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Creating the
Individual

MANY AMERICANS BELIEVE that the archetype of the
strong, autonomous, self-reliant individual is an American
creation. We pride ourselves on not being beholden to others

and on being willing to take considerable personal risks to get what we
want in the world. It’s all bound up with our sense of “rugged individ-
ualism.” For the most part, our self-perception is warranted. In an eye-
opening study on entrepreneurial values, conducted in 2003, the European
Commission found that while two out of every three Americans preferred
to be self-employed, half of all EU citizens preferred to work as an em-
ployee for someone else. Even more interesting is how Americans handle
personal risk, versus Europeans. While two out of three Americans say
they would start a business even if there was a risk it may fail, nearly one
in two Europeans say they would not take the risk, if the business might
fail.1 When Americans, and for that matter, the rest of the world, think of
what it means to be an American, the go-it-alone, risk-taking spirit is
likely to be the first thing that comes to mind.

Despite the fact that “the individual” is more honored in American so-
ciety than in any other part of the world, it didn’t take root here first. The
modern individual is a European transplant whose beginnings date back



to the waning years of the medieval age. Spatial and temporal changes, at
the time, were effecting deep changes in the day-to-day behavior of Euro-
pean people. A new European man and woman were being born—one less
religious and more scientific in outlook. By the nineteenth century, the
emerging bourgeois class had all but shed the medieval frame of mind and
was thinking and acting in a thoroughly modern way. The radical new idea
of the rational “individual” took shape slowly over a period of several hun-
dred years and paralleled the deep changes in the worlds of philosophy,
science, commerce, and politics.

The idea of the self was so revolutionary that, for a long time, there
were insufficient metaphors to even explain its meaning. In previous
times, people had some sense of their own individuality. Still, lives had
been lived, for the most part, publicly and communally. In the medieval
era, it was unusual to see a person strolling along outside city walls or on
a country lane. Historian Georges Duby says that “in the medieval era,
solitary wandering was a symptom of insanity. No one would run such a
risk who was not deviant or mad.”2

Life had always been lived in close quarters; understandably so, since
beyond the walls, fields, and pastures lay thick and impenetrable forests,
wild animals in search of prey, and outlaws. Clustering was a survival strat-
egy whose worth had proven itself time and again. By the nineteenth cen-
tury, the forests had all been cleared, the wild tamed, and the bandits held
at bay. People could now gaze out to the farthest point on the horizon, and
what they saw was a world of new possibilities waiting to be exploited.
More important, each person approached what Shakespeare called, in The
Tempest, “this brave new world” alone, his only support being the property
he had in his own labor and his worldly belongings.

Contrast the life of a medieval man and woman with their modern
heirs. In less than fifteen generations, earth-shattering changes had taken
place. Spiritual values had been largely replaced by material values. The-
ology gave way to ideology, and faith was dethroned and replaced by rea-
son. Salvation became less important than progress. Tasks and daily
rounds were replaced by jobs, and generativity became less important than
productivity. Place was downgraded to location. Cyclical time, kept track
of by the changing seasons, was marginalized, and linear time measured in
hours, minutes, and seconds marked off lived experience. Personal rela-
tionships were no longer bound by fealty, but rather by contracts. Good
works metamorphosed into the work ethic. The sacred lost ground to the
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utilitarian. Mythology was reduced to entertainment, while historical con-
sciousness gained sway. Market price replaced just price. Deliverance be-
came less important than destiny. Wisdom was narrowed to knowledge.
And love of Christ was challenged by love of self. Caste was eclipsed by
class, revelation by discovery, and prophesy by the scientific method. And
everywhere, people became less servile and more industrious. Europeans
remade themselves. In the new Europe, and even more so in the young
America, possessing, not belonging, dictated the terms of human inter-
course. These were heady changes.

The wrenching away of the person from the collective and the cre-
ation of the new self-consciousness came about in some very ordinary,
almost banal ways. While Descartes, Newton, and Locke were busy phi-
losophizing about the metaphysics of the new rational world being read-
ied, a much more down-to-earth change in the habits and behavior of
everyday people was taking place—one that would prepare successive gen-
erations of Europeans to think and act objectively, self-consciously, and
autonomously.

Recall the emphasis Enlightenment philosophers put on detaching
“man” from nature and transforming reality into a field of objects to be
harnessed, exploited, and made into property. Nature, in the Enlighten-
ment scheme, was wild and dangerous, a primal and often evil force that
needed to be tamed, domesticated, made productive, and put to the ser-
vice of man. In many ways, the taming of nature began with the taming of
“man” himself. Separating human beings from nature required that they
first be separated from their own animal instincts. People, too, had to be
made over to make them more rational, calculating, and detached. Creat-
ing the self-aware autonomous individual proved to be a challenging task.

Civilizing Human Nature

Today, we think of people as being progressive or conservative. Just a few
generations ago, we would have characterized people as modern or old-
fashioned. In the late medieval and early modern era, a different kind of
categorization was used to differentiate the generations. People were ei-
ther brutish or civilized. Brutish behavior was associated with a depraved
nature. To be brutish was to be animal-like, and animal-like behavior was
increasingly described as slothful, lustful, menacing, and soulless.
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We have to remember that life in the medieval age was still lived
among the animals—domesticated and wild—and close to the soil. Most
peasant farmers lived in traditional “long-houses,” which combined both
house and stable. Farmers and their cattle entered the house from the
same entrance and were separated inside only by a lone wall.3

The flowering of urban life in the fifteenth century drew distance, for
the first time, between city people and their rural surrounds and soon
elicited disgust over the close relationship that rural kin still enjoyed with
animals and nature. By the late Elizabethan era, the English had banished
animals from the house altogether, sequestering them in stables and barns.
The English were said to have “despised” the Irish, Welsh, and Scots be-
cause they still slept under a common roof with their animals.4

The emerging burgher class—which later became the bourgeoisie of
the modern era—condemned what it regarded as bestial and brutish be-
havior that made its fellow human beings behave no better than the
“dumb” beasts they cared for. In England, and soon thereafter in France
and elsewhere on the continent, civilizing behavior became both mission
and obsession of the rising merchant class, aided by the Church and, to a
lesser extent, by the nobility. To be civilized was to be well mannered,
properly groomed, in control of bodily functions, and, above all, rational
and self-possessed. Only when each person could control his own animal
nature would he be able to exercise control over the rest of nature. The
civilizing process separated man not only from his own animal nature but
also from his fellow human beings. He became an autonomous island, a
detached free agent, in control of his own body and private space in the
world. He became “an individual.”

A similar civilizing process occurred in America in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries on the Western frontier. Mountain men and other
loners living in the wilderness, vagrants, and cowboys were singled out
and put under the watchful eye of preachers, social reformers, and women
in an effort to civilize their behavior and transform them into upright and
productive citizens, each personally accountable for his behavior.

The new obsession with civility took a number of different forms in
Europe. For example, nakedness, which had not been the subject of con-
sternation in the past, suddenly became a major cause of public concern.
The Reformers reminded people that being clothed was what distinguished
man from beast. Long hair was also condemned. Bacon noted that “beasts
are more hairy than man . . . and savage man more than civil.”5 Working
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at night was also suspect. The English jurist Sir Edward Coke made the
point that night is “the time wherein man is to rest, and wherein beasts
run about seeking their prey.”6 Animal epithets were also used with
greater frequency to denigrate others. John Milton derided his foes by
calling them “cuckoos, asses, apes, and dogs.”7

The dinner table proved to be the most important classroom for civi-
lizing human behavior and creating a sense of the individual. In 1526, Eras-
mus published his book on proper table manners and etiquette. It quickly
became the bible for civility among the newly emerging bourgeois class.8

Eating was a communal affair in medieval Europe. Dinner was often a
bawdy event and, at least in the homes of nobles, a spectacle with trouba-
dours, clowns, acrobats, and assorted pets roaming the room. By modern
standards, medieval meals were raucous and unpredictable gatherings that
had the feel of a Roman bacchanalia. People sat on long, flat benches—
others milled around the edges engaging in loud banter. The floors were
littered with the garbage from present as well as past meals. Erasmus de-
scribed the scene as an “ancient collection of beer, grease, fragments,
bones, spittle, excrement of dogs and cats, and everything that is nasty.”9

Food was served in no particular order and came to the table in pretty
much the same condition it was in just after being killed. Whole birds, in-
cluding sparrows, egrets, and herons, were heaped one on top of another
in huge dishes and served to the guests. Stews containing whole rabbits
and other small animals were mixed together with vegetables and flowers,
and served en masse.10 Custards or fruit tarts might come before, with, or
after a stew or game bird, depending on whether they were ready or on
the whim of the host.11

Utensils were scarce. People ate with their hands or from a trencher,
which was a thick slice of stale bread. At the end of the meal, the diners
dropped their soaked, stained bread onto the floor for waiting dogs.12

Erasmus and others were anxious to elevate the dining experience
from a “bestial affair” and place it on a more civilized plane. They intro-
duced a number of innovations designed to separate diners from the ani-
mals they killed and later consumed and to create boundaries between the
diners themselves.

The practice of bringing an entire animal to the table—a lamb or a
pig—to be carved with much solemnity by the host lost favor to the more
civilized practice of having servants carve the meat out of sight, in the
kitchen.13 The authors of The Habits of Good Society, published in 1859,
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condemned the “unwieldy barbarism” of carving an entire joint in front of
one’s guests.14

The knife, which had long been the only utensil used by diners, was too
close a reminder of the hunt and slaughter of the prey. When the Chinese
first saw Europeans eating food with knives, they were aghast. “The Euro-
peans are barbarians,” they would say. “They eat with their swords.”15

The fork was introduced to the table in the late medieval era, first in
Venice, then later in Germany, England, and elsewhere.16 The fork al-
lowed people, in a subtle way, to distance themselves from too close an as-
sociation with the animals they consumed.

