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Sociology and political science in the patrimoniasociety:implications
of Piketty’s Capital

Introduction

This is not a review of Thomas Pikettyapital in the Twenty-First Centuriput a
commentary on the implications that the book héddsociology and political science.
Capitalis a history of capital returns over two centuribise main finding of the book
is that capital returns (r) have exceeded growtdsréy) (r > g) over most of the past
two centuries. When r > g, economic inequalitiesease indefinitely. In the few
decades when g > r, inequalities decreased signific

ReadingCapital suggests a simple yet useful image of two idgads$yof modern
societies (Piketty himself does not make this cJaifhe first is the society of g >r: a
society with high economic growth, low unemploymantl relative equality. In this
society, the wealthiest 10% “only” owns 50% of tiagital, workers receive a growing
share of the national income and social mobilitis&ibutes positions in the social
space. In the United States, this is the postwasgarity of theAffluent Society
(Galbraith 1958). In the regulation school parlarhes is the Fordist society; it refers
to the French “Trente Glorieuses” between 1945 &7 1the “ltalian miracle”, the
“German miracle”, and so on. But, as Piketty shdiis,is a historical anomaly. High
growth is a temporary bump caused by catching-tgesf. Long-term growth rates
over centuries are stable at 1.5%. In the long teapital returns are higher than growth
rates: r > g. r > g societies are extremely unedhalwealthiest 10% of the population
own 90% of capital, and the wealthiest 1% own 60%apital. Most of the national
income rewards capital owners, not workers. r s@eties argpatrimonial societies,
where inheritance trumps work, exemplified by Ewr@pe-World War | and the Gilded
Age in the United States. Piketty’s data show Wasttern societies have ended their
spell with high growth, and are coming back to ggaatrimonial societies—barring
other major events, such as global taxation, amethed war, or catastrophic climate
change.

Our point is that key concepts and theories in@dogly and political sciences have been
developed both in an era of affluence, when gand in a period of patrimonialization
of societies, when r > g. But these two societresdifferent, and they each require a
specific set of analytical tools. In this artickee discuss the social and political
structure of both societies, and their correspapdoriology and political science. We
look at the social groups, and economic and paliictors of r and g. Piketty’s
approach in this regard is abstract: r and g aneagtual constructs, not empirical
entities. InCapital, the r/g ratio depicts the mathematical logicr@quality generation.
With the relevant social scientific literature, meng back social groups and actors in.

Our objective is twofold: to look at the sociallipoal and economic reality of the
affluent and patrimonial societies, and at the ti@soand concepts of these realities. We
do not aim at conceptualizing correspondences legtwlee two; instead, we show that
some theories, concepts and debates are morentlevaag > r (oaffluen) society,



and others are more adequate to a r > gdtnimonial) society.Capitals strength is to
offer the possibility of constructing such persperbn the history of postwar social
sciences. The article does not aim at providingw history of ideas. Our goal is to
stimulate novel questions and hypotheses abouduttent return to the patrimonial
society, to push for original connections betweaeld$, and to allow for inventive
casing (Ragin 1992). In this paper, we move froma foeld to another, from the United
States to Western Europe, and from one historimatlext to the next in just a few
pages. We hope the resulting broad span will sateuhew objects of studies and
theories.

The article assumes that the r/g ratio drives tigamzation of society. We plead guilty
of economic determinism, with mitigating circumstas. We do not claim to
demonstrate causal relationships between the titgaiad other macro-social trends.
We give substance to the ratio by showing the $aciars that exist behind r and g. To
do so, we mobilize canonic scholarly works for viwee explain how their inner
reasoning is (unbeknownst to them) conditionedhieyrocesses that r/g captures. We
are therefore not determinist in the strictest seN®reover, not all social facts and
scholarly debates need to be related to the dyrsamfieconomic inequalities captured
by r and g. Our argument is that a number of kdyatks in social sciences should take
into account the return to a patrimonial society-panticular, questions around the
distribution of economic rewards. These debateg lracommon to discuss processes
which overlap and are closely related to the foromadf economic inequalities as
described by Piketty. We have selected four bragstipns for this article. (1) What is
the nature of market competition, the nature offitme, and the role of corporations in
the allocation of economic rewards? (2) How do roanomic dimensions of social
stratification—education, cultural capital—relategiconomic inequalities? (3) How to
think about poverty and its regulation? (4) How ke possession of economic
resources and political power relate to each otRerzach question, we study how the
passage from an affluent society to a patrimormelety transforms scholars’ posture
and conceptualizations, and we suggest issuesitiarefresearch.

The large corporation: from institution to political player

The r/g ratio is a mathematical abstraction. Inrttegerial world, the main economic
actors who are busy maximizing r and indirectly pr@idg interdecile inequality are
corporations. The evolution of r and g coincidethwine transformations of corporate
governance and of the nature of the corporaticamasconomic actor.

