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ABSTRACT

In this paper, | have chosen a
series of observational tools developed
by Niklas Luhmann in his theory of so-
cial systems as a method to interrogate
the meaning and functioning of the
economic world. By combining them
with Karl Polanyi's writings on substan-
tivism, alternative boundaries to current
(formal) descriptions of the economy
in both international and national do-
mains are distinguished. There is an ur-
gent necessity to redefine the “sense” of
social systems so that functions within
such systems are given equal analytical
importance. In this regard, rendering
visible other forms of economic activi-
ties and acknowledging the limitations
of the formal approach play an essential
role in questioning the way in which we
observe the economic system.

RESUMEN

En este articulo he elegido una
serie de herramientas de observacion,
desarrolladas por Niklas Luhmann en
su teoria de sistemas sociales, como un
meétodo para cuestionar el significado vy
funcionamiento del mundo econémico.
Al combinarlas con los escritos de Karl
Polanyi sobre el sustantivismo, se distin-
guen limites alternativos a las descrip-
ciones actuales de la economia (formal)
tanto en ambitos nacionales como inter-
nacionales. Hay una necesidad urgente
de redefinir el “sentido” de los sistemas
sociales de tal forma que las funciones
dentro de dichos sistemas tengan igual
importancia analitica. En este contexto,
hacer visibles otras formas de activida-
des economicas y reconocer los limites
del enfoque formal juegan un rol esen-
cial al cuestionar la forma en la que ob-
servamos al sistema economico.
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Wi THE SENSE OF THE ECONOMIC SYSTEM

INTRODUCTION

“We can conceive of differentiation as the process of reproducing
systems within systems, boundaries within boundaries and, for observing systems,
frames within frames, and distinctions within the distinguished.

The  differentiation  process
upon which we are embarking today
revolves around the study of a very fa-
miliar, yet exceptionally unknown, term
called economy. | am motivated to write
about this topic by Luhmann's? concept
of “sense” as that which, on one hand,
brings about the selective creation of
all social and psychic forms and, on the
other, facilitates the generation of “‘com-
plexity” within the systems. "Sense” is
precisely the foundation for the genera-
tion of each and every experience.

The current economic system
has, over time, become a synonym for
market. In pursuit of a different “sense’,
however, it is important to recall that
economy has historically responded to
a multi-faceted and trans-cultural notion
related to “household management” (de-
riving from the greek: ciko¢ "house” and

This presupposes the stability of boundaries
as a result and as a condition of evolution!”
(Luhmann, 1997).

vépiw “distribute or "manage”). Economy,
as Karl Polanyi (1944) suggests, has two
meanings: One is associated with its sub-
stantive purpose - using and managing
the means which are indispensible for
existence - and another is related to its
formal or theoretical significance, whose
foundations derive from the notions of
individual profit and resource scarcity.
Although, exchange mechanisms have
traditionally been embedded in society -
that is, market has constituted one means
among many of incorporating economic
activities within society -according to the
formal approach, market has been trans-
formed into economy's one and only
equivalent.

The concept of “autopoiesis’, a
notion created by Chilean biologists
Maturana and Varela (1984) to explain
the organization of living organisms,

2 Throughout this paper | will be using terminology from social systems theory (found in quotation

marks) to describe economic phenomena.

3 When the elements within a system become abundant, the number of relations reaches such a size
that they cannot be controlled immediately by the system. The concept of complexity thus points
to the fact that all of the elements of a unit cannot be in relation with each other simultaneously.

il o8 ——
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offers a way to understand how such a
transformation occurred. Living systems,
according to Maturana and Varela, are
characterized by their ability to produce
and reproduce by themselves their con-
stitutive elements, those which define
them as a unity. Social systems theory
extrapolates this notion to the social
domain suggesting that the relations
among the elements of a given unity are
responsible for generating and regener-
ating the unity itself. In other words, just
like a living cell undergoes the mitosis
process in which it replicates its DNA
to form other cells, according to social
systems theory, the economic system
— for instance - is also autopoietic for it
is capable of reproducing the elements
which validate the market economy
approach while ignoring other forms
of economic language. This, however,
could entail a limitation for if we fail to
pay attention to the diversity of eco-
nomic practices in our descriptions and
analyses of society we are contributing
to the naturalization of the "common
sense” notion that economy equals mar-
ket transactions.

