are of course many degrees of dif-
ference here). If ownership of assets was distributed evenly in a society,19 
unearned income might seem unfair in specific cases, but on average 
everyone would be benefitting (and losing) equally from it: I own a bike 
which I charge you for using; but you own a place to park it, for which 
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you charge me. But the fact is that ownership of resources is not evenly 
distributed in individual societies or globally, and rent-bearing assets are 
highly concentrated in the hands of the wealthy (both the cause and 
effect of their wealth).20

So far the discussion has assumed that return on ownership requires 
no effort (and so breaks the moral link between effort and reward) and it 
is essentially unproductive (one person captures more of society’s wealth 
than they give back in the form of useful goods and services). These are 
very controversial claims. But when hedged properly, they are difficult to 
dispute. First of all, it must be admitted that ownership of assets that give 
a return (property, capital, etc.) does require management, and so to the 
extent to which they have to do this, the landlord and capitalist are not 
mere idlers.21 Second, finance is a valuable service insofar as it increases 
the efficiency of the economy as a whole, indirectly adding to the pool 
of things and services that we can actually use. But having noted these 
points, we need to return to realities. To the extent to which an indi-
vidual’s wealth is managed by other people (bankers, renting agencies, 
lawyers), the individual’s income from that wealth remains solely based 
on ownership. It is therefore unearned income not linked in any way to 
effort. This is probably the case for the vast majority of asset ownership. 
Even where individuals do this work of management themselves, their 
ongoing claims to income rest on decisions made in the past, and the 
link to desert and effort becomes increasingly tenuous with time. Even 
more importantly, as long as the return on assets stands at a higher rate 
than the expansion of output of goods and services (with use values in 
themselves), investors are benefitting simply from asset inflation and not 
from increasing the efficiency of the economy.22 This is why the equation 
r > g stands at the centre of Piketty’s analysis of capital from the nine-
teenth to the twenty-first centuries (where r stands for rate of return on 
capital, and g stands for rate of growth of output and wages). The impli-
cation is that just owning assets and charging a rent for their use is a bet-
ter way to make money than investing in production and taking a share 
of the increased levels of output: ‘The entrepreneur inevitably tends to 
become a rentier, more and more dominant over those who own noth-
ing but their labor.’23

As I have pointed out several times in this book, the inequality of 
ownership should have serious consequences for how we imagine and 
describe economic dependence in the societies in which we live. What we 
live with in unequal societies is the divergence of practical and structural 
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dependence. This divergence is shown by the way in which the stigma 
of dependence is attached often to the lives of the poor, sometimes to 
the lives of the rich, but rarely to both at once. The divergence is also 
evinced in social and political theory, where the parasitic dependence of 
the asset rich is contrasted with the vulnerable dependence of the asset 
poor.24 Perhaps what is most significant about this divergence concerns 
the relative robustness and fragility of the different kinds of claims that 
social actors have to a share of income. Unearned income flows through 
institutional channels (laws of property and contract) that are immensely 
solid, like hard-packed sediments in the riverbed of the economy. It takes 
state intervention in the form of taxation, provision of basic resources 
outside of the market (e.g. social housing),25 legislation or seizure to 
stop that flow. And its continuity is ensured by spreading risks in diverse 
portfolios of assets. Earned income flows through institutional channels 
that are far less solid: like shifting rivulets in a delta, streams of income 
can appear and disappear as firms open and close, and jobs are created 
and destroyed. It takes only a slight shift in capital markets for a flow of 
earned income to switch tracks and leave its former recipient stranded 
in the mud. The equivalent of an asset portfolio for earned income is to 
have several jobs at once.

The structural dependence of the recipients of unearned income is as 
naturalised for our eyes as the basic economic institutions with which we 
live within capitalist economies. Instead of people depending on other 
people, we just see a set of practices and laws that do not appear to 
raise the issue of dependence at all. On the other hand, the practically 
dependent are judged and judged very differently from one another: the 
difference between depending on a firm, a family member or a bureau-
crat can mean the difference between condemnation and praise.

