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Q: Assess the extent that money becomes embedded in society.
In this essay, the primary aim will be to better understand the extent to which money becomes embedded in society and as such the extent to which it effects, or is perceived to effect, society. My argument for this essay will consist of two halves. First, that money is always firmly embedded within the culture in which it acts as a means of exchange and has been for centuries, abnegating the formalist idea of a ‘free market’.
And second, that given the embedded nature of money, the transformative power of money has often been exaggerated, fetishised and embellished by anthropologists, and that it’s almost always the culture and the reproduction of that cultures long-term social and cosmic order that takes precedence, ensuring its dominance over any endogenous or exogenous means of exchange so long as that is the will of the people or ethnographic group concerned. Of course, the interwoven nature of my main argument will necessitate alternating between the two halves of my argument somewhat. 
To support my main argument, I will introduce a number of ethnographic examples. The two primary ethnographies I’ll be using are on the Malay fishing community of Pulau Langkawi off the west coast of Malaysia (Carsten 1989) and the Fijian community of Sawaieke on the island of Gau, Central Fiji (Toren 1989); researched and written by Janet Carsten and Christina Toren respectively. These two primary ethnographies will be supplemented by extracts from secondary ethnographies concerning the Tiv in northern Nigeria and wealth in prehistoric Europe. 
The ‘formalist’ economic theory is ubiquitous throughout the developed, globalised world. The idea that the economy is an ‘autonomous domain to which general moral precepts do not apply’ (Bloch and Parry 1989: 9) and is disembodied from social relations is taken at face value in today’s world to such a point that ordinary people rarely even conceive of it being any other way. The economy is not an ethereal, disembodied place filled only with rational self-maximising actors however, regardless of how many prominent economists and anthropologists may say otherwise. In fact, as Bloch and Parry point out; 
“It is widely argued that outside the ideological ambit of the capitalist market, the economy is seen as being ‘embedded’ in society, that the relentless individual pursuit of material self-gain is generally discountenanced, and that collective goals are normally accorded primacy over those of the individual.”
  (1989: 25).
A notable champion of this is the anthropologist Karl Polanyi (1957 cited in Appadurai 1986: 141) who argued that the economy was ‘embedded’ within a wider social matrix in early societies. I would argue however that all economies are embedded in their respective social matrices, regardless of whether they be perceived as ‘developed’ or ‘under-developed’ and that the values human beings hold in different cultures specifically effect the ways in which their economy functions. For example, in Islamic nations you will not find banks’ lending at interest since lending at interest is prohibited by Islam. The Islamic tenant regarding money views it purely as a means of exchange, a way of ascribing value to something, but devoid of value in itself (Institute of Islamic Banking and Insurance 1990). The substantivists rightly criticise the way in which the formalists use techniques developed to measure economic activity in an industrialised modern economy and apply those techniques to far simpler, often subsistence or hunter-gatherer societies (Renfrew 1986).
Renfrew (1986: 142-143) continues with a further excellent point that it is the adoption of a new activity or product, not simply the discovery or invention of it, that leads to the development of an economy and the commodities that are circulating throughout it, which cannot be discussed without bearing in mind social concepts such as value and demand, word’s that are essential to the formalist lexicon. Of course, ideas of value and demand, morality and immorality are specific to individual cultures and embedded firmly within them. This ensures that an economy and a means of exchange (i.e. money) are always embedded within a society, firmly under the control of a collective human will that usually wishes to ensure the reproduction of the long-term social order, unlike the formalist theory would have us believe with talk of a metaphysical ‘invisible hand of the market’, driven by ‘economic man’ and his desire to rationally self-maximise. The truth that is obvious to most people is that human beings are not always rational; they also have the capacity to be sacrificial and charitable or may even be raised in a society where it is an obligation to accede to a request for something if it is within your ability to do so or else risk incurring disapproval from the rest of society. For example, in her ethnography on the Fijians of Sawaieke, Toren describes a custom know as ‘Kerekere’, a traditional means of obtaining something one needs by simply asking for it in varying degrees of formality depending on the hierarchical relationship of the parties involved. Individuals may or may not return the item, and more importantly the giver should not expect its return – it comes firmly under the auspices of gift exchange (Toren 1989: 151). Of course, individual Fijians often complain about this practice and will sometimes attempt to avoid the obligation, meaning there is obviously an element of truth in the idea of ‘economic man’, there is still a drive to make a profit as pointed out by R. M. Adams (1974 cited in Appadurai 1986: 141), but they will not refuse the obligation openly; the community and social relations take precedence – they are not ‘free’ to refuse the obligation openly, lest they incur social disapproval.