In order for "autopoiesis” to take
place, a specific form of ‘communica-

tion” needs to occur. According to Luh-
mann, ‘communication” is conceived of
as a specific operation, inherent to the
systems, that is composed of three selec-
tions: message, information and under-
standing. “Communication” exists only
when the information at play is under-
stood. In every “‘communication” under-
standing constitutes a premise for new
‘communications”. Thus, social systems
use ‘communication” as a particular way
of reaching "autopoiesis”

What makes “‘communication”
probable is the adoption of specific
means that are generally accepted (see
‘generalized symbolic means of com-
munication” = GSMC).* In terms of the
"sense” of the formal economic system,
money - through price as its regulat-
ing instrument - currently functions as
the one and only commonly accepted
way to exchange goods and services.
As long as this type of ‘communication”
perpetuates itself, social systems will
continue to reproduce their constitutive
elements under the same patterns. Here,
what | am stressing is that our ability to
observe and describe society draws the
limits under which a system, in this case
economy, can operate.

4 Generalized symbolic means of “‘communication” (GSMC) refers to particular structures that pro-
vide successful probabilities of ‘communication’. The approval of the selections does not depend
on a concrete situation but on the existence of a generalized regulation, which coordinates the
selections. Examples of GSMC, according to Luhmann, are: power, money, laws, etc.

S—Y
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Throughout history, four forms of
differentiation have been developed: 1)
differentiation of similar partial systems
(segmentation); 2) center-periphery
differentiation; 3) hierarchical differen-
tiation between strata; and 4) “func-
tional differentiation” (Corsi et al, 1996).
Luhmann suggests that “functional dif-
ferentiation” is the more complex exist-
ing form of distinction. Therefore, partial
systems - such as science, economy, art,
education and religion - are unequal be-
cause each develops a specific function.
Due to their “operational closure,” there
is no overlap, for each observes society
from its own standpoint and is structured
upon distinctions,® which do not admit
external interferences in the execution of
its function. How, then, do we perceive
the functioning of the economic system
today? and, more importantly, what ele-
ments are being left behind?

| plan to use some of social sys-
tem's concepts such as: “sense’ “au-
topoiesis,  “functional  differentiation;
and ‘communication” to point out to the
way in which the economic domain gets
naturalized in a particular way and how
to interrupt the process of naturalization.
The paper is structured as follows: The
first section is about the formal economy
and specifically about how the bounda-
ries of what counts as the economy were
configured to mean narrowly "market
economy!’ The second section is about
breaking off that boundary drawing and
describing the particular alternatives of-
fered by a Polanyian analysis. The third
section on price and value is about a
specific, but crucial, analytical process of
opening up the debate; a kind of case
study for how to perform part of the
work on substantive economy.

PART I: FORMAL ECONOMIC OBSERVATIONS

Luhmann (1997) has suggested
that the predominant relation today be-
tween human beings and social systems

has to do with inclusion and exclusion
patterns generated through the logic of
“functional differentiation Thus, for in-

5 Operational closure means that the operations responsible for the production of new elements
within a system depend on previous operations within the same system. This closure constitutes
the basis for the system's autonomy and facilitates its distinction from the surrounding environment.

6 Binary codes are specific types of distinctions characterized by their ability to exclude third values.
This implies a rigid reduction of a vast array of possibilities in two unique options which relate them-

selves through negation.
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stance, one cannot ‘communicate” with-
in the economic system without money,
just as one cannot ‘communicate” within
the justice system without a birth certifi-
cate. The same can be said about those
immigrants living around the world who
are not able to “communicate” within the
welfare system of the countries where
they reside - whether because of their
“alien” status or their “invisibility” caused
by the absence of legal documentation -
and hence cannot access public services
from which citizens benefit. One exclu-
sion often leads to other exclusions, so
what we are observing is a society inte-
grated, as a consequence of globaliza-
tion, but in a negative way.

