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Abstract: They are intrinsic to the extension of society from the local to a global level. By
calling the economy human we put people first, making their thoughts, actions and lives our main
concern. ‘Humanity’ is a moral quality of kindness and, since theoretical abstraction is impersonal,
economic anthropology should pay attention to the personal realm of experience.
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Introduction. The idea of a ‘Human Economy’ emerged out of a global social movement started
at the World Social Forum over a decade ago. This movement brought activists and intellectuals together
who questioned the dominant free market and command models of twentieth-century economy. Each of
these was based on abstract and impersonal models of human behaviour, remote from the concerns of
people on the ground, and they left the vast majority of the world’s inhabitants — particularly in the global
South — in acute poverty and without meaningful freedom. A human economy would be one that gives
priority to what people really do and think, while addressing the needs of humanity as a whole. Much
work has been done recently to give substance to this idea. A network of scholars and activists has
produced several books on alternative conceptions of the economy. These were aimed at a general public
with an active interest in what came to be known as alter-globalization; but the highly successful French
(2006) and Portuguese (2009) editions found a ready market in students at all levels of education. The
latest in the series is The Human Economy: a Citizen’s Guide, edited by Hart, Laville and Cattani (Polity
Press, 2010). This book is a guide to the literature on concepts used to think about practical economic
alternatives rather than offering a detailed exploration of what is happening on the ground in different
parts of the world. The UP research programme on ‘the human economy’ (which now combines post-
doctoral fellows and PhD students) attempts to push this international project further — towards
coordinated empirical research and a more inclusive geographical reach. We take very seriously the
premise that the search for a more human economy must begin by analysing what people actually do —
how they do or do not insert themselves into an economy that is organised by impersonal models which
all too often fail to notice, or give any weight to, people’s everyday attempts to secure their own
sustenance and improvement. We argue that detailed social investigation of relevant topics would help to
situate people’s behaviour within a fuller and more complex framework of understanding, thereby
questioning many of the assumptions made in economic models.

Much recent academic analysis has been content just to criticise the negative effects of neoliberal
globalisation on the countries and peoples of the South. This often feeds a negative outlook — such as
‘Afro-pessimism’ — which would have us believe that the South is doomed to remain the poor and passive
victim of an unequal world society. The Human Economy project is inspired by a belief that these
conditions are not inevitable and that we can best impress this conviction on public consciousness by
revealing a world beyond the blinkered vision of free market or command economies, where the economic
activities of ordinary people are given their due.

By calling the economy ‘human’ we insist on putting people first, making their thoughts, actions
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and lives our main concern. Such a focus should also be pragmatic: making economy personally
meaningful to students or readers, relating it to ordinary people’s practical purposes. ‘Humanity’ is a
moral quality, implying that, if we want to be good, we should treat other persons, people like ourselves,
kindly. Since theoretical abstraction is impersonal and leaves no room for morality, a human economy
would have to pay attention to the personal realm of experience; but it would be a mistake to leave it there.
Humanity is also a collective noun, meaning all the people who have existed or ever will. So the human
economy is inclusive in a sense reinforced by our contemporary witness to the formation of world society.

What are we to make of a world society whose formation is driven by an explosive and highly
unequal combination of markets, money and telecommunications? Markets are networks constituted by
acts of buying and selling, usually through the medium of money. For most of history, they were kept
marginal to the mainstream institutions on which societies were built. But not long ago and at first only
in some parts of the world, markets came to be accepted as central to society, leading to a vigorous political
debate, which is ongoing, about the appropriate relationship between the two. Adam Smith’s The Wealth
of Nations (1776) provided a charter for ‘the market’ as the dominant institution of modern societies. The
idea of economy, which started out as a principle of rural household management, now became closely
identified with markets, as did the profession of economics which grew up to study them.