One of the basic institutions structuring the relations between struc-
tural and practical dependence is hiding in clear slight: inheritance.

inheritance

Inheritance and gifts between generations are a major mechanism main-
taining the inequality between those who have considerable wealth 
and those who have very little (or owe more than they own).26 For 
this reason, levels of inheritance taxation have historically been a con-
tentious political issue. Several European countries and the USA intro-
duced a progressive inheritance tax (i.e. a tax based on percentages of 
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wealth transferred or inherited) around the end of the nineteenth and 
start of the twentieth centuries. In the UK, this rose from a highest rate 
of 8% in 1894 to a highest rate of 75% in 1949 and has been declin-
ing since then. Levels of wealth that are exempt from taxation have 
largely followed average house prices (so that houses can be inherited 
tax free).27 The US has a long tradition of political opposition to the 
intergenerational transfer of privilege through inheritance, and in the 
1930s, Franklin D. roosevelt argued that ‘…inherited economic power 
is as inconsistent with the ideals of this generation as inherited politi-
cal power was inconsistent with the ideals of the generation which 
established our Government.’28 The top rate in the USA stood at 77% 
between 1940 and 1981 (considerably higher than, e.g. France or 
Germany29)—but has since then dwindled rapidly (with extremely high 
thresholds for exemption: currently up to $5.5 million can be trans-
ferred untaxed30).

While rates of taxation are an obvious policy issue, perhaps less obvi-
ous for contemporary eyes are the struggles of questions of testamentary 
freedom (Can a person give their wealth to whomever they want?) and 
the legality of entails (Can property be legally tied to family dynasties 
and its sale by each generation restricted?).31 Both of these issues con-
cern, in large part, the rights of families against the rights of individu-
als. The dilemma can be summarised in the contrast between the views 
on inheritance of two towering figures of nineteenth-century philoso-
phy. For G. W. F. Hegel, to support the rights of testamentary freedom 
(i.e. let people bequeath their property as they wish) is to support the 
‘arbitrary dispositions’ of an individual owner ‘at the expense of family 
relationships,’ which weakens the latter’s ‘ethical standing.’32 On the 
other hand, J. S. Mill thought that ‘although the right of bequest, or gift 
after death, forms part of the idea of private property, the right of inher-
itance, as distinguished from bequest, does not.’33 Mill’s point was that 
the family has no claims against the individual owner, if we really respect 
the latter’s property rights. In Germany and France, inherited wealth is 
still taxed more if it is passed outside of the direct line of descent or the 
nuclear family, illustrating a political commitment to the family as a unit 
of social stability and continuity that can be propped up through eco-
nomic policy. Put in terms of this book, the questions of levels of tax-
ation and the freedom of testaments have considerable importance for 
the ties of economic dependence between generations: low rates of tax-
ation make it possible to depend on one’s predecessors for wealth, while 
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freedom to disinherit gives parents a particular form of power over their 
economically dependent children.

But exactly what role does inheritance play in maintaining eco-
nomic inequality? The answer is more complex than one might imagine. 
Because people accumulate wealth in a number of ways including 
through earned income, unearned income and inheritance, we should 
not assume that the wealthy are wealthy solely because they inherited 
money, and the poor are poor solely because they failed to inherit money. 
The relationships amongst these sources of wealth are very important, 
but they are not entirely determined in advance.

To see this, we can imagine a person who has a high-paying job, buys 
assets (say a house that can be rented out) with the surplus income and 
then receives an unearned return in the form of rent and windfalls on 
the increase in house prices, all without inheriting. This person ends up 
wealthy, but not because she had wealthy parents. On the other hand, we 
can imagine a person who has no earned income, and no assets, but then 
suddenly receives a lump sum in the form of an inheritance. This person 
also ends up wealthy, but solely because she had wealthy parents. Such 
people as these two do exist. But what is much more common is that the 
different sources of wealth march in step—at least to some extent. In the 
UK, how much people inherit correlates both with their levels of educa-
tion, with home ownership and with ownership of financial assets.34 This 
is to say that people who already have wealth tend to take a significant 
share of inherited wealth. Slightly differently, however, it does not appear 
that levels of income before inheritance are a good indicator of whether, 
or how much, a person will inherit. For example, significant numbers of 
people who earn little inherit a lot. Nonetheless, the overall picture in 
the UK is one in which the economically advantaged (before inheritance) 
gain more through inheritance than the economically disadvantaged 
(before inheritance). And to inherit certainly then puts one in a position 
to accumulate wealth more easily after this point: for example, by owning 
a house that requires no rent or mortgage payments.