In a g > r society, a significant social innovatiwas been the rise of managers running
large corporations with a scientific outlook towamaductivity gains and mass markets
(Piore and Sabel 1984). This represented a depdram the Gilded Age, when
financiers and industrialists ran the firms theyned and were looking for unfair
competitive advantages to create monopolistic stns—the “robber barons”. Leading
sociologists such as Ralf Dahrendorf, Daniel Bed ®avid Riesman lauded the demise
of owner control as an improvement of democracyz(htthi 2004). The scientific
manager was the epitome of a meritocratic systetrélaards education and
competence. The large corporation provided joluding many unskilled positions in
manufacturing, healthcare benefits, retirement pland opportunities for social
mobility by climbing the organizational ladder (Dad013). In the United States,



lowest levels of income inequality have coincidathvinighest levels of employment in
large corporations. This was a situation wheresthength of unions, the “scientific”
organization of production and the legitimacy offbehabled workers and capitalists to
work out compromises, and when the ideas of “pésglapitalism”, “soulful

corporation”, “post-capitalist society” or “whatgpod for General Motors is godor
the country” made sense (Mizruchi 2004: 583, 607).

Because it had become such a fundamental orgarfiziog of postwar American
society, economists and sociologists questioneddhgoration aa site of production
and work Alfred Chandler ifTheVisible Hand(1977) emphasized that the corporation
exists because it makes possible productivity g&es-institutionalists uncovered the
hidden logic of integrating production (Williams@A75). Sociologists analyzed the
work process as a series of dialectic oppositibasyeen integration and conflict,
formal and informal organization, alienation and vetion.

The return to a r > g society at the end of theD¥3vansforms this setting entirely.
Since 1997, the number of public corporations ew$ has declined by 55% (Davis
2013). Corporations are increasingly owned by imest management firms such as
BlackRock (which owned in 2011 at least 5% of thares of more than 40% of the
companies listed on American stock markets) andiBidéne largest shareholder of
one in ten American corporations) (Davis 2013: 288yen at the height of “finance
capitalism” in the early twentieth century, the téxi States has never before seen
corporate ownership this concentrated in the hahdssmall number of financial
institutions” (Davis 2013: 289). This shift towatte maximization of the “shareholder
value” leads to the decline of the large, stablparation. It is enormously detrimental
to workers. Flat hierarchies in small firms makeinal social mobility less likely;
short-lived companies have no reason “to build strmorporate cultures with generous
employee benefits intended to ensure commitmera¥{$2013: 290); employment
becomes more uncertain. Globalization, cheap farkigor and low shipping costs
enable corporations to function without a large kimce. Nike or Apple’s production
lines are entirely outsourced and only retain “caympetence” (design, marketing,
etc.). Manufacturing jobs only remain in militandustries, and 9 out of 12 largest US
employers are retailers: “To oversimplify only slilyh big firms prefer investing in
machines to people, and small firms rely on outseledors for much of the heavy
lifting of production and distribution” (Davis 201395).

As a consequence, corporations are no longer stugged as sites of production and
work. With the crisis of the affluent society, theholarship’s focus has shifted toward
the growing networks of cooperation, sub-contractind outsourcing between
corporations of various sizes. This is the risthefliterature on “flexible accumulation”
depicted in th&econd Industrial DividéPiore and Sabel 1984), the “network form of
governance” (Powell 1990), or regional ecosystemstefing innovations by opposition
to the stifling effects of large corporations (Saie@ 1996). More importantly, the
blurring of the firms’ boundaries and the guttinglodir production process go beyond
the restructuring of a value chain. Scholars ake documenting how corporations have
become active towards lobbying the state in ord@nanipulate legal norms and public
subsidies to their advantage. In a society of r thg corporation is more and more an
political actor targeting the state for privateffirm an economic game that has less and



less to do with market competition and productikm§ and Pearce 2010) (one recent
legal translation of the new status of corporatigriie Citizens United decision).

Such shift raises questions and problems. Howldkdargaining structure between the
state, the corporations and social movementsititivor of corporations? In the affluent
society, many worried about the military-industgaimplex, because they perceived the
overlap of economic and political power as a demtcanomaly. With the reversal to

a patrimonial society, such intermingling has beedhe norm. Corporations started to
heavily invest in lobbying in the 1970s; the driyiforce behind the strategy of

lobbying the state was Procter and Gamble, notagpwes manufacturer (Hacker and
Pierson 2010). What is the content of the lobbying?

