On studying
money from
the top down

A comment on
“Inflation - Pragmatics
of money and
inflationary sensoria”
by Federico Neiburg

Guadalupe Moreno

ary sensoria” (this issue), Federico Neiburg con-

tinues to expand the sociological reflection on
money’s uses in the unstable landscapes of the finan-
cial periphery. As he shows, in these landscapes, fre-
quent currency crises and inflationary processes dis-
rupt established monetary routines and encourage the
emergence of creative solutions and new habits that
help to combat price increases. Continuing a line of
analysis introduced by anthropolo-
gists such as Chris Gregory (1997)
and Jane Guyer (2004), Neiburg re-
minds us that specific ways of using
money emerge in those areas where
monetary instability and inflation
are frequent occurrences. Drawing
on the experiences gathered during
his fieldwork in Brazil and Haiti, he
urges us, like other sociologists in
the past, to challenge orthodox eco-
nomic theories, which, for many
years, have tried to convince us that
dynamics such as monetary plurality (the coexistence
of multiple currencies) or the disaggregation of mon-
ey’s functions (situations in which the three classic
functions of money are fulfilled by different curren-
cies) are anomalous exceptions. Federico Neiburg is
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thus part of a line of studies highlighting the variety of
monetary practices used by households located on the
financial periphery (Dufy and Weber 2009; Heredia
2018; Luzzi and Wilkis 2018; Sanchez 2016; Wilkis
and Carenzo 2008; Wilkis and Roig 2015) and thus in
those areas that political economists call “financially
subordinate” (Bonizzi, Kaltenbrunner, and Powell
2020) - those spaces of contemporary capitalism
where “hard” currencies coexist with “soft” currencies,
and where frequent crises force people to develop
original solutions to buy, sell, pay, save, and spend in
the midst of so much instability.

As many readers will already know, this scholar-
ship tradition originates in the pioneering work of
Viviana Zelizer, one of the first sociologists to chal-
lenge the classical sociological thesis that capitalist
money is a unique and fungible commodity bearing
an instrumental rationality that dissolves social bonds.
As pointed out by Parry and Bloch ([1989] 1996) in
the work of authors such as Simmel or Polanyi, capi-
talist money is defined as a unique and multifunction-
al commodity that dissolves social relations, a kind of
acid that corrodes human bonds and brings capitalist
instrumental rationality with it wherever it goes. The
vast work of Viviana Zelizer (1994, 2007; Bandelj,
Wherry, and Zelizer 2017) challenged this conception
of money, which had dominated sociology until the
1960s. Zelizer initiated a line of research that would
prove empirically that capitalist money is not single,
but multiple, and does not erode, but builds, meaning.
Thanks to Zelizer’s enormous contribution, today we
know that, in the varied contexts of late modernity, in-
dividuals constantly multiply money. Indeed, social
actors distinguish or classify money according to its
origins, destinations, and specific uses: for example,
when a couple uses the money earned by the woman
to buy food and the money earned by the man to pay
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the rent, or when mafia members and prostitutes dis-
tinguish between “dirty money” and “clean money”
(Zelizer 1994). We also know that individuals use dif-
ferent currencies for specific functions (i.e. dollars as a
store of value or pesos as a means of payment) and
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even create new forms of money from objects that
were not money before (Luzzi and Wilkis 2018).! In
addition to demonstrating that capitalist money is
multiple, these studies gathered substantive evidence
to show that capitalist money allows us not only to set-
tle economic transactions but also to create and main-
tain meanings in our relationships with others (Ban-
delj, Wherry, and Zelizer 2017; Luzzi 2017, 2013; Lu-
zzi and Wilkis 2019; Neiburg 2010). Thanks to them,
we have learned that, beyond its purely economic at-
tributes and functions, money is also a means of com-
munication within society (Ganpmann 1988), an in-
formation network (Dodd 1994), a permanent source
of cultural contestation (Carruthers and Babb 1996),
and a source of collective identity (Dufy and Weber
2009).

Over the last 35 years, the sociology of money
has been fervently engaged in questioning the classical
conception of money as a purely economic and social-
ly neutral instrument. But, as I have pointed out, al-
though this enterprise has resulted in significant ad-
vances, it has also meant ignoring other central ques-
tions, among them the question of how modern mon-
ey is institutionally reproduced and what are the social
mechanisms and daily routines that allow this central
institution of contemporary capitalism to endure. In
other words, with few exceptions (Carruthers and
Babb 1996; Holmes 2009; Riles 2018), sociologists and
anthropologists continue to ignore the study of the
central institutions that enable the top-down repro-
duction of capitalist money, such as central banks,
governments, multilateral agencies, and the various
entities that make up the financial sector. Instead, for
over 35 years, sociologists have been tirelessly analyz-
ing monetary practices “from below” (that is, individ-
ual economic practices) and pointing out the impor-
tance of “following the actors,” “reconstructing their
financial repertoires,” and “taking seriously the mean-
ing that these practices have for them” (Luzzi 2013,
205). As I have said, this perspective had its advantag-
es; among them, it succeeded in expanding our knowl-
edge about the multiplicity of monetary practices and
financial repertoires employed by different social
groups in different contexts and circumstances (Davis
2009; Fligstein and Goldstein 2015; Gonzalez 2015;
Krippner 2011; Langley 2008; van Gunten and Navot
2016). However, as with any scientific enterprise, there
comes a point at which repeat studies are unlikely to
yield new results.