"Functional differentiation” ac-
knowledges that every function needs
to be developed because each and
every one is fundamental for society.
Hence, for example, the legal system
provides justice (which the scientific
system cannot), the economic sys-
tem produces payments (which the
legal system cannot) and the scien-
tific system produces truth (which the
economic system cannot). Each of the
systems, therefore, deals only with one
function. In theory, one function cannot
prevail over others. However, in spite of

the aforementioned operational clo-
sure, the economic system is the one
system that has greater incidence over
other partial systems; indeed its varia-
tions can provoke vast changes within
society (Izuzquiza, 1990). Consequently,
though the complexity of society has
derived in“functional systems’, we have
not, until now, been able to overcome
the overlapping existence of hierarchy
and function. The economy remains the
privileged social system.

Currently, for instance, one of the
economic system’s foundations -the as-
sumption under which the World Trade
Organization (WTO) was established
in 1995 - is free trade, conceived of as
something contributing beneficially to
the development of all countries in the
long run’. It is well known, however, that
developed countries have used protec-
tionist trade measures in the past to con-
solidate their industries and continue to
the present day to provide assistance
to their so-called vulnerable or strate-
gic sectors like agriculture, much to the
detriment of what developing countries
can offer to their markets if trade liber-
alization were universally adopted. This
is one of the many reasons why the ne-
gotiations that revolve around the Doha

7 One of the problems of free trade, as it is currently conceived, is that the self-sufficiency on which
massive populations and territories depend can become an unattainable and unjustifiable objec-
tive under formal economic assumptions of specialization based on comparative advantages.
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Development Agenda have not come to
a conclusion since 2001.

The WTO's binary code appar-
ently responds to the following logic: A
country can be either open or not open
to trade. Based on these norms an ac-
tor is legitimated - allegedly as a result
of “good governance” practices - or, if it
fails to comply with the “free trade laws,’
considered illegitimate in the interna-
tional economic arena. The degree of
openness to trade can be selectively
observed, as mentioned above, for there
can be tolerable or acceptable limits of
protectionism (such as the measures im-
plemented by the European Common
Agricultural Policy) whereas other non-
tolerable protectionist measures are
banned. Under the WTO's legal frame-
work, it has been noted that what is
known as the “amber box" (governmen-
tal domestic support measures consid-
ered to distort production and trade)
has progressively been reduced over the
past years by developed countries while
in line with these reductions the “green
box" (subsidies that supposedly do not
distort trade) has rapidly increased in
this same group of countries.

The current structure of com-
modities markets can serve as another
example. One of them is Goldman Sachs’
commodity index (S&P GSCl), a deriva-
tive, which is comprised of 24 commodi-

ill 102

ties, among which at least 11 agricul-
tural and animal products are included.
Blended as they are with precious and
industrial metals, along with oil and gas
market prices, this index was the popu-
lar culprit for the 2007-2008 world food
price crisis. Another generalized accept-
ed observation within the economic sys-
tem - the value of the food, on which hu-
man life depends —transcended, via the
impact of the price crisis, the domain of
the economic, leading to exclusions that
could have easily been avoided.
Stratification is still present and
we are reminded of its existence every
time an unequal distribution of the re-
sources and opportunities of ‘communi-
cation” occurs. The fact of the matter is
that we have accepted the existence of
an economic system that we imagine,
convincingly, located at the top of the
pyramid of “functional systems”. Moreo-
ver, we have accepted as fact that those
who describe their observations are the
ones who are generating and regenerat-
ing, via their discursive constructions, this
vision of society dominated by market
economy. These are descriptions of soci-
ety not as it essentially is, as Hans-Georg
Moeller (2006) points out recalling Luh-
mann, but as what it has become and
might have turned out otherwise. That
is, there are no givens to the particular
social arrangement of our world; it is the
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product of contingent histories; it might
have been - it might still be - different.

Apart from this persistent hi-
erarchy, the “functional system” called
economy in its formal meaning has
several limitations. On the one hand, its
“binary code”® only takes into considera-
tion factors such as property (to have/
not to have) and purchasing power (to
pay/not to pay). On the other, just as the
economy was once embedded’ in soci-
ety (Polanyi, 1944) and ceased to be with
the predominant role assigned to the
market, especially after the eighteenth
century in Europe, finance'® has progres-
sively disembedded from the economic
system. Finance today can be similarly
defined as an autonomous self-refer-
encing system (Hessling, 2006) for it has
become 20 times larger than the global
economy (CRG, 2012).