Piketty makes an implicit critique of the mainstreaxplanation for growing
inequalities, that is, technological progress emgroavfew workers to be highly
productive (and therefore highly paid), while testrare made redunda@apital

argues that inequality depends on r and g, nottdolyy. For economists defending the
“skill-biased technical change hypothesis of incanegjuality”, the only contribution

of corporate lobbying to inequality is tax cutse thulk of inequality generation happens
before tax, because of technology. Political s@é&nsuggest instead that corporations
actively seek to maximize their economic activityough corporate lobbying before
tax; they lobby for lawmaking that undermines cansuprotection and creates direct
business opportunities. Recent work suggests trpbrate lobbies have successfully
fought against the Consumer Protection AgencyHtyt years and the regulation of
top executives’ remuneration (Hacker and PiersdiD@nd obtain the privatization of
public prerogatives (in education, energy, secuhigalthcare, and so on) at the expense
of consumers and citizens and for private probt,to mention criminal banking
practices at the expense of the taxpayer (Galb28d8).

Finally, what enabled corporations to become oppastic political? Davis argues that
corporations owned by hedge funds have less emgdowee more likely to be
restructured, sold, renamed, and are less embaddedimunities. They do not have to
“bear the costs of being a social institution” awyen(Davis, quoted in King 2014). The
key point is that “The larger an organization’s enyple base, the more obligations it
likely has to those employees and the communitieghich they live, and so the more
constraints there are on its behavior. [These azgtons] are also those most likely to
violate societal expectations of what it means ta lgeod, responsible company” (King
2014). Further research needs to investigate hopocate power expresses itself in
other countries where rules are different; foranse Culpepper (2010) has studied the
cases of Europe and Japan where campaign donateyntite role.

Economic and non-economic inequalities: the decling significance of education
and cultural capital?

How do non-economic dimensions of social stratifama such as education, human
capital, or cultural capital, relate to economieqnalities? The answer to this question
is markedly different in g > r and r > g societies.

The social structure and stratification of the g(affluent) society is difficult to read.
High GDP growth associated with lower income inddyiand full employment



equalize social conditions, lifting the working £t&s to the consumerist lifestyle of the
growing middle-class. In affluent societies, ocdigrais more salient than capital
ownership in the determination of social positidhis era produced two major
intellectual innovations. First, the reduction lo¢ tsocial hierarchy to occupational
status opens up the possibility for individuals’ mibpin society through their career,
their job history. This is Blau and Duncan (196 f&snt when they recommended
studying occupational attainment from father to sather than class belonging. Blau
and Duncan’s Socio-Economic Index of occupatioreoiginuous and captures both the
economic and the prestige dimensions of sociakiposiln g > r societies, such a
stratificationist perspectives, where social hielnges are gradual and open, make more
sense than classist perspectives, where socidlgyssare discrete and ascribed.
Second, Gary Becker (1962) redefines work as tkeecese of human capital: something
that requires an investment (education and jobitrg) and yields rewards (wage and
productivity). The number of years of schoolindasthe first time linked to income. In
the g > r society, education trumps inherited eocticaapital in the making of one’s
social position: workers with the right degrees reayn as much, and command more
respect, than many business owners. The imagéwtiaand meritocratic society,

where individuals who invest in the right skill s@re rewarded, has taken roots. This is
the society in which it is meaningful for Bourdiguwrite Distinction (1984) and to
introduce the notion of “cultural capital”.

The theoretical project distinctionis to salvage a class analysis of social structure
from the blurring of social groups in g > r soasti In interviews and conferences,
Bourdieu has repeatedly stated that he had becopetient with the then-prevailing
stratificationist wisdom, according to which dinshing profits had not happen and had
not led to society’s polarization. Indeed, manyislogists were abandoning the classist
perspective and were embracing an integration @gerenflict) perspective on social
structure. Bourdieu went for the contrarian arguntieat (a) social mobility is an

illusion (The Inheritors Reproductiohand (b) the mechanics of social reproduction has
just become more insidious and involves the unedis#iibution in society of “cultural
capital” Distinction). Cultural capital is the subtle competences inctiresumption of
cultural goods, from table manners to musical &stderited from one’s family that
school implicitly demands from its students, anacsians, without ever teaching these
competences. Schooling is not about investing gisohuman capital with the
expectation of future upward mobility. It is abadlé conversion of inherited cultural
capital into formal education and diploma that barvalorized on the labor market — a
process of social “certification” rather than accuation of valuable skills. In
Distinction, Bourdieu develops an understanding of macro-sodifrentiation and
reproduction where cultural and economic capitegéscamplementary forces.