Given the fact then that money and the economy are both firmly embedded within the societies in which they operate, the idea of a ‘free market’ is questionable at best. Being embedded within a society means that money, and by extension the economy, is subject to that societies moral code and thus constrains that societies individuals from conducting certain economic activities that are viewed as immoral within that society. Below I shall set out my argument that there is no such thing as a truly ‘free’ market and that the concept is flawed. 
I shall begin with the case of the Tiv, as described by Bohannan (1955, 1959 cited in Bloch and Parry, 1989: 12-13) and Bohannan and Bohannan (1968 cited in Bloch and Parry 1989: 12-13). The traditional Tiv economy consists of three spheres of exchange, embedded firmly within the moral society of the Tiv. The junior sphere of exchange is that of subsistence goods, basics such as food, utensils, and other commodities, where the pursuit of profit is acceptable. The middle sphere of exchange is that of prestige goods, items of particular value and status such as cattle, white cloth and slaves. Within this sphere brass rods act as a means of exchange, a kind of proto-currency. The senior sphere of exchange is the most important dealing with rights in human beings, primarily marriageable women. Bohannan describes the majority of transactions as being ‘conveyances’ within the spheres of exchange, these were amoral, however occasionally ‘conversions’ would occur whereby a transaction would cross the boundary between two spheres of exchange. Such ‘conversions’ were the subject of intense moral judgements by other members of the Tiv society. Individuals who converted to a more senior sphere were begrudgingly admired, individuals who converted to a junior sphere however were scorned by other members of society.
This is a good example of why the concept of a ‘free market’, at least in the formalist sense of the term, is imprudent. Every societies economy is embedded within its social matrices and subject to its moral laws. As Bloch and Parry (1989: 13) point out, it is considered immoral to engage in monetary transactions to gain academic or political honours or to purchase marriage partners in the ‘western’ world. As such it is denied that these things can be legitimately purchased with money, and to do so has either been made illegal or is at the very least considered to be socially unacceptable, ensuring any individuals who breaches this moral prohibition pays a societal price.
Next, we move onto the issue of money and its transformative nature which has been in my opinion, greatly exaggerated and fetishised by anthropologists across the decades. Two prime examples that show the inaccuracy of the supposed transformative powers of money are the Malay fishing community of Pulau Langkawi and the Fijian island community of Sawaieke. Both communities are based on kinship morality and tradition, symbolically purify money via different ritual ceremonies and have clear distinctions between the spheres of gift exchange and commodity exchange. 
The Malay community of Pulau Langkawi is fundamentally based around kinship morality and the unity of the household, symbolised by the ‘dapur’ or ‘hearth’. There is never more than one in a household, ensuring commensality that strengthens the bonds of consanguineal kinship; one example being the sibling relationship, which is viewed as representing unity above all else due to their origins in a single household. This is the fundamental underpinning of Pulau Langkawi society, the reproduction of this social order through marriage, a period of matrilocal residence and the birth of at least one child before the subsequent creation of a new household (Carsten 1989: 118-120). Money, and commodity exchange more broadly - the competitive, transient ‘short-term cycle’ - is seen as a possible threat to this reproduction of the social order, or ‘long-term cycle’ (Bloch and Parry 1989: 23-24) as it is antithetical to the permanency and reciprocity of close kin relations. As such, rather than allowing money to transform the society, in this case the society transforms the money. This is carried out by the women who ritually ‘cook’ the money. The fishermen of the community hand over their wages and their days catch to their wives where it is depersonalised and placed in a joint account, owned equally by both the fisherman and his wife. This socialises the money, as women are most closely associated to the household and the Malay kinship morality inherent within its walls. In effect the ‘negative anti-social power of money’ is rendered harmless by the actions of the women associated with the house, for example by spending the money on household items - ‘belanju dapu’ (Carsten 1989: 132).
