
CHAPTER ONE — PROPERTY 

 

The Ancient Human Instinct to Build 

Before markets, there was possession. Before money, there was possession. Before banks, 
corporations, investors, entrepreneurs, or economists, human beings confronted a 
question so basic that civilization could scarcely develop without answering it: 

What is mine, and what is yours? 

The question sounds simple. It is not. 

A hunter fashions a spear. A family cultivates a field. A potter shapes clay into a vessel. A 
shepherd tends a flock. A craftsman makes a tool. A community stores grain for the winter. 

Who possesses what has been created? Who may use it? Who may exchange it? Who may 
give it away? Who may pass it to a child? And what happens when someone else takes it? 

Long before philosophers developed theories of property, human beings were already 
answering these questions through custom, necessity, cooperation, and power. 

Property did not begin as an economic theory. It began as a human problem. 



The First Distinction 

Imagine two people living before written law, formal markets, minted money, or organized 
government. 

One spends hours shaping stone and wood into a useful tool. The other did not make it. 

The distinction between them is immediately understandable. 

One has invested time, labor, knowledge, and scarce materials into creating something 
that did not previously exist in that form. The object can now accomplish work. It has 
usefulness. And because the maker expects to use it again, preserve it, improve it, or 
perhaps exchange it, control over that object matters. 

Something fundamental has occurred. 

A resource has been transformed through human eƯort. And with that transformation 
comes a claim: 

This is mine. 

Whether that claim is legitimate is a diƯerent question. For now, what matters is that 
the claim exists. 

That claim is not yet a deed. It is not recorded in a courthouse. It is not protected by a 
constitution. It may not even be recognized beyond a family, tribe, or village. 

But the distinction matters. 

Because the moment people recognize that some things may belong to particular people, 
families, or groups, human behavior begins to change. 

People can keep. They can save. They can plan. They can improve. They can exchange. They 
can inherit. And, eventually, they can invest. 

The distinction between mine and yours becomes one of the foundations upon which 
economic civilization can be built. 

Possession Is Not Yet Property 

But we must be careful. 

Possession and property are not the same thing. 

A person can possess something because he is physically strong enough to keep others 
away from it. A ruler can possess land because an army conquered it. A thief can possess 
what he has stolen. 



Property requires something more durable than physical control. 

It requires some recognized claim — a custom, expectation, rule, or law that tells other 
people: 

This belongs to someone. 

That recognition changes everything. 

If possession depends entirely upon force, every possession must continually be defended. 
If ownership is recognized by others, the owner can leave an object unattended and 
reasonably expect his claim to it to endure. 

That seemingly small diƯerence makes increasingly complex economic life possible. 

A farmer cannot spend every hour guarding his field. A merchant cannot personally defend 
every crate stored in a warehouse. A craftsman cannot build a workshop if anyone stronger 
may simply take his tools. An investor cannot commit resources to an enterprise if his 
claim disappears whenever political power changes hands. 

Economic development therefore requires more than the existence of useful things. 

It requires rules governing claims to useful things. 

And those rules are among the oldest institutions of civilization. 

From Movement to Settlement 

For much of humanity’s existence, people survived through hunting, gathering, fishing, and 
other forms of subsistence adapted to movement and changing environments. 

Forms of possession and recognized claims existed in such societies, but they did not 
necessarily resemble modern concepts of private property. Tools, clothing, weapons, 
ornaments, food, shelters, hunting territories, and access to resources could be governed 
by very diƯerent customs. Some claims belonged to individuals. Others belonged to 
families, kinship groups, or communities. Rights of use and access could matter as much 
as exclusive ownership. 

There was no single ancient system called property waiting to become capitalism. 

There were human beings developing diƯerent answers to a recurring problem: 

Who may control what — and for how long? 

Then agriculture changed the economic problem. 



Cultivation required time. A seed planted today might not produce food for months. An 
orchard might require years. Irrigation channels required construction and maintenance. 
Animals required feeding, protection, and breeding. Stored grain had to survive long after 
the harvest. 

Agriculture tied human eƯort increasingly to place and time. 

Thousands of years before Athens or Rome, communities in Mesopotamia were already 
confronting these problems. Fields had boundaries. Grain was stored. Livestock was 
counted. Irrigation required coordination. Harvests created surpluses. Surpluses created 
claims. Claims created disputes. And disputes created a need for rules and records. 

This created an economic problem with consequences reaching far beyond agriculture: 

Why improve something today if someone else can arbitrarily take the improvement 
tomorrow? 

The more human beings invested in the future, the more important predictable possession 
became. 

This is one of the deepest relationships in economic life: 

Secure expectations make long-term investment possible. 

Property therefore became more than the possession of existing wealth. 

It became a mechanism for creating future wealth. 

Property and the Future 

This distinction matters enormously. 

A field can be used for immediate sustenance. Or it can be cultivated for future harvests. 

Grain can be eaten. Or some can be preserved as seed. 

An animal can be slaughtered. Or it can be bred. 

Wood can be burned. Or it can become a house, ship, tool, cart, or workshop. 

Human beings continually face a choice between consumption now and productive use 
later. 