My commentary in this issue emphasizes pre-
cisely that the sociology of money has reached this
empirical saturation. As the more recent volume edit-
ed by Bandelj, Wherry, and Zelizer (2017) reveals,
however refreshing this approach may have been in
the past, the sociology of money is today at that point.
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What, then, should we do? Undoubtedly, as in any cri-
sis, many solutions are possible. My specific proposal
is only one of the avenues of analysis that could help to
renew the sociological agenda of money studies. The
timing is impeccable. In recent years, following the
global financial crisis of 2008, heterodox money stud-
ies have flourished. For scholars trained in disciplines
as diverse as heterodox economics (Mitchell, Wray,
and Watts 2016), regulation theory (Aglietta 2018),
and political economy (Braun 2016; Mellor 2019; Sahr
2017), one thing is clear: contemporary capitalist
money is not the neutral commodity that economic
textbooks claim it to be. The social mobilization pro-
duced in Europe and the United States after the sub-
prime bubble burst and the advance of alternative
projects such as Bitcoin indicate that civil society
shares this diagnosis. Thus, in different intellectual
spheres, a new consensus is slowly emerging that chal-
lenges the orthodox definition of capitalist money as a
neutral and functional commodity. Steadily, other
ideas are gaining ground. Among them, the notion
that capitalist money is an enormously ramified and
complex institution, a fragile and multifaceted con-
struct, reproduced daily thanks to the coordinated ef-
forts of states and the financial sector corporations. In
this new paradigm, money is a single, global, hierar-
chical institution whose disciplining effects ramify
from the financial center to the global peripheries.

Within this new intellectual climate, the ques-
tion of what are the sociopolitical mechanisms that
enable the everyday reproduction of money is at the
center of the scientific agenda. Fortunately, sociolo-
gists have much to contribute to this debate. Studying
money from the top down is a task that the sociology
of money has pending and would do well to tackle,
above all because it has an arsenal of concepts with
which to address novel substantive questions in a pro-
ductive lens. To give some examples, sociologists
could ask themselves why central bankers can coordi-
nate collective expectations about the stable value of
money in some contexts, while in others it is not pos-
sible to exercise monetary governance. Or what is the
role of social mediators (such as expert networks, or
the financial press) in the daily reproduction of imag-
inaries that sustain collective trust in money? In short,
if it chooses to join the current debate in other disci-
plinary fields, the sociology of money has much to
contribute to our understanding of the processes by
which money reproduces itself as a crucial economic
institution at the core of contemporary capitalist
economies. As the writer Scott Fitzgerald once ar-
gued: “Vitality [of a discipline, in this case] shows in
not only the ability to persist but the ability to start
over.” Hopefully, the sociology of money will be up to
this task.
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Endnote

1 This phenomenon is well-illustrated in the article by Luzzi and
Wilkis (2018). The authors show that citizens circumvent exchange

References

Aglietta, Michel. 2018. Money: 5,000 Years of Debt and Power.
Brooklyn: Verso.

Bandelj, Nina, Frederick Wherry, and Viviana Zelizer. 2017. Money
Talks: Explaining How Money Really Works. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Bonizzi, Bruno, Annina Kaltenbrunner, and Jeff Powell. 2020.“Sub-
ordinate Financialization in Emerging Capitalist Economies.” In
The Routledge International Handbook of Financialization, edited
by Philip Mader, Daniel Mertens, and Natascha van der Zwan,
177-87. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Braun, Benjamin. 2016.“Speaking to the People? Money, Trust,
and Central Bank Legitimacy in the Age of Quantitative Easing.”
Review of International Political Economy 23 (6): 1064-92.

Carruthers, Bruce, and Sarah Babb. 1996.“The Color of Money and
the Nature of Value: Greenbacks and Gold in Postbellum Ameri-
ca!” American Journal of Sociology 101 (6): 1556-91.

Davis, Gerald. 2009. Managed by the Markets: How Finance Re-
shaped America. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dodd, Nigel. 1994. The Sociology of Money: Economics, Reason and
Contemporary Society. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Dufy, Caroline, and Florence Weber. 2009. Mds alld de la Gran
Divisién: Sociologia, economia y etnografia. Buenos Aires: Antro-
pofagia.

