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Introduction
Where does property ‘fit’ into the dynamics of
value creation under contemporary capitalism? In
pondering this question from a geographical perspective towards the end of the present decade,
one is struck by the dearth of recent theoretical or
indeed empirical guidance. Nicholas Blomley made
this case at a generic level by asking fellow geographers ‘Remember property?’ in 2005. ‘It used to be
that we took property in land seriously,’ he wrote,
but now ‘most of us seem much less interested’
(2005, 125). Even Blomley, however, seemed
afflicted by a blindspot of his own, arguing that it
was specifically the ‘ethics’ and ‘politics’ of property that we should attend to; but what, one is
minded to ask, about the economics of property?
Here too, it is clear, the same gap has opened up:
in the wake of what Johannes Jäger has described
as a ‘vivid theoretical debate from the 1970s to the
mid-1980s’ (2003, 235), the theorisation of property
in relation to capital accumulation has long since
drifted to the periphery of the disciplinary radar.

This paper starts from the observation that such
neglect seems unsustainable given recent developments in the global economy. While debate rages
as to the underlying causes of the current financial
crisis, it is generally accepted that the crisis was
triggered by problems in markets for the origination
and distribution of US residential mortgages –
which is to say, in a key crucible of property, value
and contemporary capitalism (e.g. Shiller 2008).
Given this real-world pertinence, now is surely a
propitious time to revisit, from an economicgeographical perspective, the matter of property.1
For not only, in Blomley’s words, are there few
‘more vitally geographic concepts’ (2005, 127); there
are also few with such obvious relevance in all of
our lives.
The paper is largely, though not exclusively, theoretical. Its principal aim is to reflect on how we
can productively theorise the contemporary treatment of property, by a range of different economic
agents, as a locus for the attempted creation of
economic value. And its principal argument is
that while there have been recent interesting
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developments in the sociology of finance that we
can usefully bring to bear, the most powerful systematic theorisation remains the Marxian politicaleconomic approach developed by David Harvey in
the 1970s and early 1980s, and particularly that
contained in The limits to capital (1982). This
conceptualisation has, I suggest, a continued and
arguably even heightened relevance in the present
day context.
Clearly it would not be possible, in a single,
stand-alone journal paper, to reprise and reconsider
Harvey’s ideas in full. My more circumscribed
approach, therefore, is to focus on two that are, in
my view, especially illuminating. Inevitably, this
means that I essentially overlook aspects of his
theorising of property under capitalism that are,
indubitably, germane.2 But this cannot be avoided;
and my belief is that such absences do not substantively dilute my analysis of the ideas that do feature
here. First, then, is Harvey’s argument, taken
directly from Marx, that property is not a genuine
source of value creation. Harvey fleshes out this
argument in the course of articulating a theory of
rent – property rental payments, in Harvey’s
schema, representing a mere redistribution of value
rather than compensation for the creation thereof –
which underpins his wider thesis that what we
might term ‘rentier capitalism’ is always dependent, or parasitic, upon wage-labour-based productive capitalism. Second, related to this, and the
central focus of this paper, is Harvey’s argument
that we see under a capitalist mode of production
an increasing and ineluctable tendency for property
to be treated as a ‘pure financial asset’ (1982, 347).
In order to demonstrate the ongoing salience of
Harvey’s insights, the paper explores and elaborates on them in two contemporary empirical contexts – the empirics serving, I should emphasise at
the outset, as diagnostic stories for the development of essentially theoretical claims, rather than as
the paper’s focus in and of themselves (and hence
they are not explored in a systematic or comprehensive fashion). These two stories have been chosen on account of both their similarities and their
differences. The latter can be readily disclosed by
brief introductory overviews: the first story comes
from the world of high finance and commercial
property, and concerns the investment and corporate restructuring strategies pursued by a highprofile Iraqi ⁄ Iranian businessman named Robert
Tchenguiz; the second story, by contrast, comes
from the world of residential property and decidedly
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‘low’ finance, and concerns the policy prescriptions
for the formalisation of property rights in the Global
South put forth by the Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto as part of his disquisition on the so-called
‘mystery of capital’ (2000).
If palpable differences between the stories are
apparent in these high-level descriptions, what are
the similarities? The most striking is that both
Tchenguiz and de Soto explicitly pitch their
schemes as mechanisms for creating value by
releasing it from property in which it lies trapped
and thus immaterial. Perhaps more importantly,
both schemes are emblematic of the pivotal
tendency identified by Harvey towards the treatment of property as a pure financial asset. But
both, most importantly of all, are also betrayed by
the contradictions that can dog that tendency.
And it is here, the paper proposes, that arguments
emerging from the sociology of finance can help
us, because while Harvey recognised that the
tendency in question was not unproblematic, he
did not tackle the question of what its contradictions actually look like or how significant they
might be.
It is in drawing on social studies of finance to
add new layers to Harvey’s theorisation that I
come to refer to the schemes associated with
Tchenguiz and de Soto as forms of ‘voodoo economics’. For both are squarely based on a mystification – on a representational sorcery. This
mystification is shown to consist of the notion that
an inseparable bundling of ‘things’ – property on
the one hand, and the everyday uses made of it on
the other – can be cleanly and unproblematically
separated, and that this separability enables the
extraction and creation of value by allowing for all
economic agents to treat property as a financial
asset. Yet although the paper insists that this is a
mystification – property may be capable of being
treated as a financial asset, but for many owners it
cannot ever be (only) that – the intention is not to
seek to replace a ‘false’ representation with a
‘true(r)’ one. As Blomley and Sturgeon (2009)
argue, the more important and achievable objective
is to examine how discourses of property and
property finance come into being and are put to
work. This, therefore, is the paper’s thrust, one
pursued against the grain of Leyshon and Thrift’s
implication in the influential Money ⁄ space (1997, xv)
that adopting such a ‘discursive approach’ to
matters of finance somehow requires ‘throw[ing]
away’ Marxism.
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In addition to delineating the mystification that
underpins Tchenguiz and de Soto’s schemes, the
paper also considers limits to their realisation.
Some of these, of course, are political or cultural,
and the present paper is not the place to discuss
them; I briefly consider one such, namely human
resistance, only because it also clearly has economic
dimensions. In terms of the more strictly economic
limits that do concern us in this paper, meanwhile,
two are key. First, while both de Soto’s policies
and Tchenguiz’s strategies promise value creation,
both are ultimately constrained by the basic limits
to rentier capitalism that Harvey, after Marx, enumerates. Second, there are the contradictions,
already alluded to, associated specifically with the
treatment of property as a financial asset. In The
limits to capital, Harvey tells us that the treatment
of property as a financial asset by those for whom
it usually is a financial asset – rentier landlords –
engenders various forms of conflict with tenants.
The suggestion in this paper is that under the de
Soto and Tchenguiz schemes, where those for
whom property is not a pure financial asset are
encouraged to treat it as such, these ‘external’
struggles become internalised – and the rentier thus
becomes not an external parasite but an internal
one, feeding not from the outside-in but from the
inside-out.
These arguments are developed in the following
sequence. First, I explore the original theory that
the paper seeks to recuperate and embellish: Harvey’s reconstruction of Marxian rent theory, its perspective on property and value creation, and
particularly the argument about the increasing
‘financialisation’ of property. The second section
turns to the two empirical stories used by the
paper. It adds flesh to the mere bones provided
above, and it emphasises the clear underlying similarities between de Soto’s policies and Tchenguiz’s
strategies in terms of objective (releasing and creating value), means (debt financing) and fundamental essence (treatment of property as a financial
asset). The third section of the paper contains its
two central threads of critique: its critique of the
mystification that fuels these schemes; and its
critique of the limits that such schemes cannot but
knock up against. Finally, in a short conclusion, I
move away from the discrete ‘case studies’ used in
the core of the paper, suggesting that while these
two are emblematic of rentier capitalism, such a
capitalism in fact permeates the contemporary
economy much more widely.

