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In this paper I want to try and create some critical problems for some of the ways in which relations between culture and economy are currently understood, and to suggest another probably equally or more problematic approach that tries to develop a critical dimension within it. At this stage what follows is really a loosely connected series of notes for a work in progress but I hope to be able to get the main ideas across in order to see if it’s worth bothering going on to root out the fine detail and see if there is any evidence around to fit the argument in order to try and make it look more substantial. I begin with a discussion of a methodological issue by considering a recent trend in approaches to those relations that emphasises the cultural dimension of economic activity. The logic of the argument is quite straightforward, relying on the assumption that actions are meaningful practices, and the subsumption of meaning and representation and their aesthetic effects in culture in the broad anthropological sense. On that basis economy is understood as constituted in and through meaningful practices of representation and communication, and those practices are the observable actions of actors in particular settings. Thus economy is an activity embedded in culture. The advantages of this approach derive from an avoidance of reduction to economic abstractions at the level of explanation and a commitment to immanentist materialism at the level of description. Advocates of the embedded approach claim that it describes the world without the aid of preconceptions and presuppositions of what the economy is and is therefore truer about what the world is because it provides a description of the world’s self-making in its own terms. 
An obvious criticism of the embedded approach is that culture and economy loose their specificity as generalisable analytical concepts, with economy generally reduced to the cultures of organisations and institutions such as markets and firms, and culture generally reduced to communication. The problem with reductiveness in this case, which is distinct from the reduction upwards to abstractions and single cause explanations that the embedded approach is keen to avoid, is that culture and economy are reduced to particular isolated moments or self-contained topoi. Actions and their meanings are not subject to wider determinations unless the presence of a specific empirical link can be described, despite the fact that such descriptions are themselves dependent on broader analytic concepts. In other words the presence within the description of a prior conceptual commitment to culture and economy, not to speak of mundane assumptions about causality, is erased. Some might call that disavowal. However that objection raises the dull and boring question of the proper meaning of analytical and descriptive concepts. In this case economy might be something like the socially organised production of material existence and culture might be something like the socially organised production of meaning, representation and enjoyment, and where socially organised might refer to something like the formation and direction of human conduct that cannot be explained by reduction to natural or individual causes. Although descriptions of the embedded character of relations between culture and economy rely on something like those concepts, it is a moot point whether observed practices verify or falsify them. Nevertheless, perhaps claims for hermeneutic pre-suppositionlessness should be taken with a pinch of salt? After all, the world doesn’t ask to be described.
The emphasis on particular settings has a further drawback which arises in relation to questions of force and power. Conflict and relations of domination and subordination are not necessarily absent from the descriptions provided by the embedded approach, but they usually only figure as problems to be overcome, or as the meeting point of opposed projects that have no other source than themselves, rather than as structural properties or determinants. On that basis phenomena such as disjunction and difference are simply momentary problems that are solved pragmatically by actors within the settings of their actions, where the source of what works best is determined by familiarity with what worked before as that will be meaningful and relevant. Contingency is simply a negative mark of insufficient knowledge of necessity and not a real independent force in its own right. In that respect the reduction of the economy to a matter of how economic activity is understood at the practical level seems to require the assumption of a necessary tendency to spatial and temporal fit and coherence, a general bias towards homogeneity, a telos of agreement, not least with respect to the meanings assumed to be possessed by actors, and thus with respect to the homogeneity of meaning and representation located within culture, and to the fit between culture and culture’s economies.
These criticisms do not seek to deny the existence of homogeneity, for example by affirming the priority of heterogeneity, but instead seek to establish the production of homogeneity as a question rather than an assumption. Indeed, it is important to try and preserve one of the other advantages of the embedded approach, which is the recognition that in the real world the objects of analytical categories exist in mixed-up and impure ways, and that the work of analysis is itself not exterior to the object of analysis. But on that basis homogeneity is best understood as an effect rather than an underlying cause, which entails that it cannot be guaranteed. Contingency is the part of the setting that renders it incomplete and open. So homogeneity would refer to cases where economy makes sense, and thus, at the same time, to cases where culture is economical. And the absence of homogeneity is not simply a matter of incompetence or of things not working as they ought to. It is also indicative of the presence of relations of power and their relative strengths, and which are not easily explained away through reference to notions such as ‘action at a distance’. And at the explanatory level the dimension of power is symmetrical in that it also accounts for the presence of homogeneity. A critical perspective would try and show how a homogeneous relation between culture and economy is produced through the analysis of the historical specificity of that production, in order to ‘differentiate out’, in Stuart Hall’s phrase, culture and economy within the historical conjuncture in which it occurs. That is to say, to show how what counts as culture acquires value, or becomes subject to exchange, and to show how what counts as economy acquires meaning, or becomes subject to desire. In short, a critical perspective on culture and economy would stress something like the dimension of hegemony and the priority of the political but would try and retain some of the non-reductive aspirations of the embedded approach and its focus on practice, albeit with the recognition that actions and their settings are to a greater or lesser extent pre-formed or pre-determined. Despite the fact that its traces are all around us contingency is quite rare, but a lot depends on it. 