All the agrarian civilizations of Eurasia tried to keep markets and money in check, since power
came from the landed property of an aristocratic military caste who feared that markets might undermine
their control over society. The medieval schoolmen expressed this as an opposition between the ‘natural
economy’ of the countryside and the commerce of the city. Earlier Aristotle, tutor to Alexander the Great
when the Macedonian cavalry overran the Greek cities, preferred to found society on the self-sufficiency
of manorial estates, declaring that markets geared to profit-making were anti-social (Polanyi 1957a). This
view of economy prevailed until the dawn of the modern era, when Jane Austen could describe one of her
characters as a poor ‘economist’ for her inability to handle the servantsl. If Marx and Engels (1848)
claimed that the history of class struggle had been between town and countryside, they had this conflict
between landed power and urban commerce in mind.

So Adam Smith knew what he was taking on when he proposed that society had much to gain from
markets. He did not endorse the narrow pursuit of self-interest in market transactions; but he found it
preferable to indulge this trait en masse than to concentrate economic power in the hands of an elite,
however high-minded. He stood conventional wisdom on its head by asserting that a ‘propensity to truck
and barter’ was part of human nature and that markets had a better chance than any other means of
increasing ‘the wealth of nations’. He stopped short of claiming that society’s interests as a whole were
best served by unfettered markets; but these reservations have been largely forgotten since.

The market’s apologists likewise divide between some for whom it is a trans-historical machine
for economic improvement best left to itself and others who acknowledge a role for enlightened public
management of commerce. Classical liberals promoted markets as a means of greater individual freedom
from the arbitrary social inequality of the Old Regime. But the industrial revolution brought about a shift
to urban commerce that made vast new populations of wage workers rely on markets for food, housing
and the rest of their basic needs. Under these circumstances, society itself seemed to retreat from view,
being replaced by an ‘economy’ characterized this time by market contracts instead of domestic self-
sufficiency. Others hold that society’s remaining defences are simply too weak to hold out against the
rising tide of global money: you can’t buck ‘the markets’. This notion of markets as a natural force beyond
social regulation serves to legitimize wealth and even to make poverty seem deserved.

The founders of modern social theory all considered markets to be progressive in that they broke
up the insularity of traditional rural society and brought humanity into wider circles of discourse and
interaction. But they differed over what should happen next. Marx and Engels (1848) considered that

private money (‘capital’) was too fragmented to organize the urban societies brought into being by
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machine production of commodities; so they looked to the large concentrations of workers for a truly
collective remedy. Max Weber (1978) recognized that the formal rationality of capitalist bureaucracy
often led to a substantive deterioration of livelihood for many. But, as a liberal, he considered wholesale
state intervention in markets to be a recipe for economic disaster. Durkheim (1893) and Mauss (1997)
were both socialists who emphasized the human interdependence entailed in an expanded social role for
markets and money, while rejecting the Social Darwinist claim that capitalism ensures the ‘survival of the
fittest’.

The reality of markets is not just universal abstraction, but this mutual determination of the abstract
and the concrete (Hart 2007b). If you have some money, there is almost no limit to what you can do with
it, but, as soon as you buy something, the act of payment lends concrete finality to your choice. Money’s
significance thus lies in the synthesis it promotes of impersonal abstraction and personal meaning,
objectification and subjectivity, analytical reason and synthetic narrative. Its social power comes from the
fluency of its mediation between infinite potential and finite determination. To turn our backs on markets
and money in the name of collective as opposed to individual interests reproduces by negation the
bourgeois separation of self and society. It is not enough to emphasize the controls that people already
impose on money and exchange as part of their personal practice. That is the everyday world as most of
us know it.

Economic history is dialectical. Depending on impersonal and anonymous institutions makes most
people feel quite anxious. This is an immense force for reversing the historical pattern of alienation on
which the modern economy has been built. How we combine the personal and impersonal aspects of
economy has much in common with religion. Religion binds something inside us to an external force,
lending stability to meaningful interaction with the world and providing an anchor for our volatility. What
we know intimately is our own everyday life; but this life is subject to larger forces whose origins we do
not know — natural disasters, social revolutions and death. We recognize these unknown causes of our fate
to be at once individual and collective.
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