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Abstract

This paper introduces relational wealth as a category distinct from the wealth of classi-
cal political economy. The wealth of the mercantilist tradition is consumable, separable
from its holder, operationally measurable in monetary terms, and often secured through
symbolic interventions of power. Relational wealth departs from each of these. It can be
non-consumable. It is part of the experiential structure of a subject rather than a posses-
sion held apart from it. Its reproduction generates new value and new circuits of value.
In many cases it does not admit of quantitative measure. We define relational wealth
and state five characteristics that mark it off from the classical concept.

1. The Question

Political economy since the mercantilists has worked with a definite picture of wealth. Wealth
is a stock of consumable goods or their monetary equivalent. It is held by an owner and
separable from that owner. It can be counted, priced, and compared. Its accumulation is
frequently underwritten by the symbolic interventions of power, from coinage to charter to
tariff.

This picture is adequate to a large class of goods. It is inadequate to another class, which the
tradition has had no place for and has therefore either ignored or misdescribed as sentiment.
A shared history between two subjects, a tradition held in common, the trust accumulated
across years of joint practice: these are wealth in a demanding and non-metaphorical sense,
yet they satisfy none of the classical criteria. They are not consumed in use. They cannot be
transferred by handing them over. They resist pricing. This paper names and defines that

class.

2. Definition

Relational wealth is the value borne by the experiential structure shared among subjects,
whose reproduction generates new value and new circuits of value, and which is in general

not reducible to quantitative measure.




The definition fixes three things at once.

Its bearer is a shared experiential structure, not an isolated object and not a private mental
state. Relational wealth exists between subjects, in the structure their shared history has
taken.

Its mode of existence is generative. Relational wealth is not a stock that sits and depletes.
Its use is its reproduction, and its reproduction produces further value and further circuits

along which value moves.

Its measure is, in general, absent. Relational wealth does not in the ordinary case reduce to
a scalar. Where it is forced into monetary commensuration, what is priced is a proxy, and
the wealth itself is misdescribed.

3. Characteristics of Relational Wealth

Five characteristics distinguish relational wealth from the wealth of classical political econ-

omy. Each is stated against the corresponding feature of the classical concept.

I. Non-consumability

Relational wealth can be used without being used up, and in the ordinary case its use increases
rather than depletes it.

Classical wealth is consumable. Bread eaten is gone; coin spent is transferred away. Rela-
tional wealth inverts this. A tradition practiced is strengthened. A trust relied upon deepens.
The shared structure is the one kind of holding whose expenditure is its growth.

IL. Inseparability from the Subject

Relational wealth is part of the experiential structure of the subjects who hold it and cannot be
detached from them and transferred as an independent thing.

Classical wealth is separable. Its owner can alienate it, and it survives the transfer intact.
Relational wealth cannot be handed over. It is constitutive of the subjects between whom it

obtains, and severed from them it does not persist as the same wealth but simply ceases.

III. Generativity

The reproduction of relational wealth produces new value and opens new circuits along which

value can move.

Classical wealth is at best conserved in exchange and consumed in use. Relational wealth is
generative. Each reproduction of the shared structure is an occasion on which new value is
created and new pathways of valuation are opened. Its economy is one of increase through
circulation rather than depletion through consumption.

IV. Resistance to Quantification

Relational wealth does not in general reduce to a scalar quantity and admits no faithful mone-



tary price.

Classical wealth is operationally measurable; its whole apparatus presupposes commensu-
ration in a single numeraire. Relational wealth resists this. Attempts to price it capture a
substitute and leave the wealth itself untouched and misrepresented. Its incommensurabil-

ity is not a defect of measurement to be corrected but a property of the thing.

V. Independence from Symbolic Power

Relational wealth does not require the symbolic interventions of power to constitute or secure
it.

Classical wealth is characteristically secured by symbolic power: the sovereign’s stamp on
the coin, the charter, the enforceable title. Relational wealth stands without such backing.
It is constituted in the shared practice of subjects and secured by the continuation of that
practice, not by an external authority that certifies and enforces it.

4. The Two Concepts Compared

The five characteristics can be read as a single opposition. Classical wealth is consumable,
separable, conserved at best, measurable, and power-secured. Relational wealth is non-

consumable, inseparable, generative, unmeasurable, and self-standing.

The opposition is not that one concept is real and the other figurative. Both name genuine
holdings that subjects accumulate, husband, and can lose. The claim is that they are holdings
of different kinds, obeying different laws, and that the categories built for the first systemat-
ically fail on the second. A political economy that recognizes only the classical concept will
treat the whole domain of relational wealth as invisible, or will misprice it, and in mispricing

it will tend to consume it as though it were the classical kind.

5. Recap

Relational wealth is the value borne by a shared experiential structure. It is non-consumable,
inseparable from its subjects, generative in its reproduction, resistant to quantification, and
independent of symbolic power. 1t is wealth in a strict sense, and it obeys laws that the wealth
of classical political economy does not.

Naming this category is the first step toward an economy that can account for what the
classical tradition renders invisible: the value that grows when it is spent, that cannot be

handed over, and that no price can faithfully name.