Property, value creation and
financialisation in The limits to capital
What, first of all, do we mean when we speak of
‘property’? In this paper, property means land and
any buildings that sit on it: the ‘land and its appurtenances’, in Harvey’s words (1982, 330). This is
probably the most generally accepted understanding of the term amongst writers on property economics, but it is certainly not universally observed
– the economist Jerry Coakley, for instance, defines
property more narrowly as ‘buildings on or
improvements to land’ (1994, 698). Nevertheless, I
prefer the broader ascription, both because it is the
more widely used, and because it is the one
favoured by Harvey himself – although, just to
complicate matters, Harvey often uses the word
‘land’ to mean property in the sense of both the
land and its appurtenances.
The other key contextual issue to clarify before
turning to Harvey’s ideas themselves is the matter
of why I focus, in discussing his work on property,
on The limits to capital. Published in 1982, this book
was by no means his first writing on such issues.
Social justice and the city had a great deal to say
about property within the capitalist mode of production, including some preliminary remarks on
theories of rent (1973, 176–94); the decade between
the two books, moreover, saw the publication of a
series of articles and book chapters dealing with
the geo-economics of the urban built environment,
perhaps most notably ‘The urban process under
capitalism’ (1978). But for anyone seeking Harvey’s
most systematic account of how property figures in
capitalist endeavours to generate economic value,
chapter 11 of Limits, read alongside the two preceding chapters on finance capital (divorced from
which it would make little sense), is probably the
best place to look.

Property and value creation
Harvey’s writing on questions of property and
value represent his attempt to lend order and clarity to what he describes as Marx’s ‘minefield’ of
writings on these matters. But Marx’s own views,
in turn, were themselves clearly not developed in
an intellectual vacuum. In discussing Harvey’s
arguments, therefore, it is helpful to consider not
just Marx but the classical economists who
preceded him and to whom he was responding.
Adam Smith featured prominently in Marx’s discussions of property, yet it was Smith’s successor,
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David Ricardo, who exerted the greatest influence.
Like Marx after him, Ricardo subscribed to a
labour theory of value according to which the
value of a good or service is based on the amount
of labour required to produce it, and such a theory
appeared to leave little or no space for a positive
contribution from property – for the idea that land
and its appurtenances ‘create’ economic value.
Significantly, both Ricardo and Marx thrashed
out their ideas about property and value creation
in the context of developing theories of rent. Rent,
according to both writers, is the payment made to
landlords for the right to use a property. The question both men grappled with was whether such
property, which clearly has a price and a use value,
can also generate genuine economic value per se;
and, if so, whether such value, and its apparent
expression in rent, can be reconciled with a labour
theory of value. Given that buildings result from
human labour, new appurtenances on land, and
any component of rent deemed to be paid specifically in lieu of these, were easily dealt with. But
the part of rent – so-called ground rent, and the
part that concerns us here – that constitutes payment to raw land, and to ‘relatively permanent
improvements’ to it, was much more problematic.3
Ricardo’s answer to the ground rent dilemma,
and hence to the underlying question of property
and value, was both unequivocal and unequivocally negative, and saw him depart materially from
Smith. Property, he insisted, neither ‘creates’ nor
embodies value. As such, ground rent must be
treated as a transfer of value generated elsewhere
within the capitalist system, rather than as payment for value creation. It is ‘never a new creation
of revenue, but always part of a revenue already
created’ (Ricardo 1951, 18). It was this thesis that
saw Ricardo famously decry landlords as a class of
parasites.
As we will see below, one of the most fascinating aspects of de Soto’s arguments for the formalisation of property rights, and for the economic
gains theoretically harvested thereby, is that he
articulates them in direct opposition to Marx. And
for Marx, de Soto claims, property was ‘simply an
instrument for appropriation’ (2000, 215). Yet one
of Harvey’s main achievements in his discussion of
Marxian rent theory is to demonstrate that, in point
of fact, Marx offered a more textured and balanced
view on property than de Soto allows (and, indeed,
than Ricardo before him). Rent was, for Marx,
fundamentally a relation of distribution, and such
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relations, like interest-bearing capital, were seen to
occupy ‘strategic coordinating roles within the capitalist mode of production’ (Harvey 1982, 331).
Thus rent, and landlords, actually had a partially
‘productive’ role: to help coordinate the overall
landscape of value creation by indicating ‘locational paths for future accumulation’ (1982, 372). A
good example of this coordinating function was the
taxing away of land-quality-based excess profits, so
equalising rates of profit between competing producers.
Notwithstanding this recognition of a productive
function, however, Marx did ultimately agree with
Ricardo. As Ernest Mandel confirms, Marx did not
‘in any way suggest that land or mineral deposits
‘‘create’’ value’ (1990, 16). Productive capitalists,
using wage labour, produced value and surplus
value; landed capitalists and financial capitalists
siphoned off a share of the latter through rent and
interest respectively. In other words, it was clear to
Marx, as it had been to Ricardo, and is to Harvey
in Limits (‘the circulation of capital in search of rent
… does not produce value directly’; 1982, 331), that
property, while offering obvious use values, and
while being necessary for wealth creation to take
place, was not and could not itself be a source of
value per se.