A radical change also took place in the way people ate their food. In
the medieval era, people supped from the common bowl, oftentimes spit-
ting back bits of gristle into the cauldron as it made its rounds. A common
ladle was introduced in the late medieval era to prevent the guests’ mouths
from touching the bowl. By the early modern era, the common bowl was
done away with altogether. Spoons were added to the utensils, and each
person was given his or her own bowl. Similarly, the shared tablecloth,
which had customarily served as a common napkin to wipe grease and
gravy off hands and mouths, gave way to individual napkins.17

By the nineteenth century, a bourgeois dining table might look more
like a well-stocked surgical table. Each setting might include several
different-sized wineglasses, each tailored to a particular wine, as well as an
array of forks, knives, and spoons, each used for a specific part of the
meal.18 And the meal itself was served in a rational, orderly fashion, be-
ginning with an aperitif, followed usually by a soup, a fish dish, meat,
salad, dessert, and coffee. The chaotic, slovenly, disorganized medieval
table was transformed into an orderly, efficient, rational dining experi-
ence. Human hands never touched the animals consumed, and there was
little in the way the meal was prepared to suggest any connection between
the diners and their prey.

The Birth of Privacy

The changing configuration of living arrangements between the late me-
dieval era and the early modern era also came to play a decisive role in fos-
tering the creation of the autonomous individual. The household, in the
medieval era, was a very public place, with few boundaries separating fam-
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ily, kin, and neighbors. By the eighteenth century, the public household
had metamorphosed into a private domicile, and family members were of-
ten separated from one another by partitions and rooms, each with a des-
ignated function. In the new household, each person claimed his or her
own private space and possessions, something unheard of in medieval
times. The sectioning off of private space made each person that much
more aware of his or her own individuality and autonomy. The notion of
privacy—a concept without any ontological standing in the late medieval
era—was fast becoming the hallmark of the new autonomous individual.
Privacy meant the ability to exclude others and was a mark of the new pri-
ority given to the individual life as opposed to extended-family relations,
which had reigned as the dominant social unit from the very beginning of
human experience.

The radical change in living arrangements began inauspiciously with
functional and architectural changes in the medieval manor house. The
medieval manor house was more like a public house than the kind of pri-
vate dwelling we’re familiar with today. At any given time, the house
might be inhabited by dozens of relatives and servants, not to mention
friends and acquaintances. The rooms themselves were large and undif-
ferentiated. Relatives and guests often socialized, ate, and slept in the
same room.

The cottages of the poor were little more than “squalid hovels.” It
wasn’t uncommon for twenty or more family members to share a one-
room cottage that barely exceeded twenty square yards. Three genera-
tions might share the same bed. People went a lifetime never really having
a moment alone. In pre-Napoleonic Europe, more than three-quarters of
the population lived under these kinds of horrible conditions.19

By the nineteenth century, however, at least for the well-to-do, the no-
tion of privacy had gained hold. The manor houses were divided into pri-
vate spaces, each with a particular function. There was now a parlor, a
formal dining room, private bedroom chambers, storage rooms, and quar-
ters for the servants. The privatization of space encouraged greater inti-
macy and self-reflection, feelings that were barely exercised in the public
life of the late medieval household. Even the poor gained a modicum of
privacy. Between the mid-sixteenth and mid-seventeenth centuries, more
than half of all laborers’ homes had expanded to three or more rooms.20

The changes in the layout of the home paralleled changes in the no-
tion of family life. The nuclear family is a relatively new convention. In
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medieval times, the idea of family was a much looser affair. While the con-
jugal bond provided a sense of affiliation, we need to remember that fam-
ilies were extended institutions and included grandparents, aunts, uncles,
and cousins, generally living together or close by. Even the idea of child-
hood was not yet developed. Children were perceived as little adults and
were valued for their economic contribution to the household. Many were
sent to other homes to apprentice at the age of seven or eight.

The growing sophistication and complexity of economic and social
life in the early modern era required more abstract learning and special-
ized training of the young, which could only be passed on by formal edu-
cational training in the classroom. Schools, which in the medieval age
were used almost entirely to train clerics, expanded to include more gen-
eral education. Schools isolated youngsters from the adult world, resulting
in their new classification as “children.” Parents assumed a new responsi-
bility of educating their children and looking after their development. For
the first time, observes historian Philippe Aries, “the family centered itself
on the child.”21 By the nineteenth century, the modern private family had
superceded the extended communal family of the medieval era.

The increasing separation and detachment of the individual from the
collective life of the community began to find expression in changes in vo-
cabulary. The word “I” began to show up more frequently in literature by
the early eighteenth century, along with the prefix “self-.” “Self-love,”
“self-pity,” and “self-knowledge” found their way into the popular lexicon.
The autobiography became a new popular literary mode. Self-portraits
became popular in art. Even more interesting, small personal mirrors,
which were little used in the medieval era, were being mass-produced by
the mid-sixteenth century. Giant wall mirrors became a popular part of
the furnishings in bourgeois homes. Mirrors reflected the new sense of
interest in the self. Historian Morris Berman reminds us that in the me-
dieval period, people “were not terribly concerned with how they appeared
in the view of others.”22 The increasing sense of self brought with it
greater self-reflection and, not surprisingly, endless hours of solitary time
before the mirror.

The new emphasis on the self and personal autonomy was particularly
notable in the changing style in furniture. The chair was introduced
around 1490 at the Palazzo Strozzi in Florence.23 Before that time, people
sat on wooden benches that lined the walls or on three-legged stools, or
they huddled together on cushions on the floor. The only chair in me-
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dieval palaces was the throne reserved for the sovereign, denoting his ele-
vated status. Uniform series of chairs first came into vogue in France dur-
ing the height of the Renaissance, reflecting the newly elevated status of
the individual. The idea of the chair was truly revolutionary. It repre-
sented an emerging feeling among an incipient bourgeois class that each
person was an autonomous and self-contained being, an island unto him-
or herself. Historian John Lukacs observes that “the interior furniture of
houses appeared together with the interior furniture of the mind.”24 It’s
probably not unfair to say that with the widespread introduction of the
chair in Europe, the autonomous individual of the modern era had indeed
arrived.

The transformation from public to private life and the growing em-
phasis on the individual was very much in evidence in the bedchamber.
Medieval sleeping arrangements were communal, just like every other as-
pect of social life. Landlords and their mistresses, relatives, friends, and
even valets and chambermaids slept alongside one another in makeshift
beds. Members of the same sex often shared the same bed. Michelangelo
slept with his workmen, four to a bed.

The permanent bed wasn’t introduced until the sixteenth century. In
the seventeenth century, four-poster beds with canopies were common-
place among the nobility and burgher class. Curtains were attached to the
beds to provide some small bit of privacy. Still, it was often the case that a
man and woman would be making love behind the curtains while relatives
and friends were socializing just a few feet away. On wedding nights, rela-
tives and guests of the newlyweds customarily accompanied them to their
wedding bed to witness the consummation of the marriage. The following
morning, the bridal couple was expected to show the stained sheets to
other members of the household as proof of their union.25

Slowly, the practice of sleeping alone in a single bed behind closed
doors became more common. The kind of indiscriminate bodily contact
that was so frequent in the late medieval era became a source of embar-
rassment. Public exhibitions of lust and sexuality, so prominent a feature
of the medieval era, became taboo in the better households. Sexual rela-
tions became increasingly a private act, committed behind closed doors.26

The bath, which had previously been a communal activity, was also
privatized and individualized. Remember, public baths were common in
villages across much of Central, Western, and Northern Europe in the
late medieval era. The fifteenth-century Florentine writer Bracciolini was
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taken aback upon his first visit to a public bath in Baden, Switzerland. By
that time, Renaissance Italy had already left communal life behind. Here
is how he described the event:

Above the pools are galleries where the men sit watching and con-
versing. For everyone is allowed to go to other people’s baths, to
contemplate, chat, gambol and unburden the mind, and they stay
while the women enter, and leave the water, their full nakedness ex-
posed to everyone’s view. No guard observes who enters, no gate
prevents one from entering and there is no hint of lewdness. . . . The
men encounter half-naked women while the women encounter
naked men. . . . People often take meals in the water. . . . Husbands
watched as their wives were touched by strangers and did not take
offense, did not even pay attention, interpreting everything in the
best light. . . . Every day they go to bathe three or four times, spend-
ing the greater part of the day singing, drinking, and dancing.27

The public baths were held up to scorn by Protestant Reformers, who
worried that open displays of nudity invited licentious behavior. Bathing
became a private affair by the eighteenth century in many parts of Europe.

Human urination and defecation were also made private during this
period. In the medieval era, men would regularly relieve themselves in
public places. Visitors to the Louvre during the reign of King Louis XIV
“relieved themselves not only in the courtyard, but also on the balconies,
staircases, and behind doors.”28 By the early modern era, the sight and
smell of human waste had become a source of embarrassment and disgust,
and steps were taken in cities across Europe to move these bodily func-
tions behind closed doors. London was the first city to construct an un-
derground sewer system, in the late nineteenth century, and to introduce
flush toilets.29

The disgust over bodily animal smells was also used to create greater
distance between the rich and the poor. Well before Marx penned his the-
ory on the class divide, the emerging bourgeoisie was already creating its
own self-justification for separating the classes. The urban and rural poor
were said to emanate an animal stench, thus reinforcing the idea that they
were little removed from brute animals. The emerging middle class began
to use the term “the dung man” to refer to the poor. The new olfactory
boundaries erected around the poor and laboring people proved far more
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effective than philosophical treatises in separating the classes and justify-
ing the continued exploitation of the masses by a new business elite. If the
poor were no better than brute animals, there was no reason why they
couldn’t be exploited in like fashion, with no more concern than one
might feel in the yoking of an ox to a cart.30

The Making of the Bourgeoisie

Changes in table manners, living arrangements, family life, sexual activity,
and hygiene probably did more to create the sense of the rational, de-
tached, self-possessed, autonomous individual than all of the scholarly
tomes of Enlightenment philosophers. These changes in personal behav-
ior also effected an even more profound change in human consciousness
that is not always given sufficient attention, but without which the mod-
ern era would have been an impossibility. Although seemingly contradic-
tory, the new bourgeois man and woman who were the products of these
fundamental behavioral changes were, at one and the same time, both
more individualized and autonomous and yet more tightly integrated into
a conformist-oriented culture than any other people in history. How was
this feat accomplished?