In addition, we are witnessing
a period of anomalous disconnections
between acts of “having” and acts of
"paying”. For instance, as of now, many
of those who possess land and natural
resources do not, paradoxically, have the
means to ‘communicate”in the financial

sphere. The land-grabbing phenom-
enon can be cited here as an example.
Accounting for 35 million hectares of
land in 66 countries, according to GRAIN
(2012), land grabbers, whether private
firms or governments, now see the
ownership of farmland assets as a new
investment opportunity. Cornell  Uni-
versity's Institute for the Social Sciences
(2013) describes global land grab as an
event that changes global relationships
in terms of property, governance, econ-
omy and livelihood. Likewise, The Econo-
mist has described land grabbing as the
“third wave of outsourcing”following the
manufacturing wave in the 80s and the
service or information technology wave
in the 90s. Land grabbers, using legal
means, employ food and fuel outsourc-
ing to guarantee food and energy secu-
rity for themselves.

The concentration of cultivable
lands around the world in the hands
of a few leads, in fact, to increasing fi-
nancial speculation. Such speculation is
based on “second-order observations”'!
That is, as Hans-Georg Moeller points
out, while the economic system looks

8 Language code specifically validated by each functional system. See: Luhmann (1998) and Corsi et
al. (1996).
9 According to Polanyi it means that the economy has historically been immersed in social relations.

For further information see: Polanyi (1944).
10 See Hessling, A. (2006)

1 Second order cybernetics is conceived as the “reality construction of observing systems; in which
the observing systems are both an object and a subject (Moeller, 2006).
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at market prices (first-order observa-
tions), currently the financial system
observes the economic system’s obser-
vations (hence the term: second-order
observations). But, this can derive into a
much more complex scenario if we take
into consideration that financial obser-
vations respond many times to third,
fourth, fifth-order observations, and so
on. This partly explains the unlimited
growth of transactions no longer bound
to goods and traditional markets, but
which have to do with the trading of
financial assets.

In this context, terms such as
“solidarity,“equality, “or “justice”- whether
within developed countries in the form
of welfare politics or regarding the rela-
tion between developed and develop-
ing states in the form of international
cooperation, humanitarian aid, or trade
preferences - have become euphe-
misms. For, instead of tackling the prob-

lem of excluded human beings and the
inherent hierarchy of the global eco-
nomic and financial systems, such efforts
function as temporary, patch-work relief,
which implicitly accept the same falla-
cies that help to reproduce and validate
the systems recursively and indefinitely.
This is precisely what S. Latouche (2003)
notes: “Fair trade” and "sustainable devel-
opment”are nothing but oxymorons.

All the examples mentioned
above derive from the formal descrip-
tion of economy. Traditional "Western”
narratives of self-requlated markets and
selfish individuals have had a profound
impact on social systems throughout
the rest of the world and still prevail in
current education curricula and the
mass media. However, it is important to
remember what Moeller (2006) argues:
“[Plresent systems are but transitory and
temporary forms of life, consciousness
and "communication”.

PART I1: SUBSTANTIVE ECONOMIC
OBSERVATIONS

As long as we continue to differ-
entiate and thus define new boundaries
to our systems, global society can grow
in complexity and better adapt to new
realities and observations. For, as Luh-
mann (1997) says: ‘only within its bound-

ill 104

aries can a system operate, build up,
change or forget structures!” In this con-
text, the current principles of economy
need to urgently be revised.

The loophole in the economic
system can be explained by 1) the disem-
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beddedness of the economy from social
and natural contexts and 2) the hyper-
bolic role of the market in contrast with
the ever-minimizing role of other forms
of economic activities, which Polanyi
described as reciprocity (gift economy),
redistribution (central economy), and
householding (closed economy). Both
the former and the latter can be under-
stood by using the broader definition of
economy: that in which human beings
depend on nature and their fellow hu-
man beings to survive.

In this context, an alternative bina-
ry code is fundamental if we are to rede-
fine a self-generating and self-referencing
economic system that encompasses the
holistic meaning of economy. | am ob-
serving present social systems through
the Ecuadorian Constitution (2008) which
uses a substantive economic approach.
By expanding the notion of economy to
persons, families, and groups who are not
only driven by the formal economic mo-
tive of profit, but are mostly oriented so-
cially, this Constitution unveils the former
invisible elements of society.