One way of both indicating a criticism of the embedded approach for its indifference to force and power, and of the specific ways in which cultural and economic homogeneity is produced, is by drawing attention to its similarities with arguments that piggy-back on talk of a new phase of economic activity that self-consciously addresses its own cultural dimension in order to claim that doing so provides advantages for the economy as a source of wealth creation and for those who are subjects of its production. According to these arguments it’s as if economy has always been cultural but now we know that so we can now do economy and culture better. That problem of the historicity of ‘reflexive modernisation’ points to another one concerning the historical and spatial specificity of the so-called ‘cultural turn’ in contemporary capitalism, whether that is a matter of claims for the emergence of a ‘creative class’ and similar phenomena, or of governments celebrating the contribution of culture to GDP etc.. Claims from this direction are generally undecided between claims that all economic activity is cultural but has to become more so under the imperatives of the ‘knowledge economy’ and the like, and claims that only a particular sector of the economy is cultural but which at the same time enjoys strategic importance within the economies of post-industrial social formations. The first type of claim often reduces to claims that evangelise for discovering and unleashing the natural creative potential within all social actors to fulfil a duty to contribute to national economic growth within a competitive globalising world, and which seek to persuade governments and opinion leaders of the necessity of far-reaching social change and economic investment to support it. The second type of claim refers to culture as a commodity produced from with the culture industries that have outstripped more familiar industries such as manufacturing in economic importance, and which are re-casting other immaterial industries in their image (with the possible exception of law), and which also seek to persuade governments and opinion leaders of the necessity of targeted social change and economic investment to support it. 
In the rest of this paper I will try and consider how both types of claims are related such that each serves the other, despite the fact that with culture many are called but few are chosen. In other words, I am interested in showing how the ‘embedded’ approach is itself embedded in the contemporary social formation. One might object that such a line of argument is a tad unfair in that there is no justification for tarring the embedded approach to culture and economy with the same brush as cultural economy boosterism. After all, there is no significant causal link between the two phenomena. However I am not trying to blame each for the other but to show how they are connected, perhaps even against the intentions and self-understanding of each. Doing so entails the analysis of a level that is probably not recognised as a legitimate area of inquiry by both the embedded and boosterist approaches. Instead of trying to describe in ever more detail the micro phenomena of practices and thus the culture or cultures in which these are set the direction of analysis is towards the phenomena that link culture and economy within the conjuncture in which this link is culturalised where economy becomes culture, and vice versa. Consequently such phenomena are ambivalent, simultaneously cultural and economical. My argument is that the common denominator that links the social property of creativity with the industrial production of culture is the economic category of rent. The activity of establishing and maintaining rents as a source of income is the nodal point around which the contemporary relation between culture and economy coheres. Rent produces the homogeneity of culture and economy because it is deeply embedded within it as a practice. Unfortunately that raises the problem that economic actors don’t see things that way because rent is not part of their culture, or part of the way that economic actors represent their actions to themselves. It’s hard to find cultural economy evangelists promoting rent and doesn’t seem to figure in embedded approaches. In the last section of the paper I will try and develop some ideas about what that situation means. Before doing so I will try and explain what rent means economically which might provide some hints as to why economic actors don’t talk about it culturally. Doing that requires a short detour through economic theory.
In modern economic thought the category of rent combines both a particular moral and economic value and status. From Smith via Ricardo and Marx to Marshall and Keynes and beyond rent is kryptonite for modern economics. That is because for modern economics wealth is supposed to derive from the production of valuable commodities which justifies the profit derived from their exchange and enables further investment in new production. Rents are unproductive values that yield unearned income and so do not lead to an increase of wealth and are therefore immoral. Thus by virtue of exclusive ownership of something a rent can be charged on its use by others. The others are productive, the owner is not and just sits back and lives off the lands’ fat. Historically this view is probably overdetermined by the capitalist project of eliminating the feudal system of production, where wealth is derived from status established through violence, or, perhaps more accurately, the zero-sum policies of mercantilism. Hence Marx spoke of a ‘rentier class’, essentially money lenders that occupy the paradoxical position within capitalism of providing money-capital and at the same time undermining capitalism by receiving a rental income in the form of interest. Thus, in Capital Volume III, Marx as usual directs the force of his moral thunder at those who would undermine capitalism non-dialectically through living off rent:

‘…talk about centralization! The credit system, which has its focal point in the allegedly national banks and the big money-lenders and usurers that surround them, is one enormous centralisation and gives this class of parasites a fabulous power not only to decimate the industrial capitalists periodically but also to interfere in actual production in the most dangerous manner.’

Of course Marx missed a dialectical trick by not anticipating the growth of capitalism into a system of finance capital autonomous from industrial production such that money has become a commodity in its own right, or rather, debt has. Marx was a victim of his own morality. Finance capital is rentier because it depends on interest which is a form of rent on money. However necessary to capital accumulation finance capital may be it does not by itself produce wealth. Perhaps that is why there is something morally nostalgic about contemporary Marxian critiques of globalised finance capital which tend to argue for border controls on financial mobility and more regulation, and against low inflation high-interest rate stagnant wage policies which depend on the absorption of costs by the increased commodification of debt?

However the criticism of rentier capitalism is more strident from the economic right. For example Public Choice Theory (PCT), the Taliban of Rational Choice Theory, regards rent as detrimental to the real economy of hard working risk takers and entrepreneurs, where rent is anything from which an income can be derived simply from ownership. Rentiers just sit there waiting for the income to roll in off the backs of the effort of hardworking others. For PCT the chief rentier is the state and the behaviour of the individuals that work in it is characterised by rent-seeking. Place-seeking is a form of rent-seeking. Welfare regimes are usually singled out as the worst offenders as these encourage reward for entitlement unrelated to effort, although PCT also expresses a typical petty-bourgeois small business hostility to cartels and monopolies. Lobbying government is a form of rent-seeking which tries to obtain ‘regulatory capture’, and thus exclude competitors or set prohibitive tariffs on their activities. But as PCT has a theory of human nature in which people seek to maximise utility at the least cost to themselves then it’s not surprising rent-seeking should become such a popular activity.
 And PCT mistakenly assumes a necessary equivalence between competition and production, overlooking the extent to which rent-seeking can become a competitive activity and can occur in markets – which is what de-regulation is all about. In other words rents can be and are produced. When a gangster demands a monthly sum from a business in return for not burning down its premises then a rent has been created. 
The importance of rent for the cultural economy is explained by Caves (2000: 6 - 10) where it occupies a central place in his analysis of the ‘creative industries’ as essentially a contract formation, distribution and maintenance economy. According to Caves there are two main senses in which rent can be understood in the cultural economy. Firstly as ‘differential rent’ which explains cultural consumers’ ranking of preferences for particular cultural commodities which in turn acts as a constraint on production costs. Of course, these costs cannot be known with certainty until after the commodity is exchanged in the market as only then can rankings be known. As Cave points out, quoting William Goldman’s famous axiom from his memoir about the motion picture industry, Adventures in the Screen Trade (1983), ‘nobody knows anything’. Producers calculate costs on expected returns and not with respect to actual costs incurred in production. This basic uncertainty structures all other aspects of the culture industries. Hence the importance of blag and self-promotion that accompanies contract formation. Hence also the incentive for producers to keep costs as high as possible and to not undersell themselves in relation to competitors. The benefits of assuming success far outweigh the costs of probable failure. After all, everyone has to be paid before any of that can be known. The second and perhaps more straightforward sense of rent, although related to the first, refers to the difference between the incremental cost of producing copies of a cultural commodity, after the costs of its production have been recovered, and the price that a consumer is prepared to pay for it where that price is higher than the incremental cost. Although this is by no means guaranteed, with most cultural products failing to cover the initial costs of production, the cultural economy is organised on the expectation that all cultural commodities will be successful, or, from a more long-term perspective, that enough will be and that these will more than cover the costs of those that are not. Hence the compulsory optimism that characterises negotiation over costs in the culture industries. Hence also the title of Goldman’s subsequent (2000) memoir: Which Lie Did I Tell?