It is striking how both Bourdieu’s position and tteatificationism of Blau and Duncan
are similar in their fundamental diagnosis abouiety. In the g > r society, the social
structure becomes so economically homogenous thredgcation and labor markets
that we needistinctionto explain its inner workings. Social positions abjectively
defined by occupational status and subjectivelydliitteough everyday consumption
and cultural practices. Consumption becomes atatyyssmarker: the foods, clothes,
music and movies that people consume are signalewfgroup belonging, relative
group position and can be understood as boundakyagarhis is the key insight of



Distinction we enact our social class (or, more tellingly; ‘mlass fraction”) with our
myriad particular consumptions. We are (were) faeteid withDistinctionbecause it

deciphers the “thin differencesD{e feine Unterschieden, Distinction@erman title)

that make up social structure.

Such complicated social structure is radically sifigal in r > g societies, which rest on
the ownership of material capital. The happy fewowlwvn capital enjoy comfortable
lives, regardless of their occupational statusyés¢ who does not own capital has to
work for those who do, and only top earners manageach the ease and comfort of
capital owners. Piketty notes that today in Fraaddetime of earning minimum wage
and the associated retirement equals 750,000 euhesprice of a three-bedroom
apartment in Paris. Thus, a first consequenceeofdturn to r > g is the questioning of
whether educational and occupatioaghinment are good indicators of social position.
Piketty’'s Capital is a virulent indictment of the notion of humarpital and more
generally of occupation as a significant varialoleunderstanding economic
stratification. According to Piketty, workers’ dkiland competences do not have the
key property that defines capital. They are factdngroduction, as material capital is,
but they cannot store economic value and they dammowned and sold. Therefore,
they cannot produce income by themselves, unlikadral) capitalists, who can live
off rent. This difference would explain why techogical advancements and the
increasing demand for high level human capitalf@produced the convergence of
economic standings that economists were expedtmigpwing Piketty, using education
and occupation as explaining variables for econongqualities in r > g societies is a
quaint anachronism: the true measure of econorpiodeiction is the inheritance of
capital.

This is controversial. Documenting an increasingpohtion of the labor market after
1980, Kalleberg ifGood Jobs, Bad Jo2011) insists that the critical divide in society
is between highly skilled workers who can reaplieefit of the modern economy with
its ever-shifting labor market, and low-skill workevhose life is worsened by the new
economic behaviors of corporations. Kalleberg kedpg the idea of human capital.
To what extent, then, education and occupationairsmhent really matter for
understanding economic inequalities in a patrimcsoaiety? Piketty’'s critique of the
concept of human capital may be extendeigtinction In this view,Distinctionrests
on a historical anomaly, g > r, where cultural t@pand education mattered. In the
return to normalcy of r > g societies. r > g suggietherefore, the declining significance
of Bourdieu’sDistinction sociology’s most cited work.

The diminishing relevance of education and occopat a patrimonial society raises
concern over meritocracy. Meritocracy is the idest individual talent, hard work,
entrepreneurial spirit and above all school-sanetiantelligence find its just reward on
the marketplace, and is the legitimizing ideolo§gconomic inequality in affluent
societies. The empirical assessment of meritogfsmgial mobility studies) is an
important scientific endeavor in g > r scholarsHipis stands in stark contrast with
previous experiences of r > g societiesSttial Darwinism in American Thought
(1955), Hofstadter depicts the peculiar ideologhallers of great fortunes during the
American Gilded Age. The automatic transmissiosafial position through
inheritance of immense fortunes during the Gildeg Avas not justified by meritocracy



but by social Darwinism, imported froBelle Epoqué-urope. To survive and dominate
the economic struggles was the mark of an exceptgareetic quality. The legitimacy
of inherited wealth went without saying: it rewagldene’s superior innate genetic
character. Transmission of name, wealth and gengtle-up was going hand-in-hand,
inseparably.

In r > g societies, education and occupation hass éxplaining power on economic
inequalities, which questions the function of theritocratic discourse. With the return
to a patrimonial society, will the class of capitainers develop a new legitimizing
discourse about the fairness of economic dispa#t@r will they cling to the old
meritocratic story? Irivilege Shamus Khan (2011) documents the attachment of the
current elites to the discourse of hard work amiMidual achievement in full
contradiction with what their privileged environmesiould indicate to them. Can this
disconnection be sustained in the long-term? \Wélcurrent elites mimic their

ancestors and develop a modernized social Darwjmgrare a difference in quality is
created between capital owners and non-capital s#ne

From ‘the poor and the middle-class’ to ‘non-capitd owners’

Piketty’'s Capital focuses on the upper strata of income and wedlibiarchy, but it
can also inform how to study the rest of societye Transition towards a patrimonial
society has consequences for the study of the micldss and the poor. Prolonging
Piketty’s approach, we analyze the poor and thallmidlass not as qualitatively
distinct, but through the hypothesis of their comrtamk of ownership of capital.

