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Money as Struggle,
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At the 2002 Meeting of the Sockery for Economic
Anthropology (SEA), at which a keynote address
by Maurice Godetier (I'Ecole des Hautes Enudes en
Sciences Soclales) was an exciting focus of atten-
thon, money emerged from the shadowy wordd of
eoomomics and accountancy 1o be revealed as an
important element of imperial hegemony and as
a central feature of class struggle. Beth E MNotar
{Trinity C) revealed the efforts of colonial powers,
the Kuomintang and Communist guermllas to
establish cumencles to clevate their particulas
political and economic rank among many Com-
peting forces. Mahir Sacal (U7 of Iliteols) discussed
efforts of the French to establish the Franc as the
dominant currency in West Alrica and deny con-
tirmied wee of cowries, Parading as a "civilizing
misskon,” the campaign for the franc was an
effort by the elites of Paris to destroy the position
of traditional Afrlcan elders and maore fully con-
trol the destiny of a cofonized domaln.

Similar strugabes amose with the framing of the
S Constituton, The separate states had champi-
arved the privilege of coining their own ourmen-
Cles ared were refused. Ratheer, the nation-state as
a whaole required a single agency of coinage. Yet,
the struggle to establish mone terdary oo of
power and Independence has continued. Notar
pointed out that during the past decade, a pletho-
ra of local cumency systems have sprung up in
thie US, Drawing inspimstion from Depresslon-era
seTipts, promotens of these systems cite a5 reasons
for their cimulation: attempls 0 keep money
within the local community, support local pro-
duction and envaee a falr minkmum wage, While
promaoters of local currencies meay not - perceive
themselves as social revolutionaries, they newer-
theless are faking direct action against the hege-
momic forces of national capital,

Monetary Developments in China

Motar's principal focus was on monetary devel-
opments in China during tiwe 20th century, where
a revolutigrary custency—"People's Money” frer-
s —ultimately became the official cumrency,
When the Sixth Congress of the Chinese Come
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A&n Amarican asagle dominates the word: A 1909
note of the International Banking Corporation for
usa in Camton, China, illustrated symbaolic US haga-
mony. Courtesy of tha Amarican Numismatic
Sochaty, MY, rhox by 5 bt

miunkst Party met in Moscow in the sumimer of
1928, a Comintern-prepared resolution for revo-
heticinary ecorormic development inclucded estak-
lishing banls and a2 “unified monetary system.”
The pragmatics of funding a revolution overcame
any deological concern with money itself. The
Chinese Commumists justified the lssue of guer-
il cumrency by describdng it as a patriotic act, a
lomm of “currency stregghe” that was essential o
thie overall political and economic straggle.
Because the Communist base arcas were sar-
rounded and bockaded by MNationalist troops,
likee "red” islands within a “white” sea, currency
necessarily took on a termtorial and political char-
acter, Currencies circulated within  politically
boundedd place and defined the political charec-
ter ol the inhabitants

Cowry and Francs in Africa

Mahir Saul presented a parallel discussion of the
cowry in the YWest Volta reglon of West Africa,
where he examired reasons for the successful
rejection of the French franc by the local popula-
tion for about five decades, Buropean menchants
hiad brought cowry steells (mallusks of the species
Cypvava vt ared i) to YWest Africa from
the Indian Ooean. In precolonial centuries, they

Jwere one of the international commeodities trad-

ed at the Amsterdam and Lomdon exchanges and
destined primariky for the West Alrican trade.
Matrilineages o patrifilially formed  howse
grouips socumulated huge sums of cowries. 1o the
hands of elders, these cowries were a means of
contrdling junios membess of village commumi-
tes. Conwries alse were nesded to pay for medl-
cines, divination, burials (as payments and i rit-
ual) and memortal funcrals. For these and othes

KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE

pUTpOsEs, young men and wormen were depend-
ent on their male and female elders who oon-
tralled the funds

In establishing colonlal domination, the French
administration became intolerant of the cowry
economy, and by forcing it own money upon
the population, created a situation of multipie
rurrencies. West African ebders resisted this intrs-
sion for their own reasons, and other seciors of
the society conskdered the French ooins and bills
a nuiksance,

Cobonial olficlals pat most of the blame on
wimen traders for n=istance to French maoney
anud for 1w perpetuation of the cowry economy,
Colonial cobre did not lend themselves to the
conventions of counting and storage that market
women had developed for the shells; and the
centime plece was too light and was easlly
dropped or misplaced. The paper bilks shared
these defects in an exaggerated foom, Traders had
oy resort to the services of money-changers more
frequently, with all the risks and costs that this
{mvobved, Thesie are comumon problems in periods
of monetary tansition, even in the relatively
much less-drastic moves In Europe from aobd
francs to new fancs, or mast recently from na-
tional moneys in Burope to the Euro,

There also was a direct political awareness in
the stance of African populations that opposed
the replacement of cowries with colorial money,
Conwries had Become unbquely associated with
African chvilization (s they still ase today), so
that attachment to the cowry and a refusal o
adopt codonial money was a way of defending
the independence and soversignty that they had
possesseed before the colonial conguest. The at-
tack on the cowry was a symbalic attack on Alti-
can history and culture; equivalently, it was an
unacceptable asserton of Eurcpean hegemony.

At the SEA Meeting, there also were two papers
that demonstrated the symbolic and socially
consequential e of money in the form of ooed-
it: a paper by B Lynne Milgram (¥ork LACCAL)
focusing on Brnancial advances to traders in the
Fhilippines; and another by Kathbeen Pickering
anct David Mushinski (Colorado State U on local
banking in the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation.
Tssuees eof social inclusion, exclusion and doming-
tion wene powerfully expressed in those papers as
well

Most of the papers presepted at the SEA Meet-
ing dealt with issues provoked by the most mecent
work of Maurioe Godelier—the sacred, “keeping-
for-giving™ (when the “keeping” of a thing with
great symbolic value facilitates the “giving™ of
other things) and related issues. All of these pae-
pers will be aveilatile next fall in the volume
Maney and the Sacred: Essays in Ecoworreic Al
pology, odited by Cynthia Wesner (Texas A&h L)
and mysell. D

Erasrcrr el (Feitpesovion, oo nicsvay’-cliwill) bs profiecsor
of popmwrlcs and antimopotogy af DC-bndme, Bell Sheaial-
izes fn the dynariics of sockal formmtions, e snaciee of
corprarmte groups, @nd marmhage and mermiage prymienls;
fuix Bovk Posver and Survival [in & Time of Giobal
Accuwmulation): The Beijing Lectures is fortfroonmiag
jfram Altanfing Prevs.