The treatment of property as a pure financial asset
It is often assumed that Marx’s discussion of rent
has little relevance to the modern era. One reason
for this is that Marx tended to treat landowners as
a distinct class bloc referred to as ‘landed property’, whereas it is clear that, today, landowners do
not constitute a ‘unified’ class in any shape or
form. However, one of the key arguments
advanced by Harvey in Limits is that we should
not allow the increasing heterogeneity of land ownership to blind us to an increasing convergence in
the behaviour of different types of owner (the
Crown, religious institutions, financial institutions,
corporate owners, individuals, government, and so
forth). For there is, Harvey argues, ‘a central guiding feature in the behaviour of all [those] economic
agents’, which is ‘the increasing tendency to treat
the land as a pure financial asset’ (1982, 347). By
this he means the increasing tendency to buy and
sell land purely ‘according to the rent it yields’.
Harvey’s analysis of this trend (1982, 347–9, 371)
covers considerable ground. He traces, firstly, the
historical development of conditions conducive to
land being treated in such a way, including, most
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notably, ‘growth of commodity exchange’, ‘the
growth of the credit system’, ‘taxation of land as a
financial asset by the state (which forces monetization)’, and ‘the need to revolutionize the productive
forces on the land, to open up the land to the free
flow of capital’. He goes on to argue that once such
a tendency becomes general, and landholders have
become simply ‘a faction of money capitalists’, then
‘landownership has achieved its true capitalistic
form’. And while he does not attempt to gauge
how far down the path towards the wholesale
financialisation of land capitalism, by the early
1980s, has progressed (averring that this ‘is a matter
for historical investigation’), he insists that progress
it will – that such a transformation is necessitated
by ‘the law of value under the capitalist mode of
production’, and that all forms of landownership
that do not treat property in this manner must
therefore ‘give way’.
Harvey’s insistence on the ineluctability of this
historical trend is something we will return to
below. We will also return to the issue of the
contradictions that bedevil this trend – for while
Harvey recognised that the treatment of property
as a pure financial asset ‘is not free of its contradictory aspects’ (1982, 348), he said relatively little
about such contradictions, and limited his discussion of them to the question of land speculation.
Here, before moving on to examine the two empirical contexts through which Harvey’s ideas will be
re-read, I want to make two important points about
this idea of property being increasingly ‘financialised’.
First, despite nominal similarities and undoubted connections, Harvey’s argument that property
comes to be treated more and more as a pure
financial asset is not the same as his ‘capital
switching’ argument. The latter, originally articulated in Harvey (1978), suggests that capitalists
‘switch’ investment into property due to actual or
impending crises of overaccumulation, and hence
of declining profitability, in the sphere of production. Though this thesis is not addressed in the
present paper, it clearly is one of a large number of
moving parts within Harvey’s overall theorisation
of property and capitalist accumulation dynamics,
and any macro assessment of that theory in toto
would clearly have to factor it in. But whereas this
thesis has already received considerable attention
(Wyly et al. [2004] helpfully summarise the key
contributions), Harvey’s linked argument about
property financialisation has not, with only Haila

(1988) and Coakley (1994) tackling it head-on. If
one were to try to pinpoint the main differences
between the two arguments, perhaps two would
bear emphasis. First, the capital switching argument is a relational one, concerning relative levels
of investment in different spheres; the ‘financial
asset’ argument is an absolute one, concerning the
nature of investment in one sphere (property).
Second, the capital switching argument posits cyclicality, with investment in property tied countercyclically to the business cycle; the financial asset
argument, by contrast, posits linearity, with the
degree of financialisation rising steadily over time.
The second important point to be made here is
prefigured by my use of the word ‘financialisation’.
For that, ultimately, is what Harvey was writing
about in 1982 – two decades before the concept
began to acquire widespread traction (e.g. Epstein
2005). While the notion of financialisation has been
invoked to refer to various developments (Lee
[2009, 729] identifies 17!), ranging from the increasing scope of financial markets and practices in
daily life (Martin 2002) to the increasing dominance
of the financial industry in the economy at large
(Krippner 2005), perhaps the pivotal and unifying
concept is that of ‘things’ increasingly being valued
on strictly financial grounds. And this was precisely
Harvey’s point about property: that it comes to be
treated by all types of owners less for the uses that
can be made from it, and more for the money that
can be extracted from it – it becomes, in a word,
financialised. The next section suggests that if one
were to look for evidence of this tendency in
today’s economy, one would be hard pushed to
find better exemplars than in the stories of Robert
Tchenguiz and Hernando de Soto.

Refinancing property, unlocking value
and creating capital
We can take de Soto first because the ideas he presents in The mystery of capital, and which concern
us in this paper, are more straightforward and
easier to digest than the rather complex investment
and financing strategies pursued by Tchenguiz. An
extremely influential book, The mystery of capital –
subtitled, significantly, Why capitalism triumphs in
the West and fails everywhere else – argues that capitalism has failed to flourish in non-western nations
not because people in such nations lack entrepreneurial spirit or assets, but because these
assets, and the spirit that creates and exploits them,
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typically exist and are exercised outside of what de
Soto calls the ‘formal economy’. That is to say, the
problem is not substance but form, or more particularly an absence of the legal-economic framework
which, for de Soto, defines and energises a capitalist economy: private ownership. It is, he argues,
the lack of enforceable ownership rights that
explains why, in such nations, ‘assets cannot readily be turned into capital’. People have resources,
but ‘hold these resources in defective forms’. And
in de Soto’s account, far and away the most important such resource is property. Thus, if one were to
try to sum up his book’s thesis in four words, it
would be that the ‘failure’ of capitalism outside the
West stems from non-westerners having ‘houses
but not titles’ (2000, 5–7). Introduction of formal
property titling is hence posited as a prerequisite
of capitalist development.
Robert Tchenguiz, meanwhile, appears to inhabit
another world entirely. A prolific investor in commercial property, the specific approach of Tchenguiz’s to property discussed here can be broached
by considering, first, his ultimately thwarted ambitions for the UK supermarket retail group J Sainsbury. In the months leading up to April 2007,
Tchenguiz, through various investment vehicles,
built up a stake in the company of more than 10
per cent (Essen 2007). Using this stake as leverage,
he then set out his ideas to the company’s board.
Sainsbury’s, he argued, should split its business
into two distinct legal and operational entities
(while keeping them under the same ultimate ownership), creating firstly a property company that
would own the more than 750 freehold sites, and
secondly a retail company that would no longer
own its premises, but rather lease them from the
hived-off property vehicle and pay rent accordingly. Reporting on this vision, the trade magazine
The Grocer called it an ‘opco-propco split’ and
noted that, by this stage, it was instantly recognisable as ‘Tchenguiz’s trademark’ (Thame 2007).
Where, then, had Tchenguiz actually put his
‘trademark’ opco-propco strategy into action? One
of his most active areas of investment has long
been the UK public house sector, and by 2007,
when he was stalking Sainsbury’s, he had acquired
and effected an ‘opco-propco’ split on a number of
public house chains. But arguably his highest-profile opco-propco achievement had been at one of
Sainsbury’s competitors in the UK supermarket
retail sector, namely the Somerfield chain. Alongside
Barclays Capital, Apax Partners and Kaup-
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thing Bank, Tchenguiz acquired Somerfield for
approximately £1.1 billion in late 2005, before proceeding, one year later, to create a separate property company containing 301 freehold properties
(out of 900-odd total Somerfield stores) that the
Somerfield operating company would now lease.
This property company (Violet S PropCo Ltd) had
the same owners as the operating company (Somerfield Stores Ltd); but, legally, they were now two
separate entities (Euroweek 2006). This remained the
case through to July 2008, when all properties and
operations were sold to yet another UK retailer, the
Co-operative Group, for £1.57 billion (BBC News
2008).
It is important to note that despite some similarities, the opco-propco model is not the same as a
classic sale-and-leaseback approach. The latter
remains a favoured strategy for Sainsbury’s and
Somerfield’s rival retailer Tesco, which, as just one
example, raised more than £1 billion in 2007 by
selling chunks of freehold estate – which it then
promptly leased back – first to the British Airways
Pension Fund (for £445 million) and then to British
Land (for £570 million) (The Times 2007). The
principal difference, of course, is that under
sale-and-leaseback, ownership of the property is
relinquished, whereas it is retained – albeit in a
separate corporate vehicle – under the opco-propco
model.
If Tchenguiz’s investment and restructuring
activities appear, at first blush, to have little in
common with the more basic property titling recommendations offered by de Soto, I suggest here
that there are in fact three critical sets of commonalities – and that in working through these, we can
highlight not only the ongoing salience of the theoretical ideas formulated by Harvey (and discussed
above), but also some of the areas in which those
ideas can be productively added to.