In Article 283 from the Ecuado-
rian Constitution the economic system is
described in this way:

The economic system is socially
oriented and mutually suppor-
tive; it recognizes the human
being as a subject and an end; it
tends towards a dynamic, balan-
ced relationship among society,
State and the market, in harmony
with nature; and its objective is
to ensure the production and
reproduction of the material and
immaterial conditions that can
bring about the Buen Vivir',

If the Ecuadorian Constitution is
seen through Luhmann’s analytical lens-
es, it is necessary to acknowledge that
private property and purchasing pow-
er can only be a part of the economic
system’s code, if they play a part at all.
Certainly, the market constitutes a sup-
porting tool for facilitating the exchange
of goods and services; but economy
entails other ways of social interaction.
The Polanyian description, as previously
mentioned, encompasses reciprocity,
redistribution and householding apart
from market.

One of the new binary codes
suitable for the substantive economic
approach is that of the gift economy

12 No precise definition of Buen Vivir has been given. It derives from the Kichwa language. "Sumak
Kawsay"has been translated as ‘good way of living” or “living well;" however, the scope of the word
“sumac” encompasses “the beautiful” and “the sublime”as well.
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and the logic lying behind its set of
laws: to exchange a gift and to ex-
change a counter-gift. This logic, ac-
cording to Polanyi, balances itself out in
the long term by the consideration that
“today’s giving will be recompensed
by tomorrow’s taking” (Polanyi, 1944).
The means of “communication” for this
type of economy are the communitar-
ian or collective acts that take place in
the context of a family, a neighborhood,
a village, a country, or a group of coun-
tries. Moreover, given the blurry territo-
rial boundaries that characterize global
society, reciprocity can now transcend
fixed spaces through, for example, vir-
tual relations (e.g. contributions to the
free software community) or migrant
networks (whether by sending money
to their home communities or families
or by assisting other arriving migrants,
who they may not even know).

A second binary code fit for the
substantive economic approach is that
of the redistributive economy: to share/
not to share. Polanyi points out that a
central organization is essential when
it comes to redistribution. Currently,
goods and services that are indispensa-
ble and useful for life can be conceived
of as the means of ‘communication” for
this type of economy, with the state as
the institution in charge of the storage
and redistribution practices addressed

ill 106

to its members. One of the limitations
of the state, however, is that since its
creation, membership has been related
to citizenship. The inclusion/exclusion
dynamic today continues to depend
on this determinant. Nevertheless,
the ambiguous territorial boundaries
- in terms of the movement of capital,
goods, services, and even the control of
land, as mentioned above - that have
emerged from globalizing tendencies
call for a different approach to distribu-
tion practices.

Finally, householding, the third
way in which economy is embedded in
society, consists of producing for one’s
own use. It functions in the context of
a closed group - for instance, a family, a
settlement, or any other self-sufficient
unit. The principle that drives house-
holding responds to the aim of gener-
ating goods and storing them in order
to satisfy the needs of the members of
the group. No commercial motive is
linked to this form of economic activ-
ity whatsoever. As with redistribution,
the means of “communication” appro-
priate for householding are the goods
and services that are indispensable and
useful for life. As Polanyi (1944) points
out, Aristotle makes a distinction be-
tween production for use - typical of
the householding approach - and pro-
duction for gain, which he describes as
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something unnatural to man. He thus
stresses the abnormality of the notion

of an economic motive separated from
social relations'.

PART I11:
ENLARGING THE FIELD OF THE CREDIBLE
EXPERIENCES

Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen in-
troduced thermodynamics to the eco-
nomic arena in 1979. By studying the first
law of thermodynamics, Georgescu-Roe-
gen came up with this very basic yet very
much omitted principle: Man cannot cre-
ate nor destroy matter or energy. From
this starting premise, a question arises:
“What, then does the economic process
do?” According to mainstream observa-
tions about the economic system, hu-
man beings produce profits. Another
question emerges in this context: "“How is
it possible for man to create something
material if he cannot produce matter or
energy?” From the point of view of phys-
ics, the material process can only do one
thing and that is to consume matter and
energy. It limits itself to absorbing matter
and energy while continuously produc-
ing waste. In other words, that which

enters the economic process are valu-
able natural resources and that which is
discarded from it is non-valuable waste.
The economic science however,
as Georgescu-Roegen (1979) points out,
has a mechanistic epistemology. Within
such an epistemology, the system enclos-
es itself and thus is able to disembed itself
from the material and social environment.
However, both nature and the symbolic
dimensions of society play a fundamental
role for the economic process as well as
for the establishment of economic value.
The disembeddedness of the fi-
nancial as well as the biological systems
derives from a limited description of
the economic domain. As Georgescu-
Roegen (1979) argues, "economists have
succumbed to the worst type of eco-
nomic fetishism - the money fetishism”.
Consequently, they have overlooked