Fligstein, Neil, and Adam Goldstein. 2015.“The Emergence of a Fi-
nance Culture in American Households, 1989-2007" Socio-Eco-
nomic Review 13 (3): 575-601.

Ganfmann, Heiner. 1988.“Money - A Symbolically Generalized
Medium of Communication? On the Concept of Money in
Recent Sociology.” Economy and Society 17 (3), published online
1988/08/01: 285-316. doi:10.1080/03085148800000013.

Gonzalez, Felipe. 2015.“Where Are the Consumers? ‘Real House-
holds’and the Financialization of Consumption.” Cultural Studies
29 (5-6): 781-806.

Gregory, Chris A. 1997. Savage Money: The Anthropology and Poli-
tics of Commodity Exchange. London: Routledge.

Guyer, Jane. 2004. Marginal Gains: Monetary Transactions in Atlan-
tic Africa. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Heredia, Mariana. 2018.“Inflation as a Problem in Late Twentieth
Century Argentina or How the Neoliberal Laboratory Was Built.”
In Problemas publicos: Controversias y aportes contempordneos,
edited by Juan Carlos Gerrero Bernal, Alicia Mdrquez Murrieta,
Gabriel Nardacchione, and Sebastian Pereyra, 239-98. Mexico
DF: Instituto de Investigaciones José Maria Luis Mora.

Holmes, Douglas. 2009. “Economy of Words.” Cultural Anthropology
24 (3):381-419.

Krippner, Greta. 2011. Capitalizing on Crisis: The Political Origins of
the Rise of Finance. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

economic sociology. perspectives and conversations

controls in Argentina by using bricks or soybeans as alternative
currencies.

Langley, Paul. 2008. The Everyday Life of Global Finance: Saving and
Borrowing in Anglo-America. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Luzzi, Mariana. 2013.“La moneda en cuestién: del estallido de la
convertibilidad a las discusiones sobre el,cepo cambiario.” In La
grieta. Politica, economia y cultura después de 2001, edited by Se-
bastidn Pereyra, Gabriel Vommaro, and German Pérez, 195-209.
Buenos Aires: Biblos.

Luzzi, Mariana. 2017.“The Financialization of Households under
the Prism of Other Crises.” Civitas 17 (1): 43-60.

Luzzi, Mariana, and Ariel Wilkis. 2018. “Soybean, Bricks, Dollars,
and the Reality of Money: Multiple Monies during Currency
Exchange Restrictions in Argentina (2011-15)." HAU: Journal of
Ethnographic Theory 8 (1-2): 252-64.

Luzzi, Mariana, and Ariel Wilkis. 2019. The Dollar: History of an
Argentine Currency (1930-2019). Buenos Aires: Critica.

Mehrling, Perry. 2012.“The Inherent Hierarchy of Money.” Social
Fairness and Economics: Economic Essays in the Spirit of Duncan
Foley 169: 394.

Mellor, Mary. 2019. Money: Myths, Truths and Alternatives. Bristol:
Policy Press.

Mitchell, William, L. Randall Wray, and Martin Watts. 2016. Modern
Monetary Theory and Practice: An Introductory Text. Centre of
Full Employment and Equity Newcastle, NSW.

Neiburg, Federico. 2010.“Sick Currencies and Public Numbers.”
Anthropological Theory 10 (1-2): 96-102.

Parry, Jonathan, and Maurice Bloch. (1989) 1996. Money and the
Morality of Exchange. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Riles, Annelise. 2018. Financial Citizenship: Experts, Publics, and the

Politics of Central Banking. Cornell University Press.

Sahr, Aaron. 2017. Das Versprechen des Geldes: Eine Praxistheorie
des Kredits. Hamburg: Hamburger Edition HIS.

Sénchez, Maria Soledad. 2016.“Economia y moral en blue: A
Sociological Study on the lllegal Dollar Market in Post-convert-
ibility Argentina.” PhD diss., University of Buenos Aires.

van Gunten, Tod , and Edo Navot. 2018. “Varieties of Indebtedness:
Financialization and Mortgage Market Institutions in Europe.”
Social Science Research 70: 90-106.

Wilkis, Ariel, and Sebastian Carenzo. 2008.“Dealing with Gifts,
Dealing with Goods. Ethnographies of Economic and Moral
Transactions.” Apuntes de investigacién del CECYP 14: 161-93.

Wilkis, Ariel, and Alexandre Roig. 2015. The Labyrinth of Currency
and Finance. Buenos Aires: Biblos.

Zelizer, Viviana. 1994. The Social Meaning of Money. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Zelizer, Viviana. 2007. The Purchase of Intimacy. Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press.

Volume 24 - Number 3 - July 2023