Capital – and anti-capital
First, then, is a commonality of ultimate objective,
with Tchenguiz and de Soto claiming essentially
the same goal for their respective schemes. This, in
short, is to create value by releasing it from property in
which it is alleged to lie trapped and thus immaterial.
Tchenguiz repeatedly uses two words to capture
this objective. In targeting property portfolios
owned by companies operating, say, supermarkets,
public houses, cinemas or petrol stations (and he
has successfully targeted all four), he is seeking, he
claims, to ‘unlock value’. De Soto uses two equally

Trans Inst Br Geogr NS 35 94–108 2010
ISSN 0020-2754  2009 The Author.
Journal compilation  Royal Geographical Society (with The Institute of British Geographers) 2009

Brett Christophers

100

evocative words. The introduction of formal, legal
property rights to non-western economies enables
people to turn assets such as houses, he claims,
from dead or dormant into ‘live capital’. Both couplets are telling, for each speaks graphically to the
premise that in property, value can lie somehow
locked but latent, and that the task of capitalism,
be it incipient (de Soto) or advanced (Tchenguiz)
capitalism, is simply to bring that notional value to
life – to realise value that is perceived to be ‘in’ but
not yet ‘of’ property.
De Soto’s (2000) arguments in this regard merit
particular scrutiny. What exactly does he mean,
economically, by the ‘live capital’ that the introduction of formalised property systems is said to be
able to generate? He certainly means, as Tchenguiz
does, some form of economic value. But we can be
more specific than that. De Soto’s entire thesis is
actually set up as a direct rebuttal of the Marxian
argument, which we discussed earlier, that property is not a source of value creation. Hence the
peppering of his text with Marx’s terminology; and
though de Soto’s marshalling thereof is, at best,
confused, it gives a clear indication of what he
thinks the ‘live capital’ unlocked through property
is. Witness the claim, for instance, that we should
regard property systems as ‘crucial vehicles for the
enhancement of exchange value’ (2000, 215). And
as if this statement were not forceful enough, de
Soto elsewhere states the case even more unequivocally, and using language even more loaded with
the Marxian legacy: property can, he says simply,
‘produce surplus value’ (2000, 51).
But the reason de Soto typically favours the term
‘live capital’ to the ‘exchange value’ or ‘surplus
value’ that he uses only sporadically is that he
means, in precisely the Marxian sense, capital. For
capital, in the Marxian scheme of things, is not just
any value, but is ‘value-in-process’ (Marx 1973,
536), or value in circulation. While seen to be
‘stuck’ in property, value, de Soto claims, is not
capital; once unlocked from property, however, and
set free to roam, it takes on the capital form, since
value creation has been set ‘in motion’ (2000, 39).
Unsurprisingly, Tchenguiz, as an investor as
opposed to an economist, does not mobilise the
Marxian language that de Soto employs. Yet he is
nonetheless making the same implicit claim that for
value to be effectively capitalised, freedom of movement is required; in place of Marx’s ‘value-in-process’ and de Soto’s ‘live capital’, then, Tchenguiz,
and the world of contemporary corporate finance

more generally, speaks of liquidity. (De Soto, interestingly, represents something of a bridge between
the two worlds, for while with his academic hat on
he invokes ‘live capital’, with his policy and finance
hat on he too invokes the ‘fungible, liquid forms’
[2000, 216] that this released value assumes.) It is
specifically to this liquidity that those who perceive
a genius in Tchenguiz-like transactions, and have
advocated them accordingly (e.g. Morgan et al.
2006), typically appeal – for property, of course, has
traditionally been seen as the classic illiquid asset:
literally fixed capital (in Ricardo or Marx’s terms),
and devoid of life. The launch in 2007 of the financial magazine Liquid Real Estate perfectly captured
this wider sense that, through opco-propco and
related mechanisms of unlocking property value,
the illiquid could be rendered liquid.
The last point to be made here is that Tchenguiz
and de Soto both identify constraint as well as
opportunity (to create value) in relation to the property estates they are concerned to see ‘unlocked’.
Each, after all, sees value ‘in’ property, and
believes that such value is trapped and hence not
being properly exploited. But something, or someone, must therefore be doing the ‘trapping’. In the
case of the estates that interest de Soto, the constraining actor is the myopic non-western government that fails to introduce a formal western-style
property system. In the case of the estates that
interest Tchenguiz, the constraining actor is the
myopic corporation that fails to see in the property
estate from which it sells beer or foodstuffs or cinema admissions the opportunity to release value –
which is seen to be under-exploiting its estate by
actually (outrageously!) just using it. Hence the
argument, which became increasingly visible at the
height of the calls for opco-propco splits in 2006
and 2007, that Sainsbury’s and its ilk sat on ‘hidden value’ in their freehold estates (e.g. Pickard
2007) – ‘hidden’ implying active, wilful concealment. Hence, too, Tchenguiz seeing fit to ‘lambast’
the J Sainsbury board for resisting his overtures
(cited in Blitz and Rigby 2008). In identifying,
explicitly or implicitly, such constraining actions,
Tchenguiz and de Soto are ultimately levelling at
such corporations and governments the most grave
of indictments – of being, essentially, anti-capitalist.

Credit, collateral and cash
The second important commonality between the
Tchenguiz and de Soto stories concerns the matter
of how value is to be unlocked, and liquid capital
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created. The answer, in short, is through the origination of credit. The credit mechanism sits at the
heart, firstly, of de Soto’s prescriptions for formal
property titling: only titling, he says, allows value
to be created, because only a legal title allows a
mortgage to be raised. Indeed, for de Soto, credit
animates the very ‘mystery of capital’, since it is
through the use of land and housing as collateral
for credit – something which is not possible without
titling – that ‘the West injects life into assets and
makes them generate capital’ (2000, 6). Credit is
similarly fundamental to opco-propco. When property-heavy companies are successfully split into
such a dualistic structure, what we typically see is
the propco issue debt to raise fresh capital. And
the specific nature of the capital ‘created’ through
credit financing both of western propcos and of
non-western housing? Cash – the most liquid asset
of all.
It is worth registering at this juncture that with
the opco-propco model, it is not just any kind of
debt that is being issued – it is securitised debt (specifically, mortgage-backed securities), by which we
mean debt that is tradable in financial markets
(Leyshon and Thrift 2007). Thus, when Tchenguiz
and his partners split Somerfield in two in November 2006, they raised £850 million in cash by issuing mortgage-backed securities against the retail
real estate transferred into the property company
(Euroweek 2006). It is of course exactly this type of
debt, albeit originated largely in residential as
opposed to commercial property markets, that has
received so much comment and critique in relation
to the precipitation of the current financial crisis.
The key points to be made here, meanwhile, about
such debt’s central role in the opco-propco model,
are twofold. First, the propco that issues these
securities to raise cash is selling off the rights to
the future rents payable by the opco – and hence
to a share of the latter’s underlying future profits.
Second, it is only demand for this particular type
of security that makes the opco-propco model viable in the first place; hence, when demand began
to shrink in 2008 with the drying up of liquidity
more generally, the opco-propco model began to
flounder (Chesters 2008).