This way of putting the point may seem unnecessarily awkward and 
cautious—why not just say that the rich get richer? As John Hill (et al.) 
point(s) out, even once we are sure that inheritance reproduces economic 
inequality in general in the short term, we cannot know a priori (with-
out investigation) whether inheritance makes economic inequality worse 
or better in the long run. The answer will depend on the social practices 
and individual decisions of people in a given society. For example, in a 
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society with an extremely high degree of social mobility we would expect 
poor people to marry rich people quite often, and when the happy cou-
ple inherits money from the wealthy lineage that money may either be 
immediately shared or go to the poorer spouse when rich partner dies. 
The overall effect would be a redistribution of wealth between people 
born rich and people born poor. While the example is a bit contrived and 
does not fit with social realities as they are in most countries, it is sim-
ply meant to show that there are a number of ways in which the mech-
anism of inheritance could deconcentrate wealth along some parameters. 
Whether it in fact does so will depend on both social practices and the 
laws of inheritance that are in place. In the UK, it appears that inher-
itance neither exacerbates nor lessens wealth inequality—it simply main-
tains it.35

But if maintaining inequality were not bad enough, studies in other 
countries suggest a bleaker picture with inheritance having a ratchet 
effect on economic inequality. This is Thomas Piketty’s argument in his 
detailed study of inheritance in France from the nineteenth century to 
today. When we take intergenerational gifts (transferred during life) and 
inherited wealth (transferred after death) together, wealth given from 
parents to children will probably account for one quarter of total life-
time resources for people born in the 1970s and after. This means that 
whatever other earned income and unearned income they may have, on 
average (in France) a quarter of the things a person can control, con-
sume, sell, spend, etc., are things given to them by the previous genera-
tion. This is a high figure. It is much higher than the quantities inherited 
by people born in the first half of the century (people who inherited 
between or after the World Wars). It is approaching the levels characteris-
tic of France in the nineteenth century.

This high figure is important for two reasons: one to do with effort 
and merit, and the other to do with inequality. First of all, inherited 
wealth is wealth that has no link at all to the inheritor’s productive con-
tribution to the economy or more generally to their work. It is just a 
lottery of birth, qualified slightly by parents’ ability to disinherit their 
children. Second, though, this average figure of 25% conceals the social 
reality, which is that some people are inheriting huge fortunes, while 
others are inheriting nothing. Piketty notes that one in six French people 
inherit wealth that is equal to the total lifetime earnings of a person in 
the least-well-paid 50% of the population (and this latter group, further-
more, inherit almost nothing).36
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The crux of Piketty’s argument about the increasing role of inher-
itance is this. In a society where owning assets and charging for their use 
pays better than increasing productivity through improvements in tech-
nology, knowledge, organisation and efficiency, any gains in productiv-
ity that do happen are swallowed up by the claims of capital: ‘The past 
devours the future,’ as he puts it.37 This means that an ever greater 
amount of society’s overall wealth will go to those who make their 
money through rent rather than through labour. This means, finally, that 
those who have shall have more, since it is this capacity to benefit from 
unearned income which is effectively passed between generations in large 
inheritances. At present, passing on this advantage is actually very easy. 
Inherited wealth is usually only taxed above very high thresholds, and 
on top of this, most governments tax earned income more heavily than 
unearned income38 and fail to tax wealth directly at all. This shows that 
the issue of social mobility and distributions of inheritances (between 
many children or few) may simply be beside the point: the real problem 
is that it will be owners who get rich because they are owners, and that 
this form of unearned income will only grow in importance as a share of 
national wealth.

DisPLacing DePenDence: time anD society

‘We are once again living in a golden age of gift giving, much more so 
than in the nineteenth century.’39 This is Piketty’s comment on the rising 
importance of inter vivo gifts as a mechanism of wealth transfer between 
generations. While he was here principally talking about quantities of 
gifts compared to inheritances, and thus making a statistical point, he 
was also no doubt also aware that the study of gift economies has been 
the backbone of economic anthropology since the work of Bronislaw 
Malinowski40 and Marcel Mauss.41 The salient feature of gift economies 
is precisely the fact that transfers of wealth establish social bonds of debt, 
which stands in contrast to market exchange in which debts are mutually 
cancelled in the instant of exchange. While the anthropological litera-
ture from Malinowski to Pierre Bourdieu concentrates on systems of gift 
giving amongst societies of living people, gifts and inheritances across 
generations remain the unseen bonds of social debt in capitalist societies 
dominated by markets. The problem from an egalitarian point of view is 
that debt to our parents and dead ancestors feels very different from debt 
to our unknown social contemporaries.
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But dependence on previous generations is, I suggest, a kind of dis-
placement of the dependence we have on our contemporaries. Hidden in 
the inheritance transfer is a social debt that we only ever see as an inter-
generational personal debt (which cannot be repaid anyway). As a form 
of wealth transfer, gifts and inheritances increase the dependence of each 
generation on the last, because if large stocks of society’s overall wealth 
are transferred in this form, then these ‘vertical’ social ties (across gen-
erations) become more important than our ‘horizontal’ ties (within a 
generation) for our access to that wealth. Inheritance reduces individu-
als’ practical, immediate, dependence on both welfare states and on the 
labour market. It also increases a person’s power in the processes of bar-
gaining detailed in the previous chapter on property. In short, this dia-
chronic economic dependence (over time) drastically alters the synchronic 
dependence relations (at a point in time) in which a person stands.