The modern sociology of poverty is born in the d$hie 1960s, when g > r, around the
debates about the culture of poverty. It was aetpaf middle-class affluence and
general optimism and scholars asked the followirgstians: why do poor people not
benefit from the general prosperity of modern agin? Why don’t poor people move
up to a middle-class status? Culture of povertpiisés argued that poverty makes the
poor act in ways that perpetuate poverty (LewisG)9étructuralists analyzed this as an
instance of “blaming the victim” and focused on exyaltions based on cumulative
disadvantage on the labor market, discriminationrangm, etc. Doing so culturalists
and structuralists defined poverty in relative teymot by the income below which the
most basic needs (food and shelter) are met, bthieblack of participation to
mainstream rituals and middle-class lifestyle: dusg, teen pregnancies, hostile
attitudes towards the police, absentee fathercamgk. Culturalists and structuralists
also emphasized the barriers that the poor fabe¢ome middle-class: culturalists
focused on childhood socialization, the inceptibmadequate values, and the generous
welfare policies that prevent the poor from seizimg ever present economic
opportunities of an affluent society; and strudiata focused on spatial and social
isolation that preclude the poor from having act¢edke pool of jobs of the modern
capitalist economy (Wilson 1987, 1996). For bothuwalists and structuralists, the
poor were middle-class in the making. The generahogm of the era and the
influence of the economic context on the studymferty are captured ifihe Affluent
Society “The poverty-stricken are further forgotten bee@itss assumed that with
increasing output poverty must disappear. Increas#jolt eliminated the general
poverty of all who worked. Accordingly, it must,a@eer or later, eliminate the special
poverty that still remains” (Galbraith 1958: 255).



Such a conceptualization of poverty is obsoleta society where r > g. In a patrimonial
society, the poor cannot be considered middle-dta®e making anymore. The
changing economic behaviors of corporations haseno@dolete the classic portrait of
the economically secure middle-class of Milghite Collar(1951) and Whyte’'She
Organization Man1956). Countless studies chronicle the increagregariouness of
the American middle-class, from Sennefitee Corrosion of Charactgl998) to

Hacker, who writes in 2006 that job insecurity *tgast a problem of the poor and
uneducated ... Increasingly it affects ... educategewmmiddle class Americans” (cited
in Kalleberg 2011: 15).

The context of r > g creates therefore a new paumaf study: the people who do not
own capital, and who cannot realistically aspiréécome capital owners in ways that
would significantly alter their economic standimgsiociety. This group is much larger
than the minority officially living in poverty anidcludes most of the middle-class that
face a new economic environment. In a patrimoroaiety, what defines non-capital
owners’ common social position is their dependemceapital owners’ resources and
lobbying capacity of the state. Through technolaggulation and globalization, capital
owners recombine the economic circuits in which-napital owners make a living.
Capital owners can put to work their growing resesrin reformatting the economic
life of non-capital owners so that, in spite of gisth economic output, “r" is
maintained at the highest level possible. Techno&bgrogress plays an important role
in this story; the examples of Uber for car sersiaad taxis, AirBnB for the hotel
industry, and Kindle-Amazon for publishing show hthese corporations rely on new
technologies, in association with heavy legal reses) to challenge economic circuits
in which regulations and unions previously had gom@le. The sociology of non-
capital owners would be then a sociology of an @merclass replacing the slowly
fading divisions between the poor, the working-slasd the middle-class. The
hypothesis of a rising new class of non-capital aeneuld be tested and amended by
analysis of patterns of inter-marriage and socilitipal movements that cut across
previously existing boundaries between the poa whbrking-class and the middle-
class.

The expansion of the logic of economic recombimaby capital owners (“disruption”
in business lingo) to previously untouched corméithe economy is of particular
interest. The literature suggests that work inéitgl@nd limited economic prospects
begin to homogenize various social profiles. Loweime minority individuals are
constantly in and out low-paying job, often withdnefits, alternating period of
relative economic ease with spells of poverty. Eded artists and creative workers
accumulate transient work experience, filling tla@gwith alimentary jobs in order to
support themselves. Employees at technology fians & risk/reward profile that put
them outside the common categories of employeesguidy partner. There is a growing
sense of a shared work experience between theseapaal owners. A key illustration
of how previously upper-middle jobs come to gratjulalok-like low-income jobs is
close to home: the college professor. Galbraith lcoles theAffluent Societwith a
prophetic call of a rising new class, with leistaaionomy, education, economic
stability, and benefits. The vanguard of this néagg is the tenured college professor,
he says. But the changes of the past thirty yeatfsel academic labor market have

10



falsified Galbraith’s prophecy. The tenured protess being replaced by the adjunct
and the clinical visiting position. MOOCs, the fligd classroom and recent legal
challenges on tenure suggest that the dynamicamitllify in the next years. For all
these often-young people, the challenge is to nidkem one job to another without
falling into the cracks of unemployment for too lpatyvays trying to be ahead of the
curve of economic restructuration.