The financialisation of property
The third and perhaps most fundamental point of
comparison between the policies advocated by de
Soto and the strategies pursued by Tchenguiz is
that both offer compelling evidence of the trend
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identified by Harvey towards the increasing treatment of property as a pure financial asset. According to the Tchenguiz vision, companies such as the
UK retailer Sainsbury’s should be treated primarily
not as retailing businesses but ‘as property empires’
(Blitz and Rigby 2008; my emphasis); and their
land and buildings should be valued not for
their almost ‘mundane’ value-in-use, but strictly
for their exchange value – for, that is to say, the
rent they potentially yield. These contrasting ways
of envisioning the same underlying bundle of
assets and operations were beautifully juxtaposed
by one Financial Times columnist in pondering
Tchenguiz’s 2007 opco-propco proposal for the UK
public house chain Mitchells & Butlers: ‘When is a
pub company just that; and when is it a property
portfolio just waiting to be released?’ (Hughes
2008). The same question, of course, is prompted
by de Soto’s prescriptions: when is a house just
that; and when is it a locus of value waiting to be
released (cf. Aalbers 2008)? For land and housing,
de Soto is effectively saying, are not only, or perhaps even primarily, simply for occupying; they
constitute, rather, trapped exchange value. Their
role as utility assets (‘mere shelter’; de Soto 2000,
50) should, his argument implies, be subordinated
to their role as financial assets.
It is in view of these observations that we can
arguably go a bit further, in considering Harvey’s
argument about property financialisation, than
either of the two commentators who have explicitly
addressed it to date. The first was Haila, who concluded from her investigation of urban land
markets in 1980s Helsinki that ‘the conditions for
landowners to treat their property as a pure financial asset are fulfilled to an increased degree’ (1988,
95). The other was Coakley, who argued that we
could regard property as having become ‘a quasifinancial asset’ which ‘possesses some but not all of
the characteristics of other financial assets’ (1994,
701). But both authors were concerned mainly with
the activities of financial investors (Coakley’s exclusive focus) and landlords. The singular importance
of the developments represented by the de Soto
and Tchenguiz case studies is that we are dealing,
in residential homeowners and property-heavy
retailers or public house operators, with landowners of a very different ilk. That investors and rentier landlords have increasingly financialised
property, thus becoming (in Harvey’s words) ‘a
faction of money capitalists’, is not altogether
surprising. Yet when ordinary people and productive
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capitalists, with (respectively) lives and businesses
wrapped up in – but nonetheless amounting to
much more than – their real estate, are being
encouraged to do the same thing, the trend
towards the treatment of property as a financial
asset has clearly progressed further still.

On voodoo economics
Representation and mystification
The idea that one can neatly and unproblematically
create value by releasing it from property in which
it is somehow trapped is predicated, this section of
the paper proposes, on a mystification. In making
this argument, we can find useful guidance in an
emergent literature perhaps best captured under
the heading ‘sociology of finance’. While this literature comes in many shapes and sizes, and looks at
many different aspects of the financial world, it
contains, most pertinently, a number of studies of
the work performed by representation specifically
in regard to property. A prominent example of this
is Pierre Bourdieu’s (2005) analysis of the discursive construction of contemporary housing markets
(cf. Smith 2006). Similarly, Davis (2004) explores
the processes whereby the very institution of private property comes to be defined and institutionalised. And within geography, Susan Smith (2008)
has recently published a fascinating study of how
home ownership comes to be invested with a variety of often conflicting meanings.
Perhaps most relevant of all, however, is Timothy
Mitchell’s (2007) comprehensive critique specifically of The mystery of capital. This critique is
launched from several vantage points, some of
which have little to do with representation per se –
for instance the claim that de Soto’s policies tend
not to move people and assets magically and
beneficently from informal into capitalist economies, but rather to rearrange the control and distribution of those assets. But Mitchell does take on de
Soto for the representational devices that infuse his
text and for their effects, with particular attention
given to the notion that there actually exists, in the
first place, a clear dividing line between capitalist
and non-capitalist economic worlds.
While these works, especially Mitchell’s, provide
useful contextual material, the argument made here
is different, and so too is the mystification that concerns us: namely the impression, fostered by both
de Soto and Tchenguiz, that there is a clear, almost
ontological, and certainly easily manageable divide