13 If we observe the current practices within international economic relations, when it comes to main-
taining local agricultural production, most, if not all, developed countries use protective measures,
thus leaping over the market principle to a logic of householding while remaining legitimate in the
process. According to the Agricultural Market Information System (FAO, 2011), protectionism on
agricultural products is not only higher than on non-agricultural products (by a factor of four), it is
also much more volatile. The householding principle should be legitimate to all countries.
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the entropic nature of the economic
process: Natural resources are character-
ized by their low entropy, while wastes
carry a very heavy load and high entropy.
The correlation, in this context, is simple:
The more developed an economy is the
more waste it generates and, as a result,
the shorter the life expectancy of the hu-
man species will be. The problem of the
means of ‘communication” currently in
use - money and financial assets - is that
they try to “commensurate incommen-
surabilities” (Maurer, 2006).

One of the main problems, as
Schumacher (1973) brilliantly points out,
is that the formal conception of economy
fails to distinguish between income and
capital with regard to natural resources.
As long as this very basic principle of the
economic science is not changed, we
will continue to live under the “illusion”
of unlimited growth within a world com-
posed of finite resources. How, then, is it
possible that the world is going further
into debt every year if we cannot borrow
natural resources? The only possible an-
swer, as Gilding (2012) puts it, is that ei-
ther “we are burning through our capital
or stealing from the future”.

The end of visions of infinite
growth is essential, for as long as we
continue to look at the world as a se-
ries of individual and separated issues
we will deny the essence of an inte-
grated system. Perhaps, by looking at
the current state of the world through
Luhmann’s lenses, we will see isolated
“functional systems’, which in some
cases, as with the financial or biological
systems, manage to decouple almost, if
not completely, from the economy, just
as the economy has decoupled from
the social domain. We have achieved a
level of operational closure such that
statistics and economic calculus result-
ing from observations are not faithful to
social and environmental concerns. The
quantitative domain, represented by the
market both in the form of money and
financial assets, is not representative of
the diversity of economic activities that
exist in spite of their ‘concealed” status
within the system.

The idea of a society dominated
by market economy determines the way
in which we observe the world. As JK.
Gibson-Graham (2004) have remarked in
their paper “Surplus possibilities: postde-

14 JK. Gibson-Graham (2004) quote Sousa Santos (2004) study on visions from the global south in
which five monocultures are found: The monoculture of knowledge; the monoculture of lingar time,
the monoculture of classification; the monoculture of the universal and the global; and the mono-

culture of capitalist productivity and efficiency
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velopment and community economies’
we have become captive of various
monocultures™. Part of the limitations
that entail the acceptance of the formal
meaning of the economy is that we have
naturalized a perception of absences, es-
pecially in the developing countries: e.q.
lack of infrastructure, lack of strong insti-
tutions, lack of skills and education, etc.
By naturalizing this notion we have for-
gotten to think about the things that we
actually have (our assets) and we have
rendered invisible our diverse econo-
mies. A few examples of alternative
economies can be: mingas; communitar-
ian money lending networks; local bar-
ter systems; family care and housework,
volunteering activities; reciprocal labor,
amongst others.

All of these economic represen-
tations of the world are systematically
being left behind despite the frequent
powerful outcomes that derive from
their implementation. This is why, it is
important to create “‘conditions to en-
large the field of the credible experienc-
es and widen the possibilities for social

experimentation” as JK. Gibson-Graham
point out while recalling Sousa Santo's
work on the sociology of absences.

AsTullio Altan (1995) explains, the
human experience is not limited to the
dimension of the rational, that is, using
the world for the purpose of biological
survival. It encompasses, instead, other
modes of experience, such as the aes-
thetic, the ethical, the religious, and the
communitarian, which transcend the
moment of practical use in order to be-
come an end in and of themselves.