Periods in history follow a path not too dissimilar from the one that
individual human beings follow in their own life journeys. Passages in life
are marked by the increasing differentiation of the self from the whole—
first the infant’s struggle to claim his or her own identity separate from the
mother; later the adolescent’s partial separation from the family; and in
early adulthood, the individual’s claim to an independent personhood.
Each stage in the differentiation process is accompanied by a new, more
complex integration into an ever more expansive set of social and envi-
ronmental relationships. The passages of life are marked by a sophisti-
cated balancing act between ever increasing individual claims and ever
greater social obligations.

The creation of the bourgeois man and woman is a good illustration of
the process at work. While differentiation has been part and parcel of hu-
man development from the very beginning of our journey, it wasn’t until
the modern era that the individual claim to independence became so total-
ized. The idea of an autonomous individual whose freedom lay in the abil-
ity to accumulate wealth and exclude others from his material domain was
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so extreme that it threatened the dissolution of the social nature of human
life and a descent back into Hobbes’s nightmarish war of all against all.
While Enlightenment philosophers placed their emphasis on the merits of
differentiation, they presented no vision of how such anarchic behavior
could be regulated to ensure against a meltdown of the social fabric. In-
stead, most scholars at the time—Rousseau and his followers excluded—
cast their lot with Adam Smith’s glib suggestion that in a market economy,
each individual pursues his or her own self-interest and that even though
such behavior might appear selfish, it’s only by the maximizing of such self-
interest that the general welfare is advanced. A dubious proposition.

The real brilliance of the new bourgeois class was the way it balanced
the potential anarchy of individualism with a new, sophisticated under-
standing of one’s social obligations. The great twentieth-century sociolo-
gist Max Weber glimpsed the significance of the new mental acrobatics in
his examination of the role that Protestant Reformation theology played
in creating the internal controls that allowed unbridled capitalism to
flourish without sacrificing the social order.

Recall how the Protestant theologian John Calvin replaced the exter-
nal order imposed by the Church on each individual with an internally im-
posed order that was far more strict. Every action at every moment of a
believer’s life had to conform to God’s glory. All personal conduct must,
therefore, be perfectly controlled and ordered. Lapses, respites, and
doubts were all signs of nonelection and therefore to be avoided. Calvin’s
doctrine transformed the unsystematic and somewhat casual way of life of
medieval Europe into the methodically planned life characteristic of the
new bourgeois class. Self-control replaced church control in daily affairs.

The bourgeois man and woman created their own private despotism
over personal behavior. They learned to be self-controlled, self-sacrific-
ing, and self-possessed, to be diligent and industrious. At first, these val-
ues were a way of living out their faith. Eventually, the religious intent fell
by the wayside in Europe, but the values remained and became a critical
element in fostering the capitalist ethos. Never before in history had
people willingly imposed on themselves such utter restraints. In the past,
control over people’s behavior was more often enforced externally by ex-
tended family, or by governments and elites, and backed up by coercion and
violence. In an era given over to the creation of the autonomous individ-
ual, each person now became his or her own ruler, governing his or her own
behavior with the kind of fervor that, if imposed by an external political
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force, would have been considered harsh and heavy-handed. The bour-
geois ethos proved effective. Everyone learned to balance his or her newly
won autonomy and independence with self-imposed responsibilities to
society.

In America, unlike Europe, the integration process continued to re-
main attached to its religious roots. Convinced that they were indeed the
“chosen people,” Americans were far more disposed to balancing their
newly won autonomy with a shared obedience to a higher authority rather
than a personal responsibility to their fellow human beings. For Ameri-
cans, self-control, self-sacrifice, and industrious behavior were more likely
to be exercised to please God—and self—than to fulfill one’s social obli-
gations. In this sense, many Americans remained true to the Protestant
ethic, long after Europeans had passed it by. It was this divergence that set
off the American Dream from its European antecedents.

Americans found no contradiction in living in two seemingly contra-
dictory realms at the same time: one characterized by religious zeal and
faith in eternal salvation, the other by Enlightenment secularism, rational
behavior, and the belief in material progress—the contrary worlds of John
Winthrop and Benjamin Franklin. What united both Reformation theol-
ogy and Enlightenment philosophy was the premium each placed on the
autonomy of the individual. Reformation theologians railed against the
papal authority of the Church and admonished their fellow Christians
that priests were imperfect like all other human beings and therefore
could not serve as divine intermediaries. Martin Luther, John Calvin, and
their successors argued that the Church’s interpretation of biblical doc-
trine was no more authoritative than that of every other Christian and that
each individual’s relationship to God is ultimately a personal experience.
The Protestant Reformation sought to dethrone the Church hierarchy
and elevate each believer, making every human being equal in the eyes of
the Lord. The Enlightenment philosophers elevated the individual as
well, but their reasons for doing so were more bound up in ideas about ra-
tional human behavior. The status of the autonomous individual, how-
ever, remains to this day the common link between these two great
historic streams.

Americans are arguably the most individualistic people on Earth, both
because of our deep religious convictions and our materialistic ambitions.
That’s why Americans continue to be so anti-authoritarian in nature. We
don’t like bosses of any kind and refuse to humble ourselves at the feet of
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politicians, business potentates, or, for that matter, any higher authority,
with the exception of God on high. In America, every person thinks of
her- or himself as the equal of every other person.

Although the idea of the autonomous individual allows Americans to
be both religious and secular, faith oriented and rationally driven, living in
both the Reformation and Enlightenment worlds can play havoc with
one’s sense of teleology. While the Reformation side of the American
character calls on each individual to experience the suffering of Christ in
this world in return for salvation in the next, the Enlightenment side
beckons every American to pursue happiness in the here and now in the
name of human progress.

Europeans were less schizophrenic in this regard and eventually aban-
doned their religious zeal, leaving them only their Enlightenment ideology.
And even that, in turn, was subsequently compromised by their deep mis-
givings about man’s perfectibility and the inevitability that unfettered mar-
ket forces would automatically lead to unlimited material progress for all.

It was Americans, then, who not only became the most enthusiastic
disciples of the Protestant Reformation theology and the most ardent sup-
porters of Enlightenment ideology but also the keenest champions of in-
dividual autonomy. Europeans, because of their long history of more
dense spatial arrangements and paternalistic and communal ways of living,
never fully embraced the idea of the lone self to the extent Americans
would on the sparsely settled frontiers of a vast new continent. Americans,
on the other hand, have, throughout our history, paid homage to the indi-
vidual in popular myth, literature, and in virtually every human endeavor.
The American Dream was never meant to be a shared experience but,
rather, was meant to be an individual journey. In a peculiar sense, the
American way of life became an extreme caricature of European ideas that
sprang forth and enjoyed a period of influence in the sixteenth, seven-
teenth, and eighteenth centuries, only to be tempered by new counter-
vailing forces in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that reflected
Europe’s earlier paternalistic and collectivist roots.

The “New World,” then, is a bit of a misnomer. We Americans con-
tinue to live out a dream whose roots lie deep in Europe’s past, many of
whose central tenets and assumptions no longer hold much sway in a
world far removed in space and time from the historical conditions that
gave rise to them.
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6
Inventing the Ideology
of Property

THE VAST CHANGES in spatial and temporal consciousness and
the birth of the rational, autonomous individual transformed
European life over a period of several hundred years. There is,

however, one other institutional development that emerged alongside all
of the other conceptual changes—an institution that gave concrete shape
and meaning to the rest and provided the indispensable linchpin for the
birth of the capitalist economy and the rise of the nation-state.

The invention and codification of a private property regime in the late
medieval to early modern era became the foundation for the pursuit of the
Enlightenment utopian vision of unlimited material progress. Private
property rights became the essential legal tool for separating the individ-
ual from the human collective as well as from the rest of nature. A private
property regime institutionalized the new spatial and temporal conscious-
ness and made possible the modern notions of autonomy and mobility as
well as the negative idea of freedom as personal independence and self-
reliance. Its stormy development, and the equally fierce resistance to it,
has continued, until very recently, to be the defining dynamic of European
politics and the politics of much of the rest of the world.

The institutionalization of private property certainly would have to be



considered one of Europe’s most important contributions. Without a ma-
ture, regulated private property regime in place, market capitalism could
not exist and the nation-state would never have survived. This last point
needs to be emphasized. The very concepts of a modern market and nation-
state are inseparably linked to a private property regime. The purpose of
markets is to allow for the free exchange of property. The primary function
of the state, in turn, is to protect the private property rights of its citizens.

Europe created the idea of the states’ new role, only to have second
thoughts about the matter when so many of its destitute population were
systematically left out of the new economic arrangement. Americans,
however, bought the idea of the states’ new mission from the get-go and
never wavered from the view that the primary function of government is
to safeguard the private property holdings of the people. Tocqueville took
note of Americans’ fierce attachment to private property rights on his
short visit to the new country. He asked, rhetorically,

Why is it that in America, the land par excellence of democracy, no
one makes that outcry against property in general that often echoes
through Europe? Is there any need to explain? It is because there are
no proletarians in America. Everyone, having some possession to de-
fend, recognizes the right to property in principle.1

Once again, Americans became the purest advocates of a European idea,
later partially abandoned by Europeans themselves, as they begin to rein
in private property rights with a commitment to socialist reforms. Know-
ing, then, how the private property regime emerged and understanding its
critical role in the birth of modern capitalist markets and nation-state gov-
ernance, as well as the different ways it was embraced in the Old World
and in America, are essential to coming to grips with the full meaning of
the changes now taking place in Europe as it prepares to move beyond
both these pillars of the modern age to become the first post-territorial
governing region in a network-linked global economy.