between the activity in which the occupiers of a
property are engaged (business operations in the
case of supermarkets or public houses, living in
the case of non-western residential dwellers) and
the property itself. This divide, I suggest, is actually
manufactured in the course of making the argument for financialising property, for releasing and
thus creating value; indeed, without the effecting of
such a divide, the financialisation imperative can
be seen to lose much of its power. But in imagining
this divide, de Soto and Tchenguiz are separating
what is ultimately inseparable.
Let us focus on the case of Tchenguiz and his
investment initiatives to see, first, what the divide
in question actually looks like. Its core characteristic is the premise that unless one’s business is
‘property’ or ‘real estate’ per se, the property one’s
business occupies is somehow separate from the
business itself. A group of McKinsey & Co consultants (Morgan et al. 2006), explaining the various
rationales for the opco-propco model, offered a
classic example of this separation in claiming that
the retailers and other companies where such a
model was applicable had ‘primary businesses
unrelated to real estate’. A legal adviser on such
schemes conjured the same separation in a different but equally powerful way, stating that in saleand-leaseback transactions, one is merely ‘selling a
capital asset where the asset is not being deployed’
(cited in The Times 2007). In other words, not only
are retail businesses such as Sainsbury’s ‘unrelated’
to the properties they occupy, they are not even
(really, properly, effectively) using them. The physical property, in effect, is being reified – set substantively apart from the use that is made of it.
The specific importance of this reification is that
it allows to cohere the pivotal argument that the
value in such commercial property can be readily
released. For, if the property were in fact messily
entangled with everyday use, the notion that value
could be released from it and set free to circulate –
without the property’s use value being negatively
impacted – would be considerably harder to sustain. Hence, McKinsey’s 2006 claim that there lay,
in UK and German commercial properties ‘merely’
‘occupied by their corporate owners’, €1 trillion in
value waiting to be released, depends upon the premise that such exchange value is easily disentangled from use value. The exact same presumption,
moreover, underpins de Soto’s comparable claim
that ‘the total value of the real estate held but not
legally owned by the poor of the Third World and
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former communist nations is at least $9.3 trillion’
(2000, 35). The stated ease of realisation of such
value is fundamentally bound up with the representative easing apart of living on the one hand
and housing on the other.
But how is this easing apart effected? How can
de Soto persuade his readers, and Tchenguiz his
investment partners, that property and what goes
on in it belong to different orders of things? This
time de Soto’s case is the most instructive. His primary means of separating living from the property
that is lived in is to encourage us to conceptualise
property less as its physical manifestation and
more in terms of its legal function, and hence as a
form of representation. In doing so de Soto seeks,
by his own admission, to ‘disengage the resource
[i.e. the house] from its burdensome material constraints [including, one presumes, its inhabitants]’.
Treating property as a representation allows de
Soto to ‘go beyond viewing the house as a mere
shelter’, and thus to distance the house perceptibly
from those it shelters (2000, 49–50).
In reality, of course, the distinctions thus drawn
do not stand up: one simply cannot draw a hardand-fast line between properties and the acts of living in them or operating businesses out of them.
Returning, once again, to the business world and the
opco-propco model favoured by Tchenguiz, we can
rapidly dismantle this edifice of separability by
citing a selection of critical perspectives on such a
notion from within the corporate world. Thus, to
one observer, it is clear that the businesses targeted
by Tchenguiz are not ‘unrelated’ to the properties
they inhabit; rather, those businesses occupy ‘real
estate assets that are integral to the operation of the
business’ (Heil and Yearwood 2006). Another noted
that ‘it is hard to unravel pub properties from the
business that goes on inside them’ (Hill 2007).
Andrew Higginson, finance director of Tesco, makes
the same point about his own line of business. ‘Property, says Mr Higginson, goes to the heart of being a
retailer’ (Jackson 2007). And others have worried
that the inextricable intertwining of the businesses
with the properties will only become fully apparent
after the latter have been carved off through financialisation. ‘The trouble with securitising property
used for businesses such as supermarkets’, one such
commentator noted, ‘is that it is often difficult for
them to be used for anything else’ (Davies 2006).
But if it is relatively easy to deconstruct the mystification that properties and their uses are readily separable, the more important task, it was
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suggested in the introduction to the paper, is to
understand the work that this mystification performs. The nature of such work therefore bears
reiteration: by extracting property from its utility
context, the representations we have discussed here
enable the policies and practices that de Soto and
Tchenguiz advocate. For what could be easier than
releasing and profiting from a property’s exchange
value if that exchange value exists on a different
level from the property’s use value? Property, in
sum, is posited as being capable of being treated as
a financial asset by the discourse that separates it
from its value-in-use.

Limits and ‘The limits to capital’
Robert Tchenguiz failed in his attempts to persuade the board of J Sainsbury to split the business
into an opco and a propco. He did so because the
board resisted him. I start this final section of the
paper with this fact because resistance constitutes
one of the main forms of limit to the successful
realisation of schemes such as those associated
with Tchenguiz and de Soto. Indeed, much of the
critical literature on de Soto deals explicitly with
the ways in which his ideas and policies have been
resisted (e.g. Home and Lim 2004; Bromley 2009).
But this literature makes it clear that such resistance itself comes in various forms and from various motivations, some of which are cultural, some
political, and some economic. If we are interested,
as we are in this paper, strictly in the economics of
property, it is therefore clear that only some
instances of resistance are directly relevant. Which
begs the question: was Sainsbury’s resistance to the
Tchenguiz vision borne of economic, political or
cultural concerns? The main concern appears,
indeed, to have been economic. Thus, when an
unnamed executive spoke to the media in early
2007 about the company’s hostile stance, Tchenguiz’s strategy was dismissed as a case of ‘voodoo
economics’ (Thame 2007).
My argument here is that the board was right –
and about not just the Tchenguiz vision specifically
but also, indirectly, comparable agendas for
unlocking value ‘in’ property (including de Soto’s).
There are two key senses in which the economics
of such agendas are limited. To appreciate the first
of these, we can focus initially on Tchenguiz, and
remind ourselves of what, exactly, he is attempting
to do – or create – with his opco-propco
schemes. To potential providers of finance, he is
firstly saying this: do not look at Sainsbury’s or
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Somerfield as sellers of baked beans; look at them,
first and foremost, as opportunities to extract rent.
And the second thing he is saying is: I will restructure the company in question, segregating the retail
operations from the rent collection enterprise, in
order for you to be able to invest solely and specifically in the latter.
But why does Tchenguiz do this; why does he
think that this will be an attractive proposition to
potential investors? There are several possible
answers, but the most credible is that he recognises
that there is, among many such investors, a preference for what are perceived to be, in Mitchell’s
words, ‘the easier and more secure profits of rent’
over ‘the difficult profits of productive activities or
competitive trade’ (2004, 22). Harvey (e.g. 2002) has
himself made much the same point. Tchenguiz’s
strategy of making his proposition a rental proposition has an undeniable element of logic in a world
where, compared to the messy, unpredictable business of retail, rent is widely seen to be straightforward, predictable and largely risk-free. What is
clear, at any rate, and questions of logic aside, is that
from the complicated world of productive capitalism
(supermarkets, pubs, or whatever else), Tchenguiz is
seeking to carve out, and profit from, a quintessentially twenty-first-century form of rentier capitalism.
But herein, Harvey would tell us, lies the problem. Yes, rentier capitalism can be profitable, but in
the longer term it is limited by two key sets of considerations. Firstly, rentier capitalism can never
escape from the underlying laws of productive
capitalism, in the sense that, as Ricardo observed
before Marx did, rent is always only ‘part of a
revenue already created’. In other words, unless
the wage-labour-based economy of ‘real’ products
and services is growing, the rent extracted from
out of the resulting pool of surplus value cannot
grow either; or not sustainably, at any rate. Secondly, rentier capitalism is limited by the power of
landed capital relative to productive capital. If the
economy is not growing, and the rate of production
of surplus value is stagnant or even declining, rent
can only be increased if landed capital is consistently increasing the share of such surplus it is able
to command. The power of productive capital –
corporations that make and provide actual products and services – acts as an indefinite check on
rentier profitability.
The key implication of this critique is that the
strategy of using credit to ‘release’ value, either
from commercial property estates or, in the case of

