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logic, premised on the production of bounded, coherent spaces, through which the individuated 
subjects and objects of property can be rendered legible. Such a spatialization helps sustain 
the territorialization of property, in which the government of space becomes a means for the 
enactment of property. The production of such spaces requires conscious ‘cuts’ in the processual 
networks through which social spaces are produced. As such, property should be seen as a 
conditional achievement, ever threatened by unwanted relationality and boundary crossing. I draw 
from Kate Grenville’s novel The Secret River to explore property’s spaces, and their ambivalent 
ethical and practical work. 

Keywords
Property; geography; cuts; flows; territory; place.

Ours is a habitus of walls and enclosures, or well-marked exits and entrances, paths and roads. 
This materal habitus determines a particular sensibility which sees boundaries as a precondition 
of meaning. The constructed world – nailed, bolted, screwed and cemented into place – 
predisposes us to make sense of experience by cutting it up and framing it with concepts and 
categories. For us, security is a function of the substantiality of the ideas and places we 
construct.1

In the early years of the nineteenth century, William Thornhill, an ex-convict transported 
to Australia, took possession of a piece of land through an almost alchemical act:

1.	 M. Jackson, At home in the world (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), p. 85. I am thankful 
to David Delaney for pointing this reference out to me.
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In the centre of the clearing he dragged his heel across the dirt four times, line to line. The 
straight lines and the square they made were like nothing else and changed everything. Now 
there was a place where a man had laid his mark over the face of the earth. It was astonishing 
how little it took to own a piece of land.2 

The quotation comes from Kate Grenville’s novel, The Secret River. Prompted by a 
desire to reflect on her own ancestor’s experiences, Grenville traces the transportation of 
Thornhill, a Thames waterman, and his wife, Sal, from London to the new British colony 
in Sydney in the early years of the nineteenth century. In time, Thornhill secures his 
freedom, and settles on land on the outlying Hawkesbury River with his family. They 
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This contrasts with an alternative view of space as relational, produced through diverse, 
networked processes.6 Space, on this view, is not ‘‘outside’’ social and political life, but 
folded into and produced through forms of interaction and relationality. Space, then, is 
always in the process of becoming, as relations unfold. It is not a container, but rather 
is contained in networks. It is not a coherent system of discriminations and categorizations, 
but is itself expressive of multiplicity and flow.7	

As I have argued elsewhere, space is implicated in the enactments, politics and 
enforcement of property.8 But space, in both the Euclidean and relational sense, may be 
at issue in a more fundamental sense. As space is a means by which we order the world 
into near and far, higher and lower and so on,9 so property can be said to depend on a 
geographic logic. The root of the word property, proprius, probably has an Indo-European 
root that means, broadly, ‘‘in front of,’’ ‘‘before,’’ ‘‘close to’’ and ‘‘on behalf of’’:
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their insertion in other networks of power, themselves spatially distributed and organized. 
For as individuated ‘‘containers,’’ the subject and object of property are not detached. 
Indeed, they are meaningless unless put into circulation in networks of administration, 
enforcement and commodification, the effects of which are to enroll and concentrate 
the resources of power. The objects of property, for example, are inserted into networks 
of record keeping, registration and commerce. As such, they are clearly ‘‘relational’’ 
spaces. However, their success in such networks depends on the degree to which they 
retain their individuated form. Owners and objects must remain determinate, legible and 
coherent.28 

Particular forms of spatialization of the subjects and objects of property, therefore, 
may serve to position them in distributed networks of power. But the cuts of property 
may themselves be materialized in particular spaces that seek to govern others through 
the government of space, a shorthand for which is territorialization. Territorialization is 
closely related to spatialization, but not reducible to it. One can spatialize, for example, 
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example, as described at the outset of this article. Such enactments are a means by 
which Thornhill attempts to carve out a space from ‘‘wilderness’’ that he can identify 
as an object of property. In so doing, he hopes to reassure himself of the stability and 
coherence of his claim in this vast and empty land, and thus appropriate it to himself, 
linking subject and object. 

Yet, however apparently powerful, such cuts prove fragile and uncertain. They do not 
necessarily convert land into property. For the incised spaces of property are not always 
securely attached to the land: so, in one arresting moment, the settlement of Sydney, ‘‘a 
raw scraped little place,’’39 is described as provisional and uncertain, having: ‘‘an odd 
unattached look, the bits of ground cut up into squares in this big loose landscape, a 
broken-off chip of England resting on the surface of the place.’’40 

He hopes that the creation of a hut and a fence will provide visual reassurance of his 
title, through an ordering and domestication of an otherwise uncertain and un-named 
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cohabitants. The territories of property, in these senses, are not simply an outcome of 
colonial dispossession, but a precondition. 

III. The emplacement of property
I have argued that the spatialization of property and its associated territorial form entails 
a series of cuts. Maps, grids, visualizations and signifiers, such as fences and huts, are 
its currency. But as we have seen, such enactments do not necessarily work in straight-
forward ways. The cuts are provisional, at best. The cadastral grid hangs loosely upon 
the land. Its governmental effects do not materialize, or are contested by other, prior 
geographies of possession, reliant less on boundary and stasis than on flow and line.56 
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Sal move from thinking of their property as an abstract and alienable parcel to a site full 
of attachment, memory and association. At the outset, Thornhill craves a space that is his 
own: at the conclusion, it becomes a place that shapes who he is.60 

Both Thornhill and Sal have strong associations to the river landscape of London, a 
place that is, for Thornhill, ‘‘as intimate to him as breathing.’’61 When he first encounters 
the point he lays claim to on the Hawkesbury, he desires it as an object of property 
through which he can constitute himself, viewing the land as ‘‘… a blank page on which 
a man might write a new life.’’62 He persuades a very reluctant Sal of his plan by charac-
terizing the land as an alienable space of investment that will allow them to buy a home 
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ultimately for the love of his land (‘‘that point of land the shape of his thumb’’66) that 
Thornhill resorts to violence. The final extirpation of the Aborigines leads, at last, to 
quiet possession, and allows Thornhill and his family to secure their dream of a settled 
estate. And yet the novel closes on a melancholy note: what should feel like triumph is 
presented as a subtle mixture of guilt, loss and loneliness. As Thornhill gazes on the 
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of a particular view of space as inert, transparent, pre-political, and passive.69 To say that 
property has a geographic dimension is, in this sense, to state the obvious. From this 
perspective, the creation of a property regime entails the drawing of lines, the delineation 
of spaces, and the making of territories. But such spaces too often appear, if considered 
at all, to be simply an outcome of law. Space is a surface upon which law unfolds. Thus, 
we might think of colonial dispossession or early modern enclosure as a form of spatial 
re-inscription. Space gets rearranged through property, but is itself inert. 

But I have tried to argue here that geography has a more fundamental relationship to 
property, providing a categorical logic by which subjects and objects are constituted. In 
modern, liberal formulations, both are treated as if they were spaces: bounded, named, 
secure, and detached. Property, moreover, must be materialized in particular configura-
tions if it is to be more than an abstraction. In so doing, as we have noted, other spaces – 
such as territories and places – are put to work. But such materializations also implicate 
others – whether beings or things – who by thF1n33