The Medieval View of Property

Property meant something very different in the medieval era than it does
now in the modern world. In the feudal world, the holding of property
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was always considered conditional in nature, whereas in industrial society,
the holding of property is regarded as an absolute right that resides exclu-
sively with the owners, subject to certain limitations imposed by the state.
This is a critical distinction that separates the feudal way of conceptualiz-
ing property from the way we think about it today.

The feudal society was conceived as being part of a “Great Chain of Be-
ing,” a hierarchically structured natural and social world that stretched from
the lowliest creatures in nature to the princes of the Church. The entire
chain was God’s creation and was organized in such a way as to ensure that
each creature performed his or her role as God had prescribed it, which in-
cluded serving those above and below according to his or her station.

The social structure of feudal society operated in a manner similar to
nature’s grand hierarchy. Every rung of the social ladder is populated by a
unique category of individuals who perform a specific role or function in
the grand scheme of things, and each is bound to those above and below
him in the chain by a complex set of mutual obligations and reciprocal re-
lationships. From serf to knight, from knight to lord, and from lord to
Pope, all are unequal in degree and kind, and yet each is obligated to the
other by the medieval bonds of homage, and all together make up a per-
fect mirror of God’s total creation.

The notion of property has to be viewed within the broader context of
the Church’s worldview. While Church leaders came increasingly to ac-
knowledge a legitimate role for private property in the social schemata, it
was always understood that property itself was held in the form of a trust
all along the social hierarchy. Since God is the owner of his creation, all
things in the earthly world ultimately belong to him. God grants human
beings the right to use his property so long as they are righteous and ful-
fill their obligation of homage and fealty both to him and to every other
person on the social ladder in the way he has preordained.

Property, then, was a rather complex phenomenon in feudal society
and was tightly bound to the idea of proprietary relationships. Things
were not owned outright or exclusively by anyone, but rather shared in
various ways under the conditions and terms established by a rigid code of
proprietary obligations. For example, when the king granted land to a lord
or vessel, “his rights over the land still remained, except for the particular
interest he had parted with.” The result, says historian Richard Schlatter,
is that “no one could be said to own the land; everyone from the king
down through the tenants and sub-tenants to the peasants who tilled it
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had a certain dominion over it, but no one had an absolute lordship over
it.”2 “The essence of the theory” of property in the medieval world, writes
historian Charles H. McIlwain, “is a hierarchy of rights and powers all ex-
isting in or exercisable over the same objects or persons, and the funda-
mental relationship of one power to another in this hierarchy is the
superiority of the higher to the lower, rather than a complete supremacy
in any one over all the others.”3

By the late eighteenth century, the feudal concept of the conditional
right to use private property had given way to the modern notion of ab-
solute ownership. While there were many factors that led to this radical
change in the notion of property, none proved more important than the
breakup of the feudal estates and the enclosure of the land commons into
private real estate that could be bought and sold in the marketplace.

The land was transformed, first in England, and later on the Conti-
nent. After more than a millennium of history, when people had belonged
to the land, new legislative initiatives, in the form of the great Enclosure
Acts, reversed the spatial and temporal playing field. Henceforth, the land
belonged to people and could be exchanged in the form of private prop-
erty in the marketplace. Real estate could also be transformed into capital
and used as a tool of credit to leverage economic activity.

It’s difficult to imagine the change in consciousness brought on by the
English Enclosure Acts. For centuries, people’s security was bound up in
attachment to their ancestral land and their duties and obligations in a
Christian hierarchy that stretched from the common fields they tended to
Christ’s throne above. Now the land, which heretofore had been consid-
ered God’s creation and administered by a complex set of rules and obli-
gations that connected the lowliest serf to the Angels of Paradise, was
severed. The land was divided up in the form of privately owned plots.
Those who could not afford to purchase a lot of their own were forced off
the land. Some became paid laborers working for the new owners, while
others were forced to migrate to the nearest towns to find “work” in the
new industrial factories.

In this detached world, one’s labor became a form of property, and
people sold their time in the marketplace. Daily rounds gave way to jobs,
status in the community gave way to contractual agreements, and every-
one, whether they wanted to or not, became responsible for making his or
her own destiny.

It should be emphasized that a private property regime makes modern
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markets possible and not the other way around. In the medieval era, ex-
change was generally by way of barter between relatives, extended kin,
and neighbors. Without a common law and legal code, the only way to
trust the authenticity and to ensure a peaceful transfer of ownership of
property was for the seller and buyer to know each other and to be a part
of a tightly bound social community. For this reason, markets were always
local and limited in their reach and importance. A mature private property
regime, by contrast, substitutes subjective criteria like trust, with objective
criteria like ownership titles, and provides enforcement mechanisms—the
police and the courts—to make sure that sellers and buyers abide by their
contractual agreements. Only when such a legal regime is in place and
backed by the full coercive authority of the state can markets be extended
in space and time to include large numbers of players—most of whom are
strangers to one another—in the exchange of property.

The Protestant Reformation of Property

The Protestant Reformation figured significantly in the reformulation of
private property relations. Martin Luther and his followers launched an
all-out attack on the authority of the Pope and the feudal social order over
which the Vatican presided. Luther argued against the idea of the Church
as God’s sole emissary on Earth and said that the priests were sinners like
everyone else and therefore incapable of acting as intermediaries between
the faithful and the Lord Almighty. He counseled that the only infallible
authority on matters of faith was the Bible and that God’s will was know-
able to every Christian by reading the scriptures. Each man and woman,
said Luther, stands alone before God. Luther’s doctrine challenged the
very basis of papal authority—its claim to be God’s appointed representa-
tive on Earth. By doing so, Luther and his followers cast doubt on the le-
gitimacy of the Holy Roman Empire and feudal social arrangements.

Luther was particularly harsh in his attacks on Church property, argu-
ing that the Vatican had amassed untold wealth over the centuries at the
expense of the people and had violated Christian faith, which preached
abstinence and eschewed worldly luxuries.

The Reformation fervor ended up replacing one propertied class for
another. Church lands were confiscated in Western and Northern Europe—
even in Catholic Spain and Austria—and the lands of feudal lords were
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either seized or sold. The routing of the old feudal order made room for
the establishment of a new bourgeois monied class of merchants, traders,
and shopkeepers.

Luther’s notion of “a calling” helped lay the groundwork for the natural-
law theory of property and provided the all-important spiritual underpin-
ning for the amassing of capital and wealth—which made the industrial
age possible. Luther argued that all callings, even the most humble in na-
ture, are equally sacred in the eyes of the Lord. He wrote that “what you
do in your house is worth as much as if you did it up in heaven for our
Lord God.”4 Luther railed against what he regarded as the elitism of
priestly asceticism and argued that by faithfully discharging one’s earthly
duties—regardless of the calling—the believers are serving as God’s stew-
ards and the caretakers of his creation.

John Calvin, recall, went even further than Luther, calling on the
faithful to continually improve their lot in life. While Calvin’s doctrine
was never intended to advance the notion of commerce, it had the unin-
tentional effect of bolstering the very interests of the new capitalist class.
His emphasis on unceasing work, productivity, and improving one’s sta-
tion proved compatible with a new class whose interest lay in hard work,
expanded production, frugality, and a rational ordering of human activity
in the marketplace.5 His doctrine helped justify, though inadvertently, the
idea of accumulation of wealth and the amassing of capital, the key ingre-
dients of a modern property regime and capitalist way of life. Economic
historian Richard Henry Tawney and sociologist Max Weber wrote exten-
sively on the deep philosophical connection between the rise of the
Protestant work ethos and the emergence of modern capitalism. By free-
ing up individuals from dependency on the Church hierarchy and arming
each person with a new psychology of material self-advancement, the Re-
formers left behind far more than a religious legacy. Long after the reli-
gious fires had died down, European men and women retained a new
sense of self-worth that was compatible with modern notions of property
accumulation.

The old idea of the individual as a small part of a complex social or-
ganism made up of proprietary relations and obligations gave way to the
modern notion of the individual as an autonomous being in the world,
alone before his God and his fellow human beings, and exercising, by
strength of personal will, his or her unique stamp on the world. The meta-
morphosis of the individual from a loyal servant enveloped in the bowels
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of a Great Chain of Being to an autonomous agent with one’s own indi-
vidual calling, and always improving one’s material lot to the greater glory
of God, went hand in hand with a change in the notion of property from
proprietary rights to exclusive ownership. Property, once bound up in
complex social arrangements and the conditional rights of usage, came to
be seen much like the new individual, as autonomous things, each unique,
and indivisible. Tawney writes that what remained after the fall of the feu-
dal social order “was private rights and private interests, the material of a
society rather than a society itself.”6 In this new world, property rights
would be the social glue that bound people together. Private property and
unfettered economic freedom, said Tawney, “were taken for granted as the
fundamentals upon which organization was to be based, and upon which
no further argument was admissible.”7

While the Protestant ethic was born in Europe, many of its most fa-
natic disciples migrated to America, where they hitched Calvin’s religious
vision to Enlightenment notions of science, private property rights, and
capitalist market relations, creating the uniquely American Dream.

The Metaphysics of Private Property

With private property ensconced as the organizing principle of society, it
was left to modern scholars to create the appropriate philosophical ration-
ale to accompany it. They found their answer in the natural-law theory of
property—a concept that had developed slowly in the late medieval period
and advanced more quickly during the Reformation and its aftermath.

The French political philosopher Jean Bodin began by arguing that
common ownership is unnatural and a violation of divine law. Plato’s com-
monwealth, with its adoration of communal ownership, wrote Bodin, is
“against the law of God and nature, which detests not only incests, adul-
teries and inevitable murders, if all women should be common; but also
expressly forbids us to steale, or so much as desire anything that another
man’s is.”8 Bodin reminded his readers that theft is forbidden by God.
Why would God include the commandment “Thou shalt not steal” if he
didn’t mean to embrace the concept of private ownership of property?
asked Bodin.

Bodin goes on to make the point that the family—a natural institution—
is built on private property, and the state, in turn, is built on the family.9
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That being the case, argued Bodin, the chief responsibility of the state is
to protect each person’s—and family’s—“natural” God-given right to own
property.