That choice becomes easier when people believe they will retain some claim to the future 
benefits produced by their sacrifice today. 



This is where property begins to connect with something we will encounter repeatedly 
throughout this Codex: 

Time. 

The builder lives partly in the future. 

He sacrifices something in the present because he believes something greater can exist 
tomorrow. 

The farmer plants. The craftsman learns. The merchant undertakes a voyage. The saver 
postpones consumption. The investor commits capital. The entrepreneur builds an 
enterprise. 

All of them act across time. 

And all depend, to varying degrees, upon an expectation that the fruits of today’s eƯort will 
not be arbitrarily taken tomorrow. 

Property gives economic consequence to the future. 

The First Records 

As settlements grew into towns and towns into cities, memory and custom were no longer 
enough. 

Who controlled a field? Who owed grain? Who had borrowed silver? Who inherited an 
estate? Who had purchased livestock? What happened when a debt could not be paid? 
What happened when two people claimed the same property? 

Civilization needed records. 

Some of the earliest surviving writing does not record poetry, philosophy, or political theory. 
It records grain, livestock, labor, obligations, and accounts. 

On a clay tablet more than five thousand years old, a scribe recorded quantities of grain — 
not stories, not myths, but economic memory. 

Civilization was keeping accounts long before anyone attempted to explain 
economics. 

Writing allowed economic memory to extend beyond the people who witnessed a 
transaction. 

A spoken agreement could be forgotten. A written record could endure. 



Now property and obligation could become more durable across distance, time, and 
generations. 

As disputes multiplied, rules followed. Early Mesopotamian law codes recorded 
obligations, inheritances, boundaries, debts, and penalties — attempts to formalize which 
claims society would recognize and how conflicts would be resolved. 

Records became rules. Rules became law. Law became an institution. 

And that institution would shape the entire history of economic life. 

What Does It Mean to Own? 

As civilizations became more sophisticated, ownership became more sophisticated with 
them. 

Ownership was rarely just the right to hold an object. 

It could include the ability to: 

possess it, use it, improve it, exclude others from it, exchange it, lend it, pledge it, 
divide it, inherit it, or give it away. 

Not every society recognized all of those powers in the same way. Not every person 
possessed them equally. And not every form of property was treated alike. 

Land might be governed diƯerently from livestock. Family property diƯerently from 
individual property. Sacred property diƯerently from commercial property. Movable goods 
diƯerently from real estate. Conquered land diƯerently from inherited land. 

The history of property is therefore not a straight march toward one modern definition. 

It is a history of societies answering the same persistent questions diƯerently: 

Who may own? What may be owned? What may an owner do with what he owns? What 
limits may others place upon that ownership? Who has the authority to decide? And 
when does consent matter? 

Those questions are economic. But they are also political. 

Property and Power 

Property has never existed outside power. 

Kings claimed land. Empires conquered territory. Aristocracies accumulated estates. 
Governments taxed property. Religious institutions held property. Communities imposed 



obligations upon owners. Families governed inheritance. Armies seized resources. States 
confiscated wealth. 

And human beings themselves were, for long periods of history, treated as property — a 
profound denial of the individual liberty that later theories of natural rights would attempt 
to articulate. 

This history matters because a serious defense of property cannot simply mean: 

Whoever possesses something should always be allowed to keep it. 

That would transform conquest, theft, fraud, and enslavement into legitimate ownership 
merely because they succeeded. 

The harder question is: 

What makes a claim to property legitimate? 

Human beings have spent thousands of years arguing about the answer. 

Creation? Labor? Discovery? Purchase? Inheritance? Agreement? Consent? Custom? 
Conquest? Law? Natural right? 

DiƯerent civilizations and philosophers answered diƯerently. 

Centuries later, one thinker would formulate one of the most influential arguments about 
property in the English-speaking world. 

His name was John Locke. 

But Locke comes much later in our story. 

For now, something more basic matters. 

Long before property became a theory of liberty, it had become an institution of civilization. 

The Builder’s Claim 

Return to the person making the tool. 

He chooses the material. He supplies the labor. He develops the skill. He accepts the 
opportunity cost of spending his time making one thing instead of another. 

And when he finishes, the world contains something useful that did not exist before. 

The builder’s instinct naturally produces a claim: 

I made this. 



Agriculture complicates the claim: 

I cultivated this. 

Exchange complicates it further: 

I acquired this from someone who willingly transferred it to me. 

Inheritance adds another: 

This was transferred to me by those who possessed it before me. 

Law eventually attempts to determine which claims society will recognize and protect. 

From those distinctions will grow deeds, titles, contracts, estates, collateral, mortgages, 
shares, patents, corporations, and enormous systems of capital. 

But all of that lies ahead. 

At the beginning stands a remarkably simple idea: 

Human beings build diƯerently when they can possess the results of what they build. 

That does not settle every question about property. It begins them. 

Because once human beings can own, another possibility immediately appears. 

They can exchange what they own. 

And once exchange expands beyond the simplest barter, civilization confronts another 
problem: 

How do we measure and transfer value? 

The answer would transform human commerce. 
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