de Soto’s policy ideas, from residential property, is
a derivative one. Issuing credit assuredly generates
cash, but that cash must be paid back in the form
of either an actual rent (which, in Tchenguiz’s case,
the opco pays to the propco, which pays it on to
the investor) or an effective rent (which the home
‘owner’ hands over as interest and principal repayments to his or her bank), and this rent can only
ever be derived from a prior source of value creation
– be it business profits or the share of such profits
paid out as wages to the home ‘owner’. The property does not, as de Soto insists it does, ‘produce
value’; the value always comes from elsewhere. It
is this fundamental quality of dependency that
explains why Harvey regards the endeavour, à la
Tchenguiz and de Soto, ‘to try to realize value
without producing it’, as the ‘central contradiction’
of such ‘finance form[s] of capitalism’ (1985, 88).
To be sure, movement in market asset valuations
may, for a limited period, effectively mask this
underlying contradiction. If, say, in the opco-propco
context, property prices rise between the time of
credit being issued and that of the property and any
associated business being sold, a profit may accrue
(as it did to Tchenguiz on the aforementioned Somerfield deal); but this profit does not mean value
has been created by or through the property. If
prices fall or stagnate, meanwhile, the credit issuer’s
very solvency is likely to depend upon the continued payment of rent derived from the production
of real value. Tchenguiz has learned this to his own
great cost in the past two years, as operating profits
at many of his portfolio companies (for instance, the
public house chains Laurel and Globe) and real
estate prices have plummeted, and his ‘fortune’ has
dissipated accordingly (Walsh 2008). And on a
much wider scale, of course, the same risks attend
the assumption of debt by aspirant home ‘owners’
in the Global South, as Krueckeberg’s sobering
critique of de Soto makes clear:
When a poor resident receives legal title to land but
cannot find work to secure the income to support that
property, one of three results tend to follow: (1) No
taxes and fees are paid, leaving the ‘owner’ with an
encumbered title; (2) [municipal] services are discontinued, which is tantamount to eviction; or (3) the title is
sold, and the ‘owner’ is no longer an owner. (2004, 3)

If The limits to capital gives us the tools needed to
establish such limits, the second set of limits to the
de Soto and Tchenguiz schemes necessitates adding
to Harvey, for this concerns the contradictions that
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beset the increasing treatment of property as a pure
financial asset, and Harvey said little about these.
Our interest, to be clear, is in those instances where
property is ‘financialised’ by those for whom it perforce remains much more than ‘just’ a financial
asset; but we can better appreciate the contradictions in question by considering firstly the dynamics involved where the property owner is a pure
financial investor.
Once more, we can usefully start with Harvey,
who provides a fascinating though brief discussion
of how struggles between landlords and commercial
tenants tend to play out. The former, Harvey argues,
‘are perpetually caught between the evident foolishness of taking too little [rent] and the penalties that
accrue from taking too much’ (1982, 363–4). On the
other side, the productive capitalist refrains from
investing in fixed-capital improvements that will
not deliver complete returns during the term of the
lease (for otherwise it is the landowner who is
enriched by such improvements). In the end,
Harvey suggests, the struggle between the two takes
place within what Marx called a ‘terrain of compromise’, with the key parameters of struggle being the
conditions of land use, the quantum of rent, the
length of lease and compensation for improvements.
But what happens when landlord and tenant are
one and the same? When, as in the case of opcopropco, rent is being paid with the left hand and
collected with the right? Effectively, this same combustible relationship is internalised, and what has
traditionally been a struggle between economic
agents now becomes a struggle between different
interest groups within the same agent. ‘Opco’ and
‘propco’ must negotiate their own mutual terrain
of compromise. Significantly, then, in amongst the
various commentaries on opco-propco, one can
find a handful that pick up on this contradiction
and warn of its potential outcomes. In 2004, when
the phrase opco-propco was just entering the business lexicon – ‘no, it’s not a dance’ – two astute
journalists made the following observation:
‘Because the propco needs to pay interest on its
debts, the opco has to promise to pay rent on the
property whether it uses it or not. The opco has
nothing to sell if things go wrong – apart
from stock, which may have limited value. So it’s
more likely to go bust’ (Ford and Haddas 2004).
More recently, pondering specific Tchenguiz
proposals for an opco-propco split in the pub
sector, another writer delivered an even more stark
warning.

105

Separate the company into a ‘propco’ and an ‘opco’ and
the operating company becomes prey to rent reviews
by the property owner. The opco loses the incentive to
innovate and the value of the property declines. Better
to keep the two together. (Hill 2007)

While the nature of such internal conflict potential may be more obvious in this commercial property context than in regard to residential property
and de Soto’s policies, it clearly affects the latter,
too. Give a formal house title to a person whose
home previously existed outside of any formal
property rights regime, and then encourage them
to raise a mortgage against it, and a split personality can hardly not result: one part of the mortgagor,
for instance, wanting to keep up interest (rent) payments to maintain ownership (and perhaps even to
make loan repayments to pay down the debt), the
other typically wanting to minimise such payments
in view of the opportunity costs they frequently
entail. In any event, whatever the exact balance of
internal motivations, the inherent need for compromise clearly compromises this financial (indeed,
financialised) subject in a way that was impossible
in the pre ‘value release’ world – a world, no
doubt, with its own set of compromises for the
person in question.
This is not to suggest that the contradiction
between use and exchange value inclinations cannot
be handled; the (ultimately) inseparable never, for
practical purposes, kept at arm’s length. Mortgagors, after all, are active financial subjects, whose
agency, and creative ability to navigate finance
capital’s contradictions – however imperfectly –
should not be overlooked. Most do manage to
separate the inseparable, on a daily basis; as do the
owners of opco-propco business combinations. But
the point, surely, is that while the contradiction can
(sometimes) be managed, it can never be overcome,
and its threat is thus ever-present. Such a recognition serves to underline that the central mystification effected by calls to unlock property value is
not so much that property and use are separable, but rather that such separability can ever be
complete, clean and unproblematic.

Conclusion: the euthanasia of the rentier?
What have we learned here, firstly, about the trend
towards treatment of property as a pure financial
asset, and particularly Harvey’s argument that this
trend is inevitable under capitalism, with all other
forms of landownership eventually ‘giving way’?
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We have certainly learned that the tendency identified by Harvey is a powerful one, and is seemingly
spreading – or, more accurately, being encouraged
to spread – into the realms of more and more types
of economic agent. But is its progress inevitable?
This seems less clear. First, it clearly can be, and is,
resisted, both by agents already ‘within’ the capitalist system (e.g. Sainsbury’s) and by those whom
capitalism seeks to fold in through such an
approach to property (de Soto’s ‘disenfranchised’).
There will, in short, always be people who want to
use houses ‘just’ for living in, and companies who
want to use land and buildings ‘just’ for conducting their chosen line of business. Second, the
attempt to treat property as a pure financial asset
clearly bumps up against fundamental economic
limits to such a mode of treatment – especially
when the attempt is made by those for whom
property never can be only a financial asset.
The other key issue to consider in conclusion is
the question of the relative scope of what has been
referred to here as rentier capitalism – a capitalism,
that is, that seeks to profit from rent rather than
from direct productive activity. Arguably, rather
than being a niche phenomenon, this has in fact
become a fundamental hallmark of capitalism in
the West. Epstein and Jayadev (2005), for instance,
show that rentier shares of national income
increased significantly in most OECD countries
between the 1980s and 1990s. And while they
include financial institutions within their relatively
broad definition of ‘rentiers’, the trend in question
is perhaps particularly marked in respect of property and ‘true’ rental payments.
Take, for instance, some extraordinary data on
the development of the UK economy in the past
15 years. In 2006, the UK government commissioned the Office of National Statistics to determine which sectors of the economy had delivered
most growth since the beginning of the 1990s. The
biggest contributor was found to be the letting of
dwellings, where the ‘value’ ostensibly ‘created’
had risen by 120 per cent to reach £45 billion per
annum. Such a finding is only possible in a context where property development and exploitation
have come to be considered, in Neil Smith’s
words, as ‘a centerpiece of the [country’s] productive economy’ (2002, 443; original emphasis). Or
as The Guardian journalist Patrick Collinson
(2006) succinctly put it: ‘In modern Britain, it
seems, putting up the rent is somehow regarded
as economic growth.’