Rents in the culture industries are primarily organised through the notion of intellectual property and are established through the notion of copyright, and through the notion of patent in the creative industries. This practice depends on the legal notion of right, which does not exist unless it is exercised and recognised, through which a privileged relation is maintained. The majority of transactions that take place within the culture industries themselves and are concerned with the production and maintenance and distribution of rights which seek either to obtain a portion of the rights that they establish, and thus share in the risks of cultural production, or obtain a fee for a one-off transaction where fees are obligations that depend on a commonly recognised system of binding gifts and debts to structure actions and exchanges. This terrain of inter and intra firm transactions tends to a sort of feudalism, albeit with the difference that new fiefdoms are created. Marketing and the rest of it are included in these activities which do not reduce uncertainty but which instead boost confidence. This range of activities is not secondary but primary from the perspective of the culture industries as an economic activity, and they are the reason for the existence of the bureaucratic and administrative structures of the culture industries, including accountancy, law and promotion. In fact, everything which Jack Black’s character in School of Rock calls ‘The Man’. 
So as an economic practice through which the culture industries are organised the focus on the production of the content of cultural commodities and the importance given to relations with consumers of cultural commodities is only the tip of the iceberg. Aside from technical and manual labour, most employment in the culture industries is taken up by rent creation and rent-seeking activities, including the division and partition of rents such as copyright, whether in old style big firms and corporations or in new style entrepreneurial networks, the precariate, which is characterised by a sort of reverse division of labour according to scale where everyone does everything. A large section of the economy is dependent on the spending power of these sorts of workers, from mortgages and gizmos to narcotics and school-fees. The creatives are pretty irrelevant. Any idiot can make a hit record and millions of idiots can make misses. In fact competition in the culture industries is most intense in the supply of content prior to commodification, and less intense between cultural commodities themselves. That’s why creatives will work for no money or agree to deferment of payment or even, eventually, accept their own failure. The eventual reward is a degree of exclusivity. The trick is to count the hits and charge a fee for doing so. It’s not about value creation it’s about value capture. 
This picture probably doesn’t correspond to the social and cultural reality of the representation of the economies of the cultural industries, either with respect to the ways in which actors communicate within their practice, or to the ways cultural economy boosters advocate for support. Usually communication tends to focus on the individual talent as the source of value, or the contribution to growth of the industry as whole with occasional nods to social benefit. That’s not surprising because the values of rights and fees are hard to grasp, and runs counter to contemporary economic common sense. One might say that although an economy based on the manufacture of widgets and the like has declined economy is still represented as if this is not the case.  But it also runs counter to contemporary moral common sense as well. For example, campaigns to get the unemployed working by becoming entrepreneurs don’t say much about the opportunities available for just sitting back and living off the income from rents. Luckily no antagonism arises from the disjunction between morality and economic practice. That may be because it chimes with other economic phenomena, such as the popular hope of home owners to see the value of their property constantly rise. 

Neither is the situation novel. Writing between 1705 and 1724, on the tipping point between passion and interest, Mandeville provides a perfect explanation of how the large scale organisation of moral hypocrisy is the basis of the social production of wealth in his doggerel poem The Grumbling Hive:or, Knaves Turn’d Honest and the subsequent writings defending it from literary and legal attack collected in The Fable of the Bees, or Private Vices, Public Benefits.
 These set out to show that of man ‘his vilest and most hateful Qualities are the most necessary Accomplishments to fit him for the largest, and according to the World, the happiest and most flourishing societies.’ Mandeville claimed that he had demonstrated that ‘if Mankind could be cured of the Failings they are Naturally guilty of they would cease to be capable of being rais’d into such vast, potent and polite Societies.’ The poem describes a beehive as an allegory of society characterised by the coexistence of systematic fraud and its moral denunciation. Mandeville’s innovation is to argue that moral denunciation is dependent on the existence of fraud and thus has an interest in its perpetuation and is therefore another form of hypocrisy. As he puts it in his 18th Century comedy English:
 ‘Thus every Part was full of Vice