To express this in terms of the basic meanings of dependence that I 
have worked with in this book: the practical, personal and vulnerable 
dependence of children upon parents translates, through the institution 
of inheritance, to the structural, impersonal and parasitical dependence 
of owners upon workers. Discourses of economic dependence that focus 
on the question of participation in the labour market miss both of these 
forms of economic dependence because they do not bother to open up, 
as feminists and critical political economists have done, the institution of 
the family as an economic and political unit. The economy as an ‘insti-
tuted process,’ in Polanyi’s sense, includes not only the interlocking of 
paid and unpaid work; not only the jigsaw puzzle of exchange, redistri-
bution, reciprocity and house-holding, that makes up any person’s means 
of meeting needs—but also the slow working of all of these practices 
across time, leaving an unequal social world.
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Human beings depend on one another for care, support, nurturing and 
learning. In this sense, dependence is simply the human condition. But 
we are dependent upon one another as political and economic creatures 
too, and this dependence is structured by our most fundamental institu-
tions. The family is one such institution, which of course organises care 
and nurture, but it also organises flows of wealth, the division of labour 
and the reproduction of economic privilege. The welfare state, money, 
property and markets are four further complex institutional structures 
that give and withhold access to resources, making people dependent 
in specific ways on their contemporaries and predecessors. These forms 
of dependence, unlike the basic dependence in the care relation, are a 
product of power struggles and institutional evolution—things could be 
different.

In order to broaden our view of economic dependence, and begin to 
describe the qualitative differences between forms of dependence, I have 
made four basic senses of dependence central to the discussions in this 
book: these are practical dependence and structural dependence, and vul-
nerability and parasitism. I have also described relations of dependence 
in other ways that were specifically relevant to the institution being dis-
cussed: I suggested, for example, that the idea of ‘market dependence’ 
might help us to understand how people depend on one another as 
owners of private property, labour power and money. I also argued that 
the contrast between ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ dependence might help 
us to think about the politics of money; the link between ‘synchronic’ 
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and ‘diachronic’ dependence might help us to think about the justice 
and injustice of inheritance; and the contrast between ‘personal’ and 
‘impersonal’ dependence might help us to describe the qualitative dif-
ferences amongst various social and economic relationships. Finally,  
I have argued that some forms of dependence are culturally stigmatised, 
while other forms of dependence are not and that in politics and public 
discourse we are often very bad at making that distinction in ways that 
bear scrutiny. Political commentators, for example, have often seen para-
sitism where they should have seen vulnerability, such as in their blan-
ket condemnations of welfare dependency. More broadly, many of us see 
economic independence where we should see a form of dependence: the 
market dependence of the salaried worker; the structural dependence of 
the rentier.

There are three concluding points that I hope the discussions in this 
book go some way towards supporting. The first concerns political dis-
course and decision-making about dependence; the second concerns the 
ambitions of political theory; and the third concerns our ethical attitudes 
towards parasitism.

First of all, simply noting our fundamental dependence upon one 
another as human beings is not enough for answering difficult ques-
tions about how to organise our economic dependencies that we can 
actually make choices about. We are as dependent on capitalist societies 
as we would be in socialist ones or anarchist ones, but the dependence 
is qualitatively different, and this matters.1 More than this, relations of 
economic dependence can be organised in a whole range of ways even 
within capitalist societies, depending on how fundamental aspects of eco-
nomic practice are organised, such as through inheritance law. Part of 
the lesson here is that big labels like ‘capitalism’ and ‘socialism’ only go 
so far in telling us something about the societies that they are meant to 
describe, because what those big labels mean in practice is a result of the 
details of property law, money creation, social norms, social policy and 
much more.