The belief that the primary role of the government is to protect each
person’s inalienable right to own property was a radical idea that, in time,
became the rallying cry for republican reformers and others in their strug-
gle to replace monarchic rule with democratic forms of government.
Bodin was insistent on this score. If the state were to abrogate its main
reason for being—the protection of private property—it would have no
legitimate claim to exist. He wrote, “But the greatest inconvenience is,
that in taking away these words of Mine and Thine, they ruin the founda-
tion of all Commonweales, the which were chiefly established to yield
unto every man that which is his owne, and to forbid theft.”10

Bodin’s writing pierced the church/state veil that had enveloped Eu-
rope since the fall of the Roman Empire. At a time when the prevailing or-
thodoxy still viewed the state as the upholder of the faith, Bodin dared to
argue that the state’s primary charge was far more secular in nature—to
protect the natural right of private property. Individual rights—embedded
first and foremost in private property—took precedence over both aristo-
cratic privileges and deference to Church authority. In the new scheme of
things, rulers exist to protect the individual rights of property holders
rather than individuals existing to serve the interests of princes and kings.
Tawney described the new way of thinking about the relationship of the
individual and the state this way:

What it implies is, that the foundation of society is found, not in
functions, but in rights: that rights are not deducible from the dis-
charge of functions, so that the acquisition of wealth and the enjoy-
ment of property are contingent upon the performances of services,
but that the individual enters the world equipped with rights to the
free disposal of his property and the pursuit of his economic self-
interest, and that these rights are anterior to and independent of, any
service which he may render.11

Having laid out the broad intellectual groundwork for a bold new con-
ception of private property in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the
unfinished business of filling in both the substance and details of the mod-
ern notion of ownership was taken up in the seventeenth century by the
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political philosopher John Locke and later by a succession of theorists in-
cluding Adam Smith, David Hume, Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill,
and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.12

Locke’s theory of property was published in 1690 in Two Treatises on
Civil Government. His treatises quickly became the secular bible for a mid-
dle class that was beginning to climb onto the political stage in England. His
writings served as a rationale for parliamentary reforms in England and,
later, provided the philosophical foundation for the French and American
revolutions.

Like many of his predecessors, Locke argued that private property is a
natural right and unalterable. Locke’s reasoning, however, is what distin-
guishes his theory from those who came before him. He argued that each
man creates his own property by adding his labor to the raw stuff of na-
ture, transforming it into things of value. While Locke acknowledged that
the Earth and all of its creatures were common to all men in the state of
nature, he was quick to add that each man, in turn, “has a property in his
own person . . . and this no one has any right to but himself.” Locke goes
on to assert that “the labor of his body and work of his hands . . . are prop-
erly his.” That being so, Locke concluded that

whatsoever, then, he removes out of the state that nature hath pro-
vided and left it in, he hath mixed his labor with it, and joined to it
something that is his own, and thereby makes it his property. It be-
ing by him removed from the common state nature placed it in, it
hath by this labor something annexed to it that excludes the common
right of other men. For this “labor” being the unquestionable prop-
erty of the laborer, no man but he can have a right to what that is
once joined to, at least where there is enough, and as good left in
common for others.13

As to the question of how much property a person might legitimately
claim for himself, Locke said, “as much land as a man tills, plants, im-
proves, cultivates and can use the product of, so much is his property.”14

Locke’s natural-right theory of property was wildly popular with the
new generation of independent farmers, merchants, shopkeepers, and
small capitalists who were transforming English life and ridding the coun-
try of the last vestiges of feudal privilege. His treatises offered more than
a mere explanation of the natural right of property. He elevated human la-
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bor and glorified acquisition as the crowning achievement of human exis-
tence. Unlike medieval churchmen, who thought of human labor as a set
of necessary obligations to fulfill, Locke saw in it opportunities for which
every man ought to strive.

David Hume (and, later, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill) added
the notion of utility value to the ownership of property. Hume argued that
the justification for private ownership lies in the idea of utility: “Examine the
writers of the laws of nature,” writes Hume,

and you will always find that whatever principle they set out with,
they are sure to terminate here at last, and to assign, as the ultimate
reason for every rule which they establish, the convenience and the
necessities of mankind. What other reason, indeed, would writers
ever give, why this must be mine and that yours.15

The utility theory of property provided yet another rationale that
could be used by the new class of merchants and traders to advance their
personal and political agenda. The utility theory softened the edges of
Locke’s labor theory, making property not just an end in itself but rather
an instrument for advancing human happiness. Philosophers of the period
were in agreement that “the greatest possible happiness of society is at-
tained by ensuring to every man the greatest possible quantity of the pro-
duce of his labor.”16

The utilitarians were among the first of the modern theorists to make
the clear distinction between ownership as a thing in and of itself, that one
possessed, and ownership as an instrument to advance human happiness.
Georg Friedrich Hegel, the German philosopher, picked up this distinc-
tion in a slightly different way. His theory of property—which some call
the personality theory—has become as important as Locke’s labor theory
of ownership in establishing the notion of private property in the modern
world.

Hegel argued that property plays a far more important role than most
philosophers had heretofore been willing to acknowledge. Beyond its ma-
terial and utilitarian value, said Hegel, property has a deeper function. Ac-
cording to Hegel, “property enables an individual to put his will into a
‘thing.’”17 One expresses his or her sense of personality by imprinting it
into possessions. It is by way of fixing one’s will onto objects in the exter-
nal world that each person projects his being and creates a presence
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among men. Work, in Hegel’s cosmology, is a creative expression rather
than just an exercise of labor, and the product of that work represents an
expropriation of the world and its incorporation into the projected per-
sonality of the owner. He writes:

Personality is that which struggles to . . . give itself reality, or in other
words to claim that external world as its own. To claim that external
world as its own personality requires the institution of property.18

As one’s personality is always present in the owned object, property
becomes an extension of one’s personality. Others, in turn, come to know
and recognize one’s personality through the objects one owns. Hegel,
then, viewed property as more than just a way to satisfy needs. On a more
profound level, property is an expression of personal freedom. By sur-
rounding oneself with property, a person inflates his or her personality in
space and time, creating a sphere of personal influence. In short, he or she
creates an expanded presence in the world.19

Property and personhood become nearly synonymous in Hegel’s
mind. Each becomes an expression of the other. Nearly a century after
Hegel first advanced his personality theory of property, William James
lent his support to the theory in terms readily recognizable to a generation
becoming comfortable with psychological notions of projection. James
writes:

It is clear that between what a man calls me and what he simply calls
mine, the line is difficult to draw. We feel and act about certain
things that are ours very much as we feel and act about ourselves.
Our fame, our children, the work of our hands may be as dear to us
as our bodies are, and arouse the same feelings and the same acts of
reprisal if attacked. . . . In its oldest possible sense, however, a man’s
self is the sum total of all that he can call his, not only his body, and
his psychic powers, but his clothes and house, his wife and children,
his ancestors and friends, his reputation and work, his land and
houses and yacht and bank account. All these things give him the
same emotions. If they wax or prosper, he feels triumphant, if they
dwindle and die away, he feels cast down . . . a great part of our feel-
ings about what is ours is due to the fact that we live closer to our
own things and so feel them more thoroughly and deeply.20
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James goes on to observe that when something that belongs to us is
stolen or destroyed or simply lost, we feel “a sense of the shrinkage of our
personality” because the things we come to possess are an extension of
who we are.21

If Hegel’s theory of property seems more contemporary than Locke’s,
perhaps it is because the emphasis of the capitalist system has shifted sub-
stantially over the years, from a production to a consumption orientation.
The labor theory of property provided an ideal philosophical backdrop for
an era where the attention was focused narrowly on hard work, industri-
ous behavior, savings, and capital accumulation. Merchants, shopkeepers,
and an emerging bourgeois class looked to the labor theory of property as
a justification for their own behavior. Locke’s ideas became values to live
by as much as explanatory theories of the nature of property relations. To-
day, consumption and the commodification of personal experience are far
more important factors in the commercial equation. It’s no wonder, then,
that the notion of property as an extension of one’s personality and a mark
of selfhood has greater social currency. Marketing professionals have long
understood the close connection between personhood and property, and
have habituated several generations of consumers to the idea that who we
are is a direct reflection of what we have.

Mine vs. Thine

The metamorphosis in thinking about the nature of property paralleled
the many other changes that were transforming a continent from a feudal
economy to a market economy and from dynastic rule to nation-state gov-
ernance. The new concept of property was a way for Europeans to reorder
their relationship to space and time. The new technologies opened the
door to vast new spaces and dramatically quickened the human tempo.
Space that had for so long been conceived of as cloistered and vertical was
suddenly horizontal and wide open to the vanishing point of the horizon.
Time, which for aeons had been experienced as cyclical and relatively
closed, was suddenly experienced as linear and expansive. The old feudal
institutions, with their spatial walls and temporal boundaries, simply col-
lapsed in the wake of what appeared to be an endless frontier running
alongside an infinite future. The development of a private property per-
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spective was the critical mental tool for domesticating the new spatial and
temporal frontier.

The whole of earthly reality was reconfigured into a single formula—
“mine vs. thine.” And with this formulation, Europeans set out to enclose
the whole of space and time. In the new future being born, every person
would become his or her own private god whose divinity lay in amassing
property, inflating his or her being, and casting an ever larger shadow over
existence and duration. More mine, less thine. Those who could, by talent
and cunning, acquire the most property could transform it into capital and
use that capital to control not only nature but the lives of other people as
well. They were called “capitalists.”

The modern market economy and the nation-state, in turn, became
the institutional mechanisms to speed along this new reorganization of
the world. The market would serve as the impartial arena where each cap-
italist would lock in battle against his fellow warriors in the struggle to
capture space and sequester time in the form of private property. The in-
fant nation-state, in turn, was to be the protector of every person’s prop-
erty by establishing legal codes and enforcement mechanisms—and, by so
doing, guarantee his or her freedom.