The symbolic experience belongs
to a different and independent domain
- that of the world of values in contrast
with knowledge (typical of scientific ra-
tionality). This is why, it is a fallacy to think
that the latter is more important than
the former, for the coincidence between
personal interests and social imperatives
emerges through the embrace of a uni-
versal ethos lived as a value.”” To reunite,
therefore, the quantitative with the qual-
itative is imperative if we are to express
society not as a symbol nor as a job but
as shared physical life (Paz, 1988).

15 The feeling of belonging, of rights and duties, can be defined as a ‘civil religion,” which is the way
to live intensely through one’s bonds (religio from religare to “bind fast”) in an active society (Tullio

Altan, 1995).
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CONCLUSION

Despite efforts, like that of the
WTO, to disguise the current state of
global affairs as a development project
pregnant with future, as Luhmann (1997)
points out, “the future remains future and
can never become present”. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge the way in which
“functional systems” have integrated
or globalized society, but have also ex-
cluded in the process those who do not
have the means to‘communicate” within
them through money, financial assets,
power or others.

From the national sphere, via leg-
islative transformations as that which
occurred in Ecuador, to international
domains, it is time to take into consid-
eration a broader “sense” of the econo-
my. It is time to redefine the bounda-
ries that mark the functioning of social
systems. Economy’s “sense” transcends
notions of property, purchasing power,
money, and price. As human beings, we
depend on nature and our fellow hu-
man beings to survive and transcend.
Since, however, differentiation occurs
in the course of the evolution of soci-
ety and as a conseqguence of the crea-
tion and expansion of shared problems,
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“Within the frame of the possible,
society needs a narrower frame of the permissible”
(Luhmann, 1997)

boundary-drawing operations consti-
tute a constant challenge.

The accepted hierarchical struc-
ture that overlaps with the “functional
approach” has been constructed upon
multiple, pervasive, taken-for-granted
descriptions of society. The existing or-
deris but a result of a particular structure
of belief, which consists of accepting
others' truths upon which one can then
build one's own reality. The only way to
free ourselves from present conditions
is by demystifying the functioning of
formal economy and the assumptions
upon which it is based.

Economy's “sense” within the
frame of equally important “functional
systems’, is related to distribution, soli-
darity, and the ability to decide how to
manage the resources, whether in the
context of a family, a settlement, or glob-
al society. Unlike the notions of purchas-
ing power and property typical of the
formal economic outlook, the substan-
tive economy accounts for more com-
plex codes: the ability to share, distribute,
and produce for one’s own use. The same
can be said about price. While price con-
stitutes the commercial value of a good
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or service, the broader concept of value
entails the symbolic dimensions of hu-
man experience, which in many cases
are incommensurable.

Communitarian acts (reciproc-
ity), sharing practices (redistribution)
and production for one’s own use
(householding) are social experiences
in which money is substituted by the
goods and services that are indispen-
sable and useful for life as the means
of “communication”. The progressive
acceptance of the use of these other
forms of “communication” within the
economic system is that which will en-
able it to grow in complexity.

The understanding and aware-
ness of the dependence of the econom-
ic system on other systems is essential. It
is time to re-embed the biological and fi-
nancial spheres in the economic system
by acknowledging that natural resources
do not represent income, but constitute
capital - that s, factors of production and
reproduction, not only of wealth, but life
itself - for human beings. More impor-
tantly, it is time to re-embed the econom-
ic system in society. Only in this way can
value acquire its true multi-dimensional
significance and reflect the plural values
by which we live our lives in practice.

To render visible, to imagine and
to enact diverse economies is essential
if we are to construct an inclusive eco-
nomic system capable of encompass-
ing the substantive meaning of the
economy. This is not a utopian project,
but eminently possible, providing that
more complex forms of understanding
the world: human needs, the respect of
nature, etc. are regarded as the ultimate
referential pattern of social systems and
the ground for their reproduction. Con-
sequently, it is essential for us to change
and upgrade our generalized symbolic
means of ‘communication”. This is at
once part of the question and part of the
response to how a system can transform
its dominant form of differentiation. In
sum, we need better informed and edu-
cated human beings who are capable of
observing, describing, and thus produc-
ing different ways of living within an in-
creasingly complex global system.
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