What I have tried to urge here is that rather than judging the justice of 
economic institutions and social policy in a society by asking whether they 
promote independence, we should be asking whether these institutions 
and policies structure economic dependence in the ways that we want. Do 
they, for example, create intense vulnerability amongst a part of the pop-
ulation? Do they allow parasitic dependence amongst another part of the 
population? Do they balance dependence in one part of our economic 
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lives (e.g. in the labour market) with a different kind of dependence in 
another part (e.g. access to basic services through the state)? Do they 
allow our relations of dependence across time to significantly affect our 
relations of dependence at a point in time (e.g. through inheritance), and 
what is the result in terms of equality of access to resources?

There is no reason to believe that networks of dependency relations 
cannot be structured in ways that provide significant degrees security and 
freedom, given that our economic lives are not one-dimensional. Most 
of us are both vulnerable and parasitic, both practically and structurally 
dependent, either all at once or across the course of a lifetime. The polit-
ical problem is that within individual societies and globally, we suffer 
and enjoy these forms of dependence in greatly varying degrees depend-
ing on who we are and where we live. In order to grasp this, we must 
broaden our view of economic dependence to include much more than 
the predicament of citizens faced with welfare states on the one hand and 
labour markets on the other. A person’s relation to the state and market 
actually tells us surprisingly little about how that person depends on oth-
ers and how others depend upon her.

The politics of dependence is a politics not of ideals but of trade-offs. 
This is a mildly depressing idea. But in a political era where the norms of 
rhetorical culture2 require that every policy has to be presented as being 
in everyone’s best interest, with no losers, what we really need is a bit of 
realism: of course there are losers, but some people should lose some of 
their privileges. Not only that, but some political choices entail that we 
all lose something, so that we can all gain something else. For exam-
ple, a new form of money, in a Local Exchange Trading Systems (LETS) 
say, could radically decouple our economic practices from dependence 
upon the authority of governments; but it might simultaneously make 
us dependent upon members of our local community in ways that could 
be suffocating. The collectivisation of property might free us from the 
despotism of individual owners, but subject us to the despotism of  
the majority. The abolition of inheritance could significantly under-
mine the structural dependence of the wealthy, but it would also dest-
abilise the family as a social unit of continuity within which people can 
form expectations about the future. These are trade-offs and very diffi-
cult ones. But we should not imagine that they can be avoided—we are 
doing things in some way anyhow.

We should see contemporary capitalist welfare states as the institu-
tional expression of a series of trade-offs concerning dependence: at a 
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very minimum, they strike a balance between personal dependence on 
the family, impersonal dependence on the administrative arms of the 
state, vulnerable dependence on markets and the parasitical depend-
ence of rentiers. Of course, these ‘balances’ are struck in vastly differ-
ent ways in different societies: that is why we have different ‘worlds of 
welfare capitalism.’3 Furthermore, these trade-offs are never permanent. 
According to critics of neoliberalism, the trade-offs struck in the twen-
tieth century are currently being rapidly and disastrously undone: ‘In 
“freeing” [people] from democratically controlled support via the local 
and central state,’ writes Andrew Sayer ‘[neoliberalism] produces new 
forms of dependency for the majority: indebtedness – isolated individu-
als dependent on those whose control money, those who will “support” 
them only if they provide their creditors with unearned income in the 
form of interest.’4

Nonetheless, even defenders of welfare states must face the fact that 
distributing social and economic power through taxation and spend-
ing alone leaves essentially untouched a core of economic institutions 
that constitute the deep foundations of the forms dependence that we 
live with: I have singled out the family, markets, private property, bank 
and state money and inheritance laws. A radical rethinking of economic 
dependence requires engagement with these institutions: whether we can 
find better alternatives or not, they cannot be left out of our political rea-
soning about economic dependence. If we do so, then we risk arbitrarily 
isolating ‘welfare dependence’ as a problem that will bear the brunt of 
social stigma.