The concept of a society based on the sanctity of private property
rights is a uniquely European idea. Its champions saw private property as
the one and only mechanism that could ensure individual freedom. Later,
its Marxist detractors would claim that private property, far from being
the guarantor of personal freedom is, in fact, the single greatest obstacle
to achieving it.

For the Enlightenment philosophers and the jurists of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, freedom was defined in negative terms as the
right to exclude others. The early modern era was a time of differentiation—
the separation of the individual from the cloak of the Church, the yoke of
the feudal estate, the constraints of the craft guilds, and the many other
obligations and indentures that were an integral part of a dynastic order
based on status and rank.

Private property was viewed as a ticket of sorts to personal liberation.
To be free, in the sense that it was used at the time, was to be autonomous
and mobile—to not be dependent on or beholden to others or held hostage
to circumstances. The more propertied one was, the more autono-
mous and mobile one could be. Greater autonomy and mobility meant
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greater freedom. Property, then, was a border between the self and the
other. Property means “mine not thine.” The greater the accumulation
of property and wealth, the larger the extension of one’s domain and
sphere of influence in the world. If one were secure in one’s property, then
all of the other rights would be guaranteed—the right to privacy, the right
to be free of coercion, and so forth. Property rights, protected by law, en-
sured that no man could be bullied, oppressed, or made subject to another
man’s will.

An eighteenth-century Virginian, Arthur Lee, captured the high re-
gard in which property was held on both sides of the Atlantic, declaring,
“The right of property is the guardian of every other right, and to deprive
a people of this is in fact to deprive them of their liberty.”22 John Locke
asked, rhetorically, What was the true purpose of governments? They are
instituted, said Locke, “for the mutual preservation of [our] Lives, Liber-
ties, and Estates, which I call by the general name, Property.” When one
reflects on the real reason “men” unite into commonwealths, Locke
mused, it is to ensure “the preservation of their property.”23

Today, we have come to take for granted the dense legal codes and
statutes, the common law, the legislative oversight, and the judicial review
that enshrine private property at the very center of modern social life. But
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the idea of a private property
regime was still novel, and the subject of great public discussion. Kings
and queens and the nobility and aristocracy of virtually every European
kingdom still ruled by divine right, backed by the threat of force and co-
ercion. The very idea that the only legitimate function of the state is to
protect everyone’s claim to property, equally and impartially, by rule of
law, was incendiary. Thomas Paine and Alexis de Tocqueville went so far
as to claim that the American and French revolutions were the product
rather than the source of property relations.24

The central role of the sovereign state in a post-dynastic era, then, be-
comes one of protecting private property relations and allowing the accu-
mulation and exchange of property to flourish. It becomes clear that this
new kind of state exists primarily to ease the workings of a nascent capi-
talist economy. Jean-Baptiste Say, the French classical economist, made
the point that if government “either practices robbery itself, or is impo-
tent to repress it in others, or where possession is rendered perpetually in-
secure, by the intricacies of legislative enactments,” the market can’t
function. It is only when property rights are secured by law and enforced
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by the state that “the sources of production, namely land, capital and in-
dustry [labor], attain their utmost degree of fecundity.”25

Is this just eighteenth-century polemics, or is there some profound
truth to what Jean-Baptiste Say and other Enlightenment philosophers
were preaching? Hernando de Soto, the Latin American economist, writes
in his most recent book, The Mystery of Capital, that Say and other Euro-
pean economists of the day were right on the money. De Soto asks the
question, Why are people so poor in the developing world, especially
when “the poor already possess the assets they need to make a success of
capitalism?”26 De Soto estimates the total value of just the real estate held
by the poor in the third world to be more than $9.3 trillion.27 But, he ar-
gues, “because the rights to these possessions are not adequately docu-
mented, the assets cannot be turned into capital, cannot be treated outside
of narrow local circles where people know and trust each other, cannot be
used as collateral for loans, and cannot be used as a share against an in-
vestment.”28

What separates the rich from the poor and the developed from the un-
developed worlds, says de Soto, is that America and Europe established “a
widespread formal property law and invented the conversion process in
that law that allowed them to create capital.”29 De Soto says that West-
erners “take this mechanism [a formal property rights regime] so com-
pletely for granted that they have lost all awareness of its existence.”30

De Soto and other third-world economists have come to understand
that a private property regime is the very source of market capitalism. But
for eighteenth-century utilitarian philosophers, it was much more. A private
property regime was to be the means to replace the older, theologically in-
spired utopian vision of the Church with a new materialist-driven utopian
dream. Divine salvation in the world to come would become secondary to
material salvation here and now on Earth. “Property is human liberty ex-
ercised over physical nature,” wrote Raymond-Théodore Troplong, the
president of the French Senate between 1852 and 1869.31 Using the sci-
entific method, all of nature could be expropriated, harnessed, and re-
duced to productive private property. Mixing one’s labor to nature’s
resources—making something of it—not only transformed it into man’s
property but also made it more productive, thus increasing its value.

The accumulation and exchange of property would make the dream of
an earthly cornucopia a reality. At a time when much of the Earth’s surface
was still unexploited frontier, the framers of the new vision understandably
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believed that property accumulation could be expanded almost indefinitely
into the future. Eternal salvation slipped from the ascendant position that
it had enjoyed for more than eleven centuries in Europe to make room for
the radical new idea of material progress. During the French Revolution,
the French aristocrat Marquis de Condorcet confidently predicted:

No bounds have been fixed to the improvement of the human facul-
ties . . . the perfectibility of man is absolutely indefinite; . . . the
progress of this perfectibility henceforth above the control of every
power that would impede it, has no other limit than the duration of
the globe upon which nature has placed us.32

Not everyone agreed. The naysayers, and there were many, argued
that a society organized almost exclusively around a private property
regime and a “mine vs. thine” attitude would be the ruination of civiliza-
tion. They envisioned a world of unrelenting competition and struggle in
which the more powerful would prevail and the rest become indentured
or cast aside. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in his Discourse on the Origin of In-
equality, published in 1755, wrote:

The first person who, having enclosed a plot of land, took it into his
head to say this is mine and found people simple enough to believe
him, was the true founder of civil society. What crimes, wars, mur-
ders, what miseries and horrors would the human race have been
spared, had someone pulled up the stakes or filled in the ditch and
cried out to his fellow men: “Do not listen to this impostor. You are
lost if you forget that the fruits of the earth belong to all and the
earth to no one!”33

Nearly one hundred years later, Karl Marx published his Communist
Manifesto. He attacked the philosophical and historical roots of private
capital formation, calling it a scourge on civilization, and beseeched his
fellow European countrymen to abolish the privatization of the means of
production.

Although Europe was the seedbed for advancing a private property
regime, there was opposition from the start. For every follower of John
Locke, there were others who preferred to cast their lot with Rousseau. If,
for some, private property was the path to utopia, for others it was a
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dystopian nightmare. Europe was caught between two very different con-
ceptions of society. The older tradition favored a more communitarian ap-
proach to organizing economic activity, social life, and political rule. The
emerging bourgeois class, however, was more anxious to let every man
loose to go it on his own. An entrenched aristocratic class went along with
the bourgeoisie. The nobility proved to be quite flexible in adapting to the
new republican regimes and were often able to take advantage of their
deep pockets and social connections to make their own killings in the mar-
ketplace.

Working people, however, didn’t experience much of the material
gains promised by the Enlightenment philosophers and their successors.
Life in the urban industrial shops and factories was draconian. Dangerous
working conditions, long hours of toil at the workbench, and later on the
assembly lines, near starvation wages, and squalid and overcrowded living
environments were a far cry from the world offered up by Condorcet.
Millions of desperate Europeans simply picked up stakes and fled to
America in hopes of finding a better life. Of those who stayed behind,
many found the socialist critique of capitalism compelling, and more than
a few became willing converts. European trade unions, cooperative asso-
ciations, and socialist political parties gained increasing support among
the working class in countries across Europe in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

The idea of a welfare state became acceptable in Europe around this
time. It was a grand compromise, a way to appease the rising bourgeois class
and the remaining aristocracy on the one hand, and Europe’s working class
and poor on the other hand. The idea of a private property regime would be
upheld in return for a promise that some of the excesses of unbridled mar-
ket capitalism would be redistributed, in the form of government social ben-
efits. The welfare state would become a way to balance the books and
prevent class divisions from turning into open warfare and revolution in the
streets. For the most part, the great European compromise succeeded.

Americans’ Love Affair with Property

America didn’t follow Europe’s example. Socialism never really took hold
on American soil. The German economist Werner Sombart laid the
blame on the fact that American laborers enjoyed three times the amount
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of beef as German workers. He wrote, “On the shoals of roast beef and ap-
ple pie, all socialistic utopias founder.”34

The unadulterated European vision of a utopian society formed
around the protection of individual property rights found its most enthu-
siastic supporters in the new world. Geography played an important role.
There was so much cheap and free land for the taking. For millions of Eu-
ropean newcomers moving on wagon trains west across the Appalachian
Mountains and into the fertile fields of the American Midwest and on to
the great prairies of the American plains, it certainly seemed like Eden.
They wrote home and expressed their amazement about all of the avail-
able land. Listen to this description of the American wilderness by one
newcomer:

The seemingly interminable line of trees before you, the boundless
wilderness around, the mysterious depths amid the multitudinous
foliage, where foot of man hath never penetrated, which partial
gleams of the noontide sun, now seen, now lost, lit up with a change-
ful, magical beauty; the wondrous splendour and novelty of the flow-
ers; the silence, unbroken but by the low cry of a bird, or hum of an
insect or the splash and croak of some huge bullfrog; and the soli-
tude in which we proceeded, no human being, no human dwelling,
in sight.35