The shared economic fate of non-capital ownersestgg renewed attention to the
concept of informal economy. We tend to assocladariformal economy with the
Third World or the urban poor. In fact, Venkatesieady documents i@ff the Books
(2006) the surprisingly long ramifications of thederground economy in the Chicago’s
South Side, in which the lower rungs of the Africamerican ghetto and the black
bourgeoisie are tied together. The normalizatiowark instability and low economic
prospects for an ever greater share of the actipelption would suggest the extension
of the underground economy to populations that regipusly assumed were living
their whole life on the formal side of the econortys not just that many may have to
engage in informal economic activities to make emeéet; it is also that
“informalization” may become to mean somethinglligdifferent. In the new
economic world of non-capital owners, employmergrescarious, labor regulations are
undone and rules are rewritten. In short, capitalers have the power to informalize
the economic life of non-capital owners (Portes 8adsen-Koob 1987).

The difference between today’s class structuretaeBelle Epoquis or the Gilded
Age’s is the contemporary presence of the “patriralomiiddle class”. With this
expression, Piketty refers to the households whas@me is constituted by both rent
from capital and wage from labor, for comparableans. Among the 10% highest
income, the patrimonial middle class is the first, @%hile for the 1%, rent largely
dominates households’ income. These are househ@tisannot beassive rentiers
they need to work, but they combine work with rayengenerated by capital
ownership. To be middle class today is to own ehpithich in itself is a vast
redefinition of the term. But one central sociokadiproblem for this group remains the
same: what are their strategies to avoid downwantlility and to integrate the 1%? By
contrast with the affluent society’s middle claggyard mobility for the patrimonial
middle class cannot be achieved by education abimcapital can be used to prevent
downward mobility. An authentic patrimonial stragdgecomes necessary. Scholars
should therefore study, among others, intergermraltistrategies aiming at preserving
capital’s unity, matrimonial strategies with the 186d entrepreneurial strategies
coupled with educational trajectories. For memloéthie patrimonial middle class,
long-term and especially intergenerational stabdittheir social position is the critical
concern.

Finally, the capacity of capital owners to recomb@genomic circuits through
technology makes human work less necessary, raissgsue of the useless poor.
Technological progress, Piketty writes, is a gdudd: humans do less of the repetitive,
dirty, dangerous and unhealthy work, robots do mamed humans have more time for
other endeavors. The problem is: who own the rGbRisbots are capital. The
productivity gains they enable benefit capitaliatthe first place, and a few highly
skilled workers; meanwhile, a lot of unskilled werk are made less employabile.
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Combined with slow growth, this runs the risk ofating a class of permanently
unemployed humans, who live off informal econontthaties and government
benefits, while productivity gains make capitalissalthier, increasing overall
inequality. In the 2010s, in the United Statespiiion children grow up in poverty;
their father often are cycled in and out of prisibms unlikely that they will be part of
the “knowledge economy”. In the Euro zone, 19 millpeople are unemployed—many
more do not even appear in official statistics,duse they have long ceased to look for
a job. What is to be made of them? A logical consaga of the creation of a large
reserve army of labor is the lowering of the minimwage.

All this creates threats of unrest and disorder fthenpoorest. Here again we may need
to update our concepts. In the g > r scholarshgdfare and punishment have become
decoupled. Affluence did so much to solve the dapiastion that welfare has been
increasingly conceptualized as poverty reductionand component of advanced
citizenship (Esping-Andersen 1990), while punishniexst become concerned with the
technical concern of crime control and rehabildatiBut this way of thinking misses
the fundamental problem td@sser eligibility which cannot be escapedinar > g
society. The principle of lesser eligibility is thren law of social engineering:
punishment has to be worse than welfare, and veelfas to be worse than minimum
wage (Rusche and Kirchheimer 1939). Otherwisepmatiindividuals will prefer
welfare over work, and crime over welfare. Welfaes always been a means to
maintain the social order by distributing reliefirays that keep the poor quiet and
incentivize low-wage work (Piven and Cloward 19#4¢lfare and punishment are part
of the same project of social engineering. Weltard punishment are both tools to
regulate the labor markets; declining living stamdanecessarily implies less welfare
and harsher punishment. Welfare reform (towards Kfeoe”) and the rise of mass
incarceration in the United States exemplify ounp{Pierson 2001, Western and
Beckett 1999).