But in order to pose political problems in a way that captures this 
depth and breadth of our economic lives, we also need a more sub-
tle vocabulary for describing dependence than we have hitherto seen 
in public debate. The basic contrast between structural and practical 
dependence has not hitherto done enough (or any) work in public rhet-
oric and social theory. Structural dependence refers to the reliance on 
the productive energies of others made possible by our basic economic 
institutions that channel flows of resources between people who are 
linked not (necessarily) personally but institutionally; practical depend-
ence is the reliance of some people on the will of others for accessing the 
resources they need to carry on their lives. I am aware that the line will 
not always be sharp here, but surely the contrast does pick out important 
differences between, for example, the dependence that characterises rent-
iers and their unearned income and the dependence that characterises 
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an unpaid domestic worker and the part of a wage packet that has been 
handed over to her at the end of the month. The bizarre thing from 
a moral point of view is that the visibility of practical dependence—at 
the extreme we can think of beggars in public space—has tended to 
attract social stigma, while the relative invisibility of structural depend-
ence, organised through private contracts signed in some closed room, 
has only attracted the outrage of ‘radical’ critics. This strange asymme-
try was perfectly captured in the welfare dependency rhetoric examined 
in Chapter 1, where conservative defenders of intergenerational privi-
lege and unearned income through asset ownership could denounce the 
life-modes of the ‘welfare dependent.’ All such claims about dependence 
should prompt us to ask what kind of dependence is being referred to 
and what is being left out of the picture.

To sum up my first concluding point, then: we are not very good 
at talking about dependence in public debate because we have failed 
to differentiate very different senses of ‘dependence’ and thus failed to 
see dependence in the places that we should have. This failure has gone 
hand in hand with the failure to conceptualise law, policy and practice 
as the manifestation of trade-offs between forms of dependence. The 
idea of ‘independence’ becomes instead an umbrella concept for all of 
those forms of dependence that we have simply ideologically buried: 
Who today thinks of using money as an expression of dependence on 
one another, states and banks? Who imagines inheritance as a form of 
intergenerational dependence? My guess is very few.

My second concluding point concerns the ambitions of political 
theory. What can political theory hope to achieve? The aim of the dis-
cussions in the book has not been to propose what a just, liberal and 
egalitarian society should look like, but to clarify some of the choices 
that a political community has to face if it takes the many dimensions of 
dependence seriously. For most of us, institutions like money and prop-
erty have become so naturalised and routinised that we stop thinking of 
them as the product of political struggles and choices at all. But they are. 
This does not mean that they can just be changed at the drop of a hat, or 
that any alternative money or property regimes would be clearly better, 
but it does mean that we need to recognise them as part of our political 
arrangements and not just background conditions against which real pol-
itics happens. Discussing them using the concept of dependence is one 
way to recapture the politics that we are living with in the midst of our 
economic lives.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78908-8_1
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In Capital, Marx wrote of the contrast between the capitalist econ-
omy of his day and the feudal economies of medieval Europe:

Let us now transport ourselves from robinson’s island, bathed in light, to 
medieval Europe, shrouded in darkness. Here, instead of the independent 
man, we find everyone dependent – serfs and lords, vassals and suzerains, 
laymen and clerics. Personal dependence characterizes social relations of 
material production as much as it does the other spheres of life based on 
that production. But precisely because relations of personal dependence 
form the given social foundation, there is no need for labour and its prod-
ucts to assume a fantastic form different from their reality. They take the 
shape, in the transactions of society, of services in kind and payments in 
kind. The natural form of labour, its particularity – and not, as in a society 
based on commodity production, its universality – is here its immediate 
social form.5

This is a slightly tricky passage because Marx is both contrasting two 
forms of economic organisation (feudalism and capitalism), and he is 
contrasting two ways of seeing economic organisation (‘robinson’s 
island’ refers to political economists’ utopian models of how econo-
mies work). While the contrast between the economic structures is real 
enough, the contrast between two ways of seeing the economy is decep-
tive: in the feudal economy we can see the social relationships for what 
they are; in the capitalist economy we have become accustomed to seeing 
social relationships in a ‘fantastic form.’ As discussed in Chapter 4, Marx 
believed that the monetary economy had not transformed dependence 
into independence, but simply transformed the dependence relations 
from personal into impersonal ones.