Yet the whole Mass a Paradice

Such were the blessings of that State

Their Crimes conspired to make ‘em Great

And Vertue, who from Politicks

Had learn’d a thousand cunning Tricks

Was, by their happy influence

Made friends with Vice: And ever since

The worst of the Multitude

Did something for the common Good’

‘Envy it self, and Vanity

Were Ministers of Industry

Their darling Folly, Fickleness

In Diet, Furniture, and Dress

That strange ridic’lous Vice, was made

The very wheel, that turn’d the Trade

Their Laws and Cloaths were equally

Objects of Mutability’

‘That Vice nursed Ingenuity

Which join’d with Time, and Industry

Had carry’d Life’s Conveniences

It’s real Pleasures, Comforts, Ease

To such a Height, the very Poor

Lived better than the Rich before

And nothing could be added more’

So for Mandeville those who complain most about immorality are the most rogueish and knavish. To make the point Jove intervenes to expose the hypocrisy. The consequence is that:‘In half an Hour, the Nation round Meat fell a penny in the Pound.’ Everyone becomes honest, the courts close, all the machinery of law disappears, quacks are unemployed, no need for priests to condemn immorality, civil servants cannot cheat the public purse, debts are paid, vanity is eliminated. General unemployment, prices fall, property looses its value, no one builds anything, everyone stops drinking and renounces luxury. So Mandeville’s point is that moral hypocrisy is necessary as it allows vice and pleasure, the stimulus behind productivity, to coexist with virtue and industriousness, the moral justification for wealth, and it obtains an economic reward for doing so without being productive. Small wonder that Mandeville’s writing provoked such a violent reaction.
How might Mandeville’s approach be applied to the contemporary formation of culture and economy? Here I want to make some final comments about the subjective side of rent-seeking and in fact how the culture industries form the sorts of subjectivities that fit remarkably well with the subjective demands of the rentier economy as a whole and the social and economic transformations that arise from it. It is that dimension of fit that locates culture-economy relations within the wider social, economic and political determinants of the broader social formation. Here I draw on Paolo Virno’s recent book A Grammar of the Multitude (2004). Virno, associated with the same Italian theoretical movement from which Antonio Negri emerged, argues that labour is no longer productive but immaterial, barely distinguishable from unemployment, insofar as its outcome is service which creates relations of ‘personal dependence’. Idleness has become ‘the pivot of contemporary production’ (2004: 89) and communication has become reduced to a purely phatic function. Making and unmaking relationships has become the source of surplus value. Hence, for example, the production of needs for organisations and individuals that they didn’t realise they had, such as an ‘identity’. 

In this context the formerly marginal culture industries have become economically central. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, the culture industries create values that have no relation to the costs of production. Secondly, the culture industries provide a training in working with immaterial values and establishing and destroying networks of personal dependence. Labour is a politics of impression management in the absence of objective quantitative measures, including the production of pseudo-objective measures. Importantly, in the absence of routines tied down to the certainty of long-run production cycles the culture industries provide a ‘training in precariousness and variability’ (85). 
In terms of subjectivity Virno emphasises a combination of opportunism and cynicism. The first celebrates the qualities of those ‘who confront a flow of ever-interchangeable possibilities, making themselves available to the greater number of these, yielding to the nearest one, and then quickly swerving from one to another’ (86). The second combines this practical promiscuity with a calculated detachment that recognises the conventional and groundless nature of the structures of action are simply used as occasions for ‘brutal and arrogant’ self-affirmation (84). Virno is a contemporary Mandeville insofar as he recognise that in practice everything depends on the fact that these vices are really virtues. So much depends on them.
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� Since this paper was first given BBC2 television has broadcast Adam Curtis’s 3 part documentary The Trap: What Happened to Our Dreams of Freedom in March 2007. According to Curtis’s argument Public Choice Theory is a main protagonist in the creation of the neo-liberal common sense that has displaced welfare regimes, although the focus in on its self-interest maximising view of human nature rather than the category of rent as such. For his part James Buchanan, one of the key Public Choice theorists, has claimed that its political project is defeated because people prefer ‘collectivized controls over individual liberty of actions’ (Buchanan, 2005:19), or what he calls ‘socialism’, to rugged individual Ayn Rand style entrepreneurship. 


� The poem was presented to the Grand Jury of Middlesex as a ‘public nuisance’ in 1723 and 1728 and again after Mandeville’s death. 
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