Patrimonial society and the limits of democratic pliralism

In the society of g > r, capital versus labor is¢katral political conflict. Politically,

this means that there is electoral competition betwthe left and right, representing
workers and capital owners (Lipset and Rokkan 186rpi 1983). In each society, this
conflict has been complicated by regional partictiés, ethnic strife, one-party
dominance, and so on, but the basic insight is ¢gh¥sr societies experience genuine
political competition for power. This led politicatientists of the g > r era to formulate
influential theories in political science. The @list paradigm holds that power is not
concentrated in the hands of the wealthy few, tagrhented, equilibrated, and above
all contested between competitive alternative ogti®artisan politics theory perceives
political parties as “representative of social ¢daencies, mostly defined in terms of
industrial classes, and as bearers of clear idexbsgtances for social-democratic or
conservative welfare policies” (Hausermann et @L2 222). It assumed that left-wing
parties pursued policies favorable to the workilag€, and that left-wing parties have
deep ties with unions. From the point of view ofifocal theory, the affluent society has
an affinity with social democracy.

In the return to patrimonial society, extreme iradies subvert electoral competition.
Sociologists now theorize that capitalism and deamcwere only compatible in times
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of high growth (in Piketty’s terms, when g > r):¢Work properly, capitalism requires
a rule-bound economic policy, with protection ofrkets and property rights
constitutionally enshrined against discretionaryitmall interference” (Streeck 2011:
7)—unelected bodies such as courts, central bantkeedturopean Commission.
German chancellor Merkel recently spoke of the sgitgof a “market-conforming”
democracy. In the United States, Gilens and Pagth@oming) have shown that
“economic elites and organized groups represelirsiness interests have substantial
independent impact on U.S. government policy, waierage citizens and mass-based
interest groups have little or no independent infaeg. Such a statement would have
sounded like unsophisticated Marxism in the earl§0E9 but it now reflects the
political condition of the r > g society. Partisamlitics theory also becomes obsolete:
political parties are more autonomous from thegeb@atz and Mair 1994) and left-
wing parties pursue similar economic policies ghtrwing parties (Hausermann et al.
2012).

In the r > g society, political disenchantment apdthy become important topics of
study, as elections become increasingly meaningledgovernments are perceived as
working for private foreign interests. In the deyghg world, middle classes
increasingly perceive democracy as favoring popdisnands from the poor, instead of
fostering the rule of law and economic developmantl protest against elected leaders
and calls for military coups (Kurlantzick 2013).tle Western world, elites
increasingly believe that electoral populism theeat“responsible” governance and
praise authoritarian systems (such as China’'shiar efficacy (Streeck 2014).

In short, in the r > g society, the pluralist pagal becomes less relevant, and is taken
over by the elitist paradigm (Mills 1956). The fnwal crisis of 2008 has played an
important role in making this once-controversiatsment obvious. As sociologist
Brayden King observes in a blog post, “When | wagrad school, power elite theory
seemed antiquated, an explanation founded on pdranderpinnings. It was an
undergrad-ish view of the world. (...) It turns ohat the power elite has been really
busy while sociologists have been off studying pthangs.” (King 2011). In this
society, the ideology of legitimation is Margardtaicher’s “there is no alternative”.
Future research needs to investigate the polibehaavior of disenfranchised citizens,
emerging ideologies of contestation and new wayeadpting social movements.

In Capital, Piketty mentions in passing the “nationalist resss” (p. 27), probably
referring to far-right European populist parties efhhave had electoral success in
France, Greece, Netherlands, Hungary and Denmiketty?s implicit stance here is
that electors vote under false consciousness: dhgctive problem is the concentration
of wealth at the top, and their subjective peraaptf the problem is ethnic minorities
and poor migrantapital brings up a point that complicates conventionait{po
nationalist wisdom. Free trade means that the cstai@iof capital will become ever
less national. The concentration of capital atitipe—the crushing logic of r > g—
means that most capital will be owned by a few tgadntities. Piketty notes that his
reader may soon have to pay her rent to the en@atdr; sovereign wealth funds will
be major capital owners at the global scale by 2050.
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To whom rent is due may be irrelevant; but peoplker the world value ethnic or
national sovereignty, which they often define asb@ng owned by foreign capitalists.
What Piketty suggests here—probably unwillingly-that nationhood matters. r > g
not only produces extreme inequalities, it alsosgegh the transnationalization of
capital ownership. Foreign-owned capital hurtsoral feelings. As Piketty writes, “no
one knows the precise location of the psychologeal political boundaries that must
not be crossed when it comes to the ownership @fconntry by another” (p. 460).
Implied here is a theory of sovereignty: the taheeathreshold for asset inequality is
greater when assets remain nationally owned. Téaythas implications for political
stability. Piketty shows that there is no spontarseseconomic mechanism that corrects
the dynamic of capital accumulation; a venue feseegch is how nationalism may
become a means to reclaim the ownership of capitalinstance, Streeck analyzes “the
drama of democratic states being turned into delkéating agencies on behalf of a
global oligarchy of investors” as translating “dasonflicts into international conflicts”
(2011: 28), as creditor countries (like Germanypase austerity on debtor countries
(like Greece).