One might draw a number of broader lessons from this (very rough) 
historical observation, or indeed disagree with it, but I would like to sug-
gest one point of relevance to contemporary political theory. Marx was 
discussing a historical development, but we need to be cautious, too, 
in how we mark contrasts within contemporary social life, dividing the 
world into various ‘spheres’ of activity. We need caution here because, 
as Marx suggests, underneath appearances of sharp contrast, there may 
be important linkages and continuities. Theorising with ‘spheres’ is con-
venient because it helps to ‘box-in’ networks of power relations and tell 
stories about one ‘box’ spilling over into another: money into politics; 
politics into the home; private power into public power. And many of 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78908-8_4


8 CONCLUSION: CHOOSING OUr DEPENDENCIES  221

those stories are useful ones. But we need to be careful not to get our 
thinking backwards here. These categories should not suggest to us 
that the world itself somehow contains natural ‘breaks’ in the networks 
of power relations in society and that the ‘dams’ burst from time to 
time. For example, it is not that political power is ‘in itself ’ fundamen-
tally different to economic power. While we might hope for these forms 
of power to be different, in reality the command of resources and the 
command of people are integrally linked. We need laws and institutions 
that as much as possible separate the command of people from the com-
mand of resources precisely because political and economic power will 
not just ‘separate themselves.’ We also need laws that regulate public 
conduct and private conduct differently, and that restrict the use of force 
and so preserve the possibility of free choices and actions. Such laws do 
not simply reflect underlying ‘original’ differences, for example, between 
the public and private ‘spheres’; such laws contribute to producing these 
contrasts and sometimes get it wildly wrong (rape within marriage, e.g., 
only became a criminal offence, i.e. a public concern, in most countries 
during the twentieth century—in some countries only in the twenty-first 
century).

When applied to issues of economic and social justice, the imagery of 
spheres has, I suggest, had a poor effect on much contemporary political 
theory. This is particularly so where it has tempted people to focus only 
on the contrast between ‘the state’ and ‘the market’: Should we have 
more or less of one or the other? This question expresses a real polit-
ical concern; but just notice what it misses: the relation between paid 
and unpaid work, the powers and vulnerabilities produced in a property 
regime, the politics of different kinds of money, the whole problem of 
unearned income and inheritance. Basically, the contents of this book. 
Thinking in ‘spheres’ can be a good starting point, and I also use it to 
summarise and simplify, but we must not get trapped by it if the world 
turns out to be more complex than that—if the world turns out, as Marx 
suggests, to be one where first appearances are deceptive.

The social actor that political theory needs to understand is not an 
individual simply caught between states and markets, but an individual 
willingly and unwillingly participating in both formal and informal social 
institutions that, taken together, give that person a complex bundle of 
powers and vulnerabilities. Feminist political theory has always sought 
to understand the social condition of women as something determined 
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from many sides at once—from the home, from social policy, from 
public and private law, from markets, from religion and more—and 
has thus always been concerned with the ‘lateral’ links amongst prac-
tices and institutions, links that make different paths and blockages for 
different groups in society as they move through the world. This view 
across a range of practices gives us complexity in our social descriptions, 
but more importantly it can be channelled into very specific arguments 
about, for example, what emancipatory and just childcare policies might 
look like.6

In this book, I have also tried to look ‘laterally’ across a range of prac-
tical and institutional relationships and thus understand our relations of 
dependence as users of money, as workers (paid and unpaid), as prop-
erty outsiders and as members of households and families. What has been 
different from most feminist theory is that by focussing on economic 
dependence I have cast my theoretical net more widely (which comes, 
of course, with a cost) and tried to describe the relations of  dependence 
entailed by many practices and institutions that do not immediately 
concern care or gender. I think that this is worth doing because fem-
inism has methodological lessons for any contemporary political theory 
that go beyond its normative lessons about gender injustice. The failure 
of much contemporary political theory to think laterally across institu-
tions has postponed serious engagement with economic dependence 
in political theory because it brings with it a failure to understand how 
apparent independence in one aspect (e.g. within the market) rests on 
real dependence elsewhere (e.g. in the home). Unfortunately, fine-tun-
ing ‘principles’ have often seemed more pressing than understanding the 
world to which these principles should apply.

Explaining how a series of many different social and economic institu-
tions contributes to structuring the balance of power in society (or lack 
of balance) requires theoretical description. It is this descriptive work that 
is necessary to delineate the choices about our basic economic institu-
tions and practices that I think we face if we take a starting point in the 
problems of dependence. And it is principally this descriptive work that 
I have engaged in this book. Theoretical description looks different on 
paper to theoretical argumentation, but this does not make it any less 
normative. In fact, I doubt whether arguments are ever as effective as 
descriptions in persuading people to take up new normative views on a 
problem; to the extent that arguments are effective, I suspect that it is 
because they contain interesting descriptions of the problems that they 
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concern. This claim is philosophical heresy.7 But I make it in order to 
explain the methodological ambitions of this book, which stand in stark 
contrast to the methodological ambitions of much political philosophy 
today. As much as models and principles of justice, we need clear delin-
eations of the choices that we face as political communities—choices that 
are often completely overlooked or presented in a distorted way in politi-
cal theory and public discourse.