From the very beginning, the young republic gave away vast tracts of
land to settlers. The Public Land Act of 1796 allowed settlers to buy land
at two dollars an acre and provided a year’s credit for half of the total pur-
chase. By 1800, the government was selling off 320-acre sites and allow-
ing the buyer to put down only 25 percent of the purchase, the rest to be
paid over the course of four years. For less than $160, a European could
lay claim to hundreds of acres of prime land, something out of reach in
Europe, except for the wealthiest merchants and aristocrats. By 1811,
more than three million acres of land had been sold to farmers.36

The government sale of millions of acres of public land continued
throughout the century. There was the Homestead Act of 1862, which
provided 160 acres of public land to every farmer. This single act turned
over 270 million acres of public land—10 percent of the entire landmass
of the U.S.—to settlers. The clarion call of “free land” echoed back East
and all the way to Europe. The Homestead Act spawned one of the great-
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est migrations in history. Easterners, newly arrived immigrants, and freed
slaves who were anxious to find new opportunities out West all rushed out
onto the American frontier. The homesteaders needed only pay a filing
fee of ten dollars to claim the land along with an additional six dollars for
the final title, and a two-dollar commission to the land agent. To take final
possession, the claimant had to build a home and farm the land within five
years of making the claim. If the requirements were met, the title to the
land was transferred from the government to the claimant.37 Millions of
Americans became property holders. In 1873, the government passed the
Timber Culture Act, in 1887 the Desert Land Act, and in 1916 the Graz-
ing Homestead Act.38

In 1890, the U.S. Census Bureau officially announced the close of the
American frontier. The Bureau wrote:

Up to and including 1880 the country had a frontier of settlement,
but at present the unsettled area has been so broken into by isolated
bodies of settlement that there can hardly be said to be a frontier
line. In the discussion of its extent, its westward movement etc., it
can not, therefore, any longer have a place in the census reports.39

In less than a century, millions of acres of public land had been trans-
formed to private property holdings. Even with the closing of the Ameri-
can frontier and the increasing waves of immigrants arriving each year
from all over the world, the ratio of population to land continued to be
sparse compared to Europe. In America, we still have far fewer people and
far more unused land than Europe. The result is that we feel less crowded
and more autonomous, less interdependent and more independent, less
communitarian and more individualistic. Even New York City, our most
dense urban environment, has only one-third the number of persons per
square mile as Frankfurt, Germany.40

The differences in human population relative to landmass have had a
profound impact on how we Americans perceive the world around us and
how Europeans do. When Americans travel to Europe, we always notice
how compact everything is, how narrow the streets are, how close to-
gether all of the buildings are, how crowded the cafés are, and how small
the portions of food are in the cafés. Even the elevators are cramped. An
obese American can barely squeeze into one of them. Everything seems
squished, tiny, parsimonious.
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Americans are used to more space, much more. We may have officially
closed the frontier more than a century ago, but we still live out the fron-
tier spirit. We want to feel free, and freedom for many Americans means
expanding the personal space we can control.

In the twentieth century, suburban home ownership became the way
to keep the American Dream alive. The idea of living in a detached home,
surrounded by wide expanses of garden and lawn was, and still is, rare in
the urban residential communities of Europe. In the medieval era, crowd-
ing provided a sense of mutual security. As late as the eighteenth century,
the Dutch were still building row houses, which had been the custom
throughout Europe since the days of the Roman Empire. Even in the
United States, early European settlers favored the European housing
model. Over 71 percent of the residential population in the nation’s capi-
tal, Washington, D.C., still lived in European-style row houses in the
1920s. In many Eastern cities, row-house construction was the norm until
the end of World War II.41

The suburbs, by contrast, offered a different kind of security, less com-
munal and more individualistic in bent. After 1870, says sociologist Ken-
neth Jackson, “the new idea was no longer to be part of a close community,
but to have a self-contained unit, a private wonderland walled off from the
rest of the world.”42

The suburban home personified the American belief that freedom
means autonomy; that is, the right to exclude others and to exercise near
total control over one’s immediate environment. European visitors to
America can’t help but notice how different America’s suburban neigh-
borhoods are from those in residential areas of Europe, where people
huddle much more closely together.

Europeans are surprised by the sheer size of the American home,
which, on the average, contains more than twice the floor space of the av-
erage European home. The average floor space in American homes is
about 2,300 square feet. In France, it’s 946 square feet, in Germany 932
square feet, in Spain 917 square feet, and in Britain only 817 square feet.43

Europeans are even more surprised by the amount of land each home
occupies in America. Even with a growing population, we have far less hu-
man density today than eighty-five years ago. We are becoming more, not
less, spread out. How did we pull this off? By moving out into the coun-
tryside and turning farm and pastureland into suburban housing tracts.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau Report of 1920, the average density
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of urbanized areas, which include cities, suburbs, and towns, was a little
less than ten persons per acre. By 1990, the number of people had halved
to four persons per acre. More important, the average density of all new
housing developments in the U.S. since 1960 is a little more than two per-
sons per acre. That’s less than one-fourth the average number of people
per acre in 1920. We did this by occupying eight times more developed
land than we did more than eighty years ago.44

The amount of land occupied per household is continuing to go up as
well. This is happening even though the number of persons per household
is declining. With single-parent households, smaller families, and empty
nesters, household size has declined from 3.28 persons in 1940 to fewer
than 2.48 persons in 2000.45 While the number of households is increas-
ing, so is the amount of space they are occupying. In Massachusetts, for
example, there was one-half an acre of land per person in the 1950s, and
by 1985 there was 1.83 acres of land per person.46 In Maryland, lots of one
acre or more per household are the most popular development category
and make up three-quarters of all the land converted to housing in that
state in the 1980s.47

By contrast, metropolitan areas in Europe are, on the average, three to
four times more dense than in America. Even Europe’s suburban areas are
four times as dense as ours in the States.48

The American penchant to own land is matched by our desire to own
the houses that go on the land. Federal government policies have long en-
couraged home ownership over rental in the American housing market.
The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and the Veterans Adminis-
tration (VA) mortgage guarantees have underwritten the financing of one-
quarter of all the single-family homes constructed in the past half
century.49 Federal tax deductions on mortgage titles, accelerated depreci-
ation, and other incentives have also encouraged home ownership over
rentals in America.

European government policies favor apartments over houses and en-
courage renting rather than ownership. In Germany, Italy, and Spain,
more than 50 percent of families live in flats, and in France, 41 percent live
in flats.50 Home ownership throughout most of Europe is significantly less
than in the United States. While 68 percent of Americans own their
homes, only 54 percent of the French and 43 percent of Germans own
their homes. In the Netherlands, only 44 percent of households own their
own homes, and in Switzerland, less than 30 percent of households own
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their own homes.51 (Only in the U.K., Italy, and Spain is home ownership
as high as in the U.S.)

Publicly funded housing is also much higher in Europe than in the
U.S. And, unlike in the U.S., public funding of housing since World War
II has included much of the middle class as well as the poor. The number
of people in publicly funded housing is two to three times as high in Eu-
rope as in the United States. In the U.K. and France, for example, ap-
proximately 20 percent of households live in social housing.52

In America, freedom means independence, and independence means
private control over space. Being self-contained and self-reliant has been
the recurring theme of the American psyche since well before the Ameri-
can Revolution. We like to keep our distance from our neighbors. Not sur-
prisingly, then, there is little sense of community in the average American
suburb, certainly less than one experiences in the residential neighbor-
hoods surrounding European cities. Jackson makes the pointed observa-
tion that “there are few places as desolate and lonely as a suburban street on
a hot afternoon.”53

More than 60 percent of all U.S. metropolitan residents live in the
suburbs, and their numbers are growing.54 As shocking as it might seem to
most Europeans, two-thirds of America’s 86.4 million homes are single-
family domiciles.55 And while we seek autonomy inside our self-contained
suburban homes, we also retain that nervous energy and restlessness that
are also so much a part of the American Spirit. For Americans, freedom
means both autonomy and mobility. It’s no wonder, then, that in any given
five-year period, 25 to 35 percent of all households change residence.56

Europeans do not share the American restlessness, perhaps because they
experience the place where they live as more than a house, as a community.
With community comes deeper roots and less willingness to pick up and
move to some unknown new place. The average European moves only half
as often as the average American.57 I have a young Italian friend in her early
thirties who had lived in Rome for several years. She told me she was about
to move back to the small community outside Bologna where she grew up
and her parents still had their ancestral home. In America, it is unusual for
children to return home to their childhood neighborhoods to live out their
adult lives. Quite the contrary in Italy and other parts of Europe. My friend
told me that many of her friends spent a few years in the “hot” cities of Eu-
rope at the beginning of their careers only to find their way back to their
childhood communities when they chose to raise families of their own.
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There’s an old American saying, “There is no such thing as a free
lunch.” We’ve paid a heavy price for our penchant for autonomy and mo-
bility. The desire for ever bigger houses and more private space coupled
with our sense of rootlessness and constant changing of residence has cost
us dearly, in terms of the aesthetics of daily living. An increasing number
of Americans live in cookie-cutter housing tracts plopped down on former
agricultural lands stretching as far as sixty to seventy miles from metro-
politan beltways. More than 60 million people—one-quarter of the popu-
lation of the lower forty-eight states—now live in what planners call
“exurbs.” The mass exodus of population from older cities into suburbs
and exurbs has occurred rapidly, and with little or no long-term spatial
planning to guide the migration. Nearly one-sixth of all the land devel-
oped over our nation’s history occurred in just ten years between the early
1980s and the 1990s.58 The net result of this chaotic and undirected dis-
persion of population is what we call “sprawl.” It has become a defining
characteristic of the American landscape.

Sprawl is easy to identify. It consists of scattered housing develop-
ments, often isolated from one another, and from places of employment,
schools, and commercial areas; commercial strip malls along roads ad-
jacent to interstate highways; few if any pedestrian paths connecting
housing developments; a lack of public transportation, and wall-to-wall
automobile traffic. Worse still, these residential areas generally lack a
sense of organic development, or any kind of history. Some—not all—are
communities in name only. An increasing number of Americans live in
“bedroom communities,” an obvious oxymoron. Culturally barren and
nondescript, American suburbs can be isolated places to live. In a sense,
they represent the final chapter of the American Dream. Each person is
surrounded by his or her possessions and isolated from his or her
surroundings—millions of autonomous personal spheres, virtually cut
off from one another. Few Americans could likely name half of their
neighbors within a three-minute walk of their houses.