Moving on to the Fijian islanders of Sawaieke, they too are an excellent example of a society that operates in a manner that allows it to symbolically consume and socialise money. The Sawaieke community, like all traditional Fijian villages, is a hierarchical society based on kinship morality. This is known as ‘the Fijian way’ (Toren 1989: 142). Just like the Malay’s of Pulau Langkawi, money is symbolic of commodity exchange and is seen as antithetical to the ‘Fijian way’ and the hierarchical, reciprocal kinship relations of Sawaieke. Ideally all Fijians are kin to one another, the term for ‘kin’ being ‘veiwekani’, which subsumes affines, friends and consanguines (Toren 1989: 144). There is a clear distinction between what is deemed to be traditional gift exchange and ‘European way’ commodity exchange. The Fijian way and the reproduction of the long term social order is always seen as positively moral, while the ‘European way’ is seen as amoral at best, and positively immoral and threatening to tradition at worst. As such, all commodity transactions are made to take the form of ‘gifts’, for example Toren had to ‘gift’ her teacher sums of money at irregular intervals (Toren 1989: 145). The Fijian equivalent of the Malay women ‘cooking’ their money, is a ritual called ‘Gunu sede’, literally ‘drinking cash’, a ritual whereby everyone drinks ‘Yaqona’ – an incredibly important cultural drink – in a hierarchical social setting and spend money that is amassed and goes toward some collective social good for the community (Toren 1989: 154). As in the Malay example, this ‘purifies’ the money, allowing it to be incorporated into the traditional politico-economy safely, without it being a threat (Toren 1989: 161).
Of course, Bohannan’s analysis of the Tiv claimed that money was inherently transformative; subverting the spheres of exchanges of the Tiv economy and converting their ‘multicentric’ economy into a ‘unicentric’ one. He concluded that money ‘is one of the shatteringly simplifying ideas of all time, and like any other new and compelling idea, it creates its own revolution’ (Bohannan 1959 cited in Bloch and Parry 1989: 13). At this point I must once again turn to Renfrew’s excellent point that the decisive innovation is usually social rather than technological (1986 cited in Appadurai 1986:146). The decision of whether or not to use a technological advance, is a social decision made by the population of a society or in the case of the Tiv, forced upon them by a society that had already made that decision and had chosen to utilise money as a universal means of exchange – the British Empire – which enforced taxes on the Tiv to drag them into the global economy by force. A further argument that could be used against Bohannan is the one Bloch and Parry (1989: 14) put forward; that demand within the Tiv society to abolish the senior sphere of exchange in marriageable women was not ‘superficial’ as Bohannan suggested, and instead allowed for the removal of a ‘gerontocratic’ authority from power. After all it is possible for societies to transform of their own accord, they are not static monoliths and do not require externalities to be introduced to transform themselves, though in the case of the Tiv and the British Empire, that was certainly a catalyst.
In conclusion then, in my assessment of the extent to which money is embedded in society, I have argued that money is firmly embedded in each society and its social matrix, and that each societies values have an impact on the embedded economy. I have also argued that due to each societies internal values and moral laws, it is imprudent to argue, as the formalists do, that there is such a thing as a ‘free market’. I have also argued against the position that money is inherently transformative and that it is always capable of shattering a traditional culture. I have given ethnographic examples of the Malay’s of Pulau Langkawi and the Fijian islanders of Sawaieke who have both developed ritualised ceremonies to purify and socialise money, removing its amoral nature and allowing it to be subsumed into the social matrices of their respective societies and consumed by the community for the reproduction of the long-term social and cosmic order. In essence, the transformative nature of money has been fetishised. Money is simply a means of exchange; it is a means to gain wealth, not the wealth itself, and as such is not nearly as transformative as some have argued.
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