This was my second concluding point about the ambitions of political 
theory: the choice of dependence as a theoretical starting point reflects 
the ambition to produce normatively loaded descriptions that look lat-
erally across several practices and institutions that structure our lives 
together and thus to clarify not principles of justice but choices about 
justice.

My third concluding point concerns the ethics of parasitism. Almost 
no one is independent in the sense that they could carry on their eco-
nomic lives without others; absolutely no one is independent in the sense 
that they don’t owe their wealth and capacities to others. But what 
should this fact mean for our ethical attitudes towards economic para-
sitism? What should we make of Orwell’s claims, with which I started 
this book that the line between parasitism and usefulness is much thinner 
than we like to imagine?

It should be uncontroversial to claim that as human beings in society 
we are all vulnerable, albeit in very different ways and degrees depending 
on who we are and how the law protects us. Laws and policies should be 
crafted to respond to this fact.8 But what about parasitism? Is that just 
for fat men in top hats and sneaky immigrants? The rhetoric of the radi-
cal Left and right suggests that parasitism is the preserve of the few; this 
is a mistake.

The critique of economic parasites (of the kind developed in the last 
chapter) rightly condemns economic practices and institutions that keep 
some people poor by transferring the value of what they make and do 
into the hands of other people simply on the basis of who owns what. 
And so, on a social and political level, we can indeed minimise the dis-
connect between desert and reward and reorganise power relationships 
for the better by reforming money, property, inheritance and many other 
things. But political certainty can breed ethical complacency. Who does 
not draw on the productive energy of others without giving back to 
those people who have supported us? Of course, usually we just assume 
that if we have balanced this out ‘somewhere else in the system,’ then 
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there was nothing parasitical about this dependence to begin with. With 
that thought in mind, we can reassure ourselves that when we are deal-
ing in aggregates it will become obvious that some people are parasites 
while others are not. Surely we will come out ok and so can claim ‘inde-
pendence’ by the back door. But using aggregate productive contribu-
tions across a lifetime as a test of parasitism poses the ethical problem of 
our personal conduct and attitudes poorly. The fact that we take from 
other people all the time, without recognition or thanks—often simply 
by virtue of our citizenship rights (see Chapter 6)—does not disappear 
just because we do the long-term sums. While others have tried to cap-
ture this ongoing dependence on others with the idea of ‘interdepend-
ence,’ my suggestion is that we go further and see the parasitism in our 
lives. On a social and global scale, this implies a kind of pan-parasitism.9 
The difference between interdependence and pan-parasitism here is eth-
ically important. While interdependence can suggest a cosy mutuality, 
pan-parasitism suggests the inevitable delay of goodness. It suggests that 
what I have benefitted from is always more than I can grasp and repay—
even if I try, my efforts will be out of sync with the actions from which  
I benefitted.

I do not for a moment want to level the differences between the rich 
and the poor, or the exploited and the exploiting. But unlike most left-
wing theoretical analyses, I think that the figure of the true proletarian, 
who gives but never takes—the opposite of a parasite—is a harmful fic-
tion. rather than saying that in a just and equal society no one would be 
a parasite, we should see that even in a just and equal society we would 
all be parasites from some other person’s perspective at a point in time. On 
the level of rhetoric, of course, my suggestion is meant to block the 
scapegoating of specific groups in society who become the convenient 
symbols of weakness and self-interest. The philosophically and psycho-
logically difficult manoeuvre is to decouple our ethics from our politics 
in a way that allows for the reform of economic institutions and laws 
without setting up platforms of ethical complacency. It is all too easy to 
imagine that ‘this business of parasites is about them, not me.’

In his observation about beggars, Orwell was not thinking like a polit-
ical economist who knows that things need to be produced and services 
rendered. But he was thinking realistically: we have never organised our 
economic lives according to the criteria of ‘usefulness,’ and it would be 
catastrophe to do so. Dependence is not a condition to be overcome; it 
is one that needs to be instituted in a just way. recognising that we are 
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all parasites in some degree is not a bad starting point for debate about 
how to do that.
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