But the argument this paper has developed from
Harvey is that this is, ultimately, voodoo economics. Notwithstanding effective claims to the
contrary made by Hernando de Soto, Robert Tchenguiz, and doubtless a legion of buy-to-let landlords,
rent does not constitute added value, and simply
sitting on property assets – whatever new-fangled
financial engineering techniques might be applied
to them – does not create value. Any apparent
‘economic growth’ located in the property rental
market must ultimately be grounded in, and
sustained by, growth in the real economy of productive activity. If such growth is not occurring,
and surplus value is not being generated, the
notional growth delivered by the landlord class
must eventually come crashing back down to earth.
As Harvey wrote in The urbanization of capital, ‘If all
capital chases rent and no capital goes into production, then no value will be produced out of which
the transfer payment that rent represents can come’
(1985, 64).
This argument is not, moreover, an argument
emanating solely from Marx. Ricardo, as we saw,
made much the same case, as did, a century later,
John Maynard Keynes, who, in The general theory of
employment, interest and money, wrote scathingly of
the ‘oppressive power’ of the rentier, insisting, in
words echoing Ricardo if not Marx, that ‘the rent
of land … rewards no genuine sacrifice’, and that
the rentier was effectively a ‘functionless investor’
(1973, 575–6). (What an irony there is, then, in the
fact that the fiscal policies being called upon to
‘rescue’ today’s increasingly rentier-driven western
economies, the UK’s included, are attributed to the
man who railed so explicitly against rentier
power.)
The big difference, however, between Keynes on
the one hand and Marx on the other, lay in their
respective prognoses for the future of rentier capitalism. Keynes, despite his awareness of the
rentier’s political and economic influence, had an
immensely benign expectation, anticipating that the
rentier would pass quietly into the night once a
period of low interest rates had extinguished
his ⁄ her raison d’être. Hence Keynes’s oft-cited prediction of ‘the euthanasia of the rentier’, rentier
capitalism being ‘a transitional phase which will
disappear when it has done its work’, and the ending of which would require ‘no revolution’ (1973,
576). And yet although the 15 years after the date
of first publication of the General theory (1936) were
indeed marked by low rates of interest, averaging
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c. 2 per cent (they only rose back up to 2.5% in
1951), the rentier survived. Marx, meanwhile, and
David Harvey after him, was considerably less
sanguine. Both – and Harvey in particular, from
the vantage point of the late twentieth century –
foresaw, seemingly accurately, an intensifying of
the economics of rent: a tendency Harvey identified
specifically, if not uniquely, in the growing financialisation of property.
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Notes
1 A task begun with the recent special issue ‘The sociology and geography of mortgage markets’ in the International Journal of Urban and Regional Research (2009).
2 I am thinking in particular of his well-known ‘capital
switching’ argument. This is discussed briefly later in
the paper.
3 It is important not to get confused at this point by the
fact that Marx (and Harvey) talks about ‘monopoly
rent’, ‘absolute rent’ and two different types of
so-called ‘differential rent’ as well as ‘ground rent’.
The key issue to recognise is that these four categories
of rent, which Marx adapted from classical political
economy, are not alternatives to ground rent. They
are, rather, forms of ground rent, which emerge under
different historical-geographical circumstances. In this
paper, where the question is the value contribution of
(ground) rent per se, we do not need to concern
ourselves with its different incarnations.

References
Aalbers M 2008 The financialization of home and the
mortgage market crisis Competition & Change 12 148–66
BBC News 2008 Co-op buys Somerfield for £1.57bn BBC
News 16 July
Blitz R and Rigby E 2008 Tchenguiz’s property vision
blurs Financial Times 9 October
Blomley N 2005 Remember property? Progress in Human
Geography 29 125–7
Blomley N and Sturgeon J 2009 Property as abstraction
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 33
564–6
Bourdieu P 2005 The social structures of the economy Polity
Press, London
Bromley D 2009 Formalising property relations in the
developing world: the wrong prescription for the wrong
malady Land Use Policy 26 20–7

107

Chesters L 2008 Shrinking market for opco ⁄ propco Financial Times 11 March
Coakley J 1994 The integration of property and financial
markets Environment and Planning A 26 697–713
Collinson P 2006 On reflection The Guardian 26 August
Davies P 2006 Somerfield bond to be backed by property
Financial Times 16 November
Davis D 2004 Talking about property in the new Chinese
domestic property regime in Dibbin F ed The sociology
of the economy Russell Sage Foundation, New York 288–
307
De Soto H 2000 The mystery of capital: why capitalism triumphs in the west and fails everywhere else Basic Books,
New York
Epstein G ed 2005 Financialization and the world economy
Edward Elgar, Cheltenham
Epstein G and Jayadev A 2005 The rise of rentier incomes
in OECD countries: financialization, central bank policy
and labor solidarity in Epstein G ed Financialization and
the world economy Edward Elgar, Cheltenham 46–74
Essen Y 2007 Tchenguiz doubles stake in Sainsbury Daily
Telegraph 28 June
Euroweek 2006 Somerfield offers opco protection with
£850m refi ABS deal Euroweek 17 November
Ford J and Haddas E 2004 Beware when retailers do the
opco-propco Daily Telegraph 20 June
Haila A 1988 Land as a financial asset: the theory of
urban rent as a mirror of economic transformation Antipode 20 79–102
Harvey D 1973 Social justice and the city Blackwell, Oxford
Harvey D 1978 The urban process under capitalism: a
framework for analysis International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research 2 101–31
Harvey D 1982 The limits to capital Blackwell, Oxford
Harvey D 1985 The urbanization of capital: studies in the
history and theory of capitalist urbanization Blackwell,
Oxford
Harvey D 2002 The art of rent: globalization, monopoly
and the commodification of culture Socialist Register 38
93–110
Heil J and Yearwood K 2006 Using OpCo ⁄ PropCo in
private equity transactions Dechert OnPoint Spring 4–6
Hill A 2007 A quick pint at the Opco Financial Times 22
May
Home R and Lim H eds 2004 Demystifying the mystery of
capital: land tenure and poverty in Africa and the Caribbean
Routledge-Cavendish, London
Hughes J 2008 Mixing it Financial Times 21 May
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research
2009 Symposium on The Sociology and Geography of
Mortgage Markets International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research 33 281–442
Jackson T 2007 Prey to fashion? Not so Financial Times 23
April
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