In the g > r society, nationalism is traditionadliyalyzed as xenophobia, ignorance and
false consciousness. In the r > g society, natismabecomes intelligible: it is one of
the ways in which societies can reclaim a sensewokrship. Historical fascism was a
product of the First World war. But it was alsor&action against globalization” and

the “corrosive effects of transnational capitalisiiffann 2012:315 et sq), and a solution
to the corruption of parliamentary democracy uredéreme inequality. Fascism was an
“extreme form” of nation-statism; it sought to traesd class conflict and to restore
order by way of state despotism. These elemengsurelerstand why most countries in
Europe, South America and Asia became nationailigttist dictatorships between the
two world wars, often with electoral support (Mazi2).

Another implication relates to migration. In thélaént society, high growth allowed

for the integration of migrants. This has led gsecial scientists to formulate the
influential assimilation theory (Gordon 1964). Magts, like the poor, were middle
class in the making, and “the major preoccupatiopostwar migration studies was to
measure and scrutinize the cultural differencewéen immigrants and nationals and to
describe pathways of assimilation (...), in shorétiver a description of the
mechanics of successful nation making process” (Wemand Glick Schiller 2002:

310). Nation and society were synonymous: the natisociety was a discrete totality,
as exemplified by BourdieuBistinction theorized to be incomparable to other
nations/societies. After industrialization, prospewas supposed to make nationalism a
non-problem (Gellner 1983).

These conceptions are challenged in the patrimgpigety. Maximizing r means

making capital more mobile, but also labor: in Aroan corporate lobbying,

immigration reform is one of the best funded cayseparticular from high tech
industries). In a context of globalization, the g society is less likely to follow a
national path of development. From Detroit to tidippines, transnational capital

flows force workers to migration. Migration in the g society becomes less an issue of
assimilation and more an issue of transnationafisimmer and Glick Schiller 2002).
Low growth makes non-capital owning migrants urijkeandidates for upward
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mobility. Growing competition for work fosters cdiof with nationals. Moreover,
sending states increasingly develops diasporaips]ito maximize revenues from
remittances and implement counter-brain drain meas{\faradarajan 2010). Under
r > g, the concept of national society as discratiaity dissolves.

Conclusion

In short, the evolution of the r/g ratio seems &eadously influential in structuring
societies’ social and political structures. Pikesttypyws how capital returns shape
societies, regardless of their polity. In thé"t@ntury, France experienced five
revolutions and a civil war to end up being a rduulEngland remained a stable
monarchy, and the United States consistently reada@nrepublic: same r, same g, and
same social structure. In the™@entury, when world wars, genocides, destructioms a
so on tempered with r and g, allowing for g > g three societies evolved in similar
directions. And the return to the normalcy of r is@bout to bring back the
fundamental social dynamics that we have expertncthe pastCapital strongly
supports the idea that ownership is the organigimciple of capitalist society. Many
have made this claim in the past and present, ikattf? brings particularly convincing
supporting data.

We have no data to offer, only conjectures. In gaper, we have tried to flesh out the
mechanisms which produce inequality when r excegetlée have looked into the
transformation of the role of corporations, which key actors in the process of
maximizing r. We have explored the main implicatiofishe return to the r > g society:
the new economic behavior of corporations, thestiamation of the class structure, the
demise of the relevance of human and cultural agpfte informalization of workers,
the new arrangements of welfare and punishmengribdeof democratic pluralism and
the return of nationalist politics.

All these transformations underline the historgilatedness of the concepts we
routinely use to analyze social and political pss&s: concepts borne out of the affluent
society and made obsolete by the return to thg society. It may have become more
relevant to study corporations as political actbes sites of work and production.
Occupational status and education are losing telwvance in providing an accurate
account of one’s social position, as inheritanaenpps work. Poor people are not middle
class in the making any more, and welfare and pument become conceptually
interdependent means to social order. It is inanghsobvious that once-polemical
elitist perspective are more useful to accounttortemporary politics than pluralist
ones. Immigration is less an issue of assimilaton, more one of transnationalist and
nationalist politics. Thanks to the wealth of heedults about the functioning of
capitalist societiesCapital has streamlined entire fields for social reseattuls;is a first
sketch in exploring implications.

To concludeCapital's trends about r and g have been calculated treepast two
centuries. We do not know how r and g will be akedoy climate change, “peak
everything” and the resulting rising prices, decigfossil fuel reserves, losses in
biodiversity, and so on. Social and political ingplions of the interpolation of the
patrimonial society with environmental change dalyas one of the most important
venue for future research.
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