What zoning restrictions that do exist in American counties are often
weighted toward wide-open residential and commercial development.
Coordinated long-term spatial planning between adjacent counties and at
the state or federal level is virtually nonexistent. It’s everyone for them-
selves, and the effect is blight, writ large, across the width and breadth of
the American landscape.

It’s not that way in Europe, because the rights of individual property
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holders, whether they be home owners or commercial businesses, are con-
tinually balanced against the customs, social norms, and goals of the com-
munity as a whole. Any American that’s ever driven across Europe notices
the difference almost immediately. Each community has its own history
and story to tell. Communities seem to follow an organic plan. There is a
sense of purposefulness and order. In the big cities as well as in the outly-
ing metropolitan areas, there is a sense of neighborhood and of commu-
nity. People seem to belong.

None of this came about by chance. Spatial planning is far more devel-
oped throughout Europe. And now, the governments of Europe have gone
a step further, developing an ambitious continent-wide spatial development
plan. In September 2000, the European Conference of Ministers Responsi-
ble for Regional Planning (CEMAT) adopted what they call “Guiding Prin-
ciples for Sustainable Spatial Development of the European Continent.”
The aim is to bring the economic and social development of each region
into harmony with its ecological surroundings and cultural heritage in a
“long-term, large-scale and balanced spatial development.”59 The forty-five
member states of the Council of Europe have agreed to work cooperatively
at the local, regional, national, and continental levels, to make sure that fu-
ture spatial planning across the European landmass is compatible with Eu-
rope’s dream of inclusivity, diversity, sustainability, quality of life, universal
human rights, the rights of nature, and peace among people.

Try to imagine the people of the United States ever agreeing to com-
mit ourselves to a similar coordinated long-term spatial planning effort
for the country. As long as undeveloped land is still widely available, the
cost of gasoline is relatively cheap, home mortgages are affordable, and tax
deductions on mortgage payments continue to exist, there is little chance
we will reverse our present developmental course. Those who can afford
it will have to make due with an occasional vacation in Europe, where they
can enjoy a short respite walking streets that go from somewhere to some-
where and that feel lived in.

The Collision of Property and Democracy

On July 12, 1893, a young American historian, Frederick Jackson Turner,
read a paper before a meeting of the American Historical Association in
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Chicago on the closing of the American frontier, announced by the U.S.
Census Bureau of 1890. Turner reflected on the two dreams that animated
American life over the course of its short history as a nation. The first “was
that of individual freedom to compete unrestrictedly for the resources of
a continent—the squatter ideal.” Turner noted that, to the pioneer, “gov-
ernment was evil.”60 Americans were, and remain to this day, suspicious of
government, always worried that it might encroach on or limit their right
to accumulate property and remain free. “Don’t tread on me” was one of
the early mottos of the American revolutionaries in their struggle against
the British crown. The spirit of that message continued to live on in the
life of the young republic after the American Revolution.

The other dream, writes Turner, “was the ideal of democracy—
government of, by, and for the people.”61 These two dreams coexisted “with
the passing into private possession of the free public domain and the natural
resources of the United States.” Turner cautioned, however, that “American
democracy was based on an abundance of cheap and free lands; these were
the very conditions that shaped its growth and its fundamental traits.”62

As long as cheap and free land was available, Americans would not have
to be overly worried about class conflict. The exploited and destitute
masses of immigrants and the native-born could escape the oppression of the
East by continuing to move westward. The West, in effect, became a safety
valve, a way to ensure equality of opportunity without having to worry about
equality of condition. On the frontier, every person was equal in the sense
that he or she was on his or her own, unencumbered by government edicts
or, for the most part, the long hand of Eastern commercial interests. Now,
however, noted Turner, “the age of free competition of individuals for the
unpossessed resources of the nation is nearing its end.”63 Turner worried
about the fate of a people whose “nervous energy” had for so long been al-
most singularly dedicated to the task of taming the wild environs of a vast
continent and transforming its natural abundance into a store of private
property.

American president Calvin Coolidge once remarked that “the business
of America is America’s business.” Thirty years earlier, intellectuals such
as Turner were already beginning to have doubts about what the future
might bring for America, if that was all there was to the American Dream.
In his paper, Turner cites the French intellectual Emile Gaston Boutmy,
who observed,
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The striking and peculiar characteristic of American society is that it
is not so much a democracy as a huge commercial company for the
discovery, cultivation, and capitalization of its enormous territory.64

Turner ended his paper with a lament that, in hindsight, more than
one hundred years later, appears eerily prescient. He wrote,

So long as success in amassing great wealth for the aggrandizement
of the individual is the exclusive or the dominant standard of success,
so long as material prosperity, regardless of the conditions of its cost,
or the civilization which results, is the shibboleth, American democ-
racy, that faith in the common man which the pioneer cherishes, is in
danger. For the strongest will make their way unerringly to whatever
goal society sets up as the mark of conceded preeminence.65

Most of my European friends and acquaintances are quick to ridicule
America’s love affair with “the almighty dollar.” “All you Americans think
about is money” has become a standard mantra in virtually every opening
discussion about the American character and the American way of life. In
reality, the American condition is more complex. It’s not the money per se.
Rather, it’s the search for personal security that comes from being proper-
tied, the belief that our possessions will make us free. For many Europeans
who have opted for less wealth and more play, the American obsession
with creating propertied wealth appears more like a kind of pathology.
They say that “our possessions end up possessing us.”

But the point is, it was the American people that became the purest
advocates of the European Enlightenment idea that equates private prop-
erty with freedom. So fervent has been our belief that when the U.S. Con-
gress adopted a new version of the federal income tax in 1894, it was declared
unconstitutional by the courts. The U.S. Constitution had to be amended
before the new tax could be adopted.66 The very idea that government
might take away a portion of one’s propertied wealth to be used for other
purposes was anathema to many Americans weaned on the frontier tradi-
tion of rugged individualism and self-reliance.

By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, with the fron-
tier closed and cheap public land no longer there for the taking, questions
of economic justice and redistribution of wealth began to be heard, espe-
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cially among immigrants and the native-born laboring in the new foundries
and factories in the Eastern and Midwestern cities. The rise of a small co-
terie of super-rich and powerful robber barons like Andrew Carnegie,
John D. Rockefeller, and Cornelius Vanderbilt, whose wealth rivaled the
great aristocratic families of Europe, did not sit well with millions of
American men and women toiling in wretched conditions in the factories
and sweatshops that these new men of commerce controlled.

President Theodore Roosevelt was the first head of state to challenge
the American preoccupation with property. In 1910, he told the American
people,

We are face to face with new conceptions of the relations of property
to human welfare, chiefly because certain advocates of the rights of
property as against the rights of men have been pushing their claims
too far. The man who wrongly holds that every human right is sec-
ondary to his profit must now give way to the advocate of human
welfare, who rightly maintains that every man holds his property
subject to the general right of the community to regulate its use to
whatever degree the public welfare may require.67

America’s flirtation with the redistribution of wealth picked up steam
during the global depression in the 1930s. President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt’s administration’s New Deal programs were America’s first real
foray into balancing property rights with human rights. The American
dalliance continued through the 1960s and ended abruptly with the de-
mise of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society programs.

By 1980, America had all but abandoned the idea of redistributive jus-
tice. The election of Ronald Reagan, a transplanted Westerner, as presi-
dent signaled a return to the earlier American Dream, the one that glorified
the rags-to-riches theme and held up property rights as the foundation of
American freedom.

Now, however, the rationale that spawned private property relations is
beginning to fray in the wake of new technologies that are once again fun-
damentally altering our sense of space and time. The quickening connec-
tion of the central nervous system of every human being to every other
human being on Earth, via the World Wide Web and other new global
communication technologies, is forcing us into a global space and a new

I N V E N T I N G  T H E  I D E O L O G Y  O F  P R O P E R T Y 1 5 9



simultaneous field of time. The result is that property exchange in na-
tional markets is going to increasingly give way in the twenty-first century
to access relationships in vast global networks.

Diminished attachment to a private property regime has great poten-
tial import for the future of commerce and governance. After all, market
capitalism is based on the idea of exchanging property in the form of
goods and services between sellers and buyers. If the psychological and
ideological attachment to private property continues to weaken, what will
be the eventual fate of the marketplace?

The change from ownership to access has equally important implica-
tions for nation-state governance. Enlightenment philosophers and econ-
omists never tired of making the connection between a private property
regime and the legitimacy of the nation-state. It was always assumed that
the mission of the nation-state was largely to secure the private property
of its citizens. If private property relations were to be subsumed by new
commercial relationships—whose modus operandi is less wedded to mar-
ket exchanges inside a territorially defined political unit and more geared
to access in globally connected networks—what might be the effect on the
future of the nation-state itself?

The conundrum is that the very commercial and political institutions
that are attempting to accommodate these new spatial and temporal realities
are the ones whose own futures are in doubt because of the far-reaching
changes now taking place in the world. The capitalist marketplace and the
nation-state are the defining institutional paradigm of the modern era,
just as the Church and the feudal order were in the medieval era. And just
as new spatial and temporal changes led to the demise of the medieval
arrangement, now, once again, dramatic spatial and temporal changes are
leading to the weakening of national markets and nation-states and the
emergence of global commercial networks and transnational political
spaces like the European Union. Rethinking a world beyond capitalist
markets and nation-states will likely be as contentious and bitterly fought
as was the struggle that led to the fall of Christendom and feudal society
and the rise of the market economy and nation-state. Understanding what
historian Karl Polanyi called the “Great Transformation,” the twists and
turns that gave birth to modern capitalism and nation-state formation, can
provide a much-needed perspective on the challenges facing our current
generation as it wrestles with defining a new consciousness and new insti-
tutional models better suited to a globalized space and time.
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