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Karl Polanyi’s Analysis of
Long-Distance Trade and
1Lis Wider Pararligm

CEORGE DALTON

Marthwestera [Tiivarsite

“He who only knews his own subject does not know that cither.”
—5. R. Steinmetz

“History [ut science| suggests that the road to g firm research con-
sensus 15 extraordinarily ardwous,”
— T homas Kuhn

“In a subject where there s no agreed procedure for knocking ont
errors, doctines have a loug life”
—Joan Robinzon

“Everything that cun be said can be said clearly.”
—ladwig Wittgcustein

SEVERAL PRELIMINARY MATTERS

Tﬁs 15 au exposilony puper, an attempt to express clearly what we al-
ready know and fo clavify what today is still difenlt or aoresolved . |
have lcarned over the last fiffcen veaws that in wating on topies for
which scientific expuedment, mathematical model, or statistical measare-
ment cannot be emploved, cxposition is mdeed dillicult. When one is
confined to words, une mnst verv consciously choose words very care
tully. Une must also dlustrate general statements with examples deawn
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from (e real world, unnte whal one wunts to critieize {ruther than at-
Lribute positions to oppenents, therehyy misking wnconscious distortion
of what Uppoucnts are actually saving). amd contrive diagrams, charks,
or analogies to suy the same thing wore than once,

P have scverul ressons for not 1estricting myself i this papor fo
Polanyi's analyyis of long-distance trade. Oue canuot understand h is
freatment of cxternul frade withont undestunding ether parks of Ty
tomeeptual sehene, such as Ui internal organization of carly and primi-
tive ceonomics and Use mappropriatencss of conventional coonomics uy
A universal [rume of reference for ol ceonomies * ) shil have fo demen-
strte this gnile explicitly, In doing so, [ shull try to find fresl, Wavs to
explain Polami’s work,

In the writiugs of Polanyi and his ussociates, long distance trade -
der care slute conditions is moge fully analyzed and illustrated with
exauples than any other vingle topic: chapters, 2, 3,.4, ¢, % B, g, and
13 of I rade and Market are devoted whel by or parlly to external trade;
o foo a jowrnal article f1g6iz} and a hoak {19661 by Polanyi, a SUTVEY
article by [ eeds {161, and part of a lowg article by Humphireys {1g6ig)
wssessing Polanyi's work, I may be of wse to arclhavologisty if T consider
uther ezonomue instimtions aud fhe meanings of several theoretical con-
vepts mentioned It not so ey Lesively considered by Lhe Folauyvi group.

It I now sixlecn vears since “Frode and Market in the Farly Erngrires
was pabilished. During those veurs, g good deal of analylical writing as
well as fresh ethuographic, Listorical, and archacelogical Aescriptinn has
heen forthenming. Tt seeans scusilile to refer to receat work whenever it
contributes xplunation: of mfrest to archaeclogists and anthopolo-
glits concerned with CUONOIME,

Archaolugists, historians, und social 3 nthropalogists who want to un-
werstand the ceonomies of the socicties they are professienally concerned
b unalyze have to acquite what T shall call tollowing Kuhu |1g707) an
econovme “paradign”: a theoretical lramework, a lungnage of COuCCpEs
to interpret the cetnal ceonomwmies of time and Place they study. Polanyi's
is unly ome of several connomic paradigms that exist. 1 shall have to mer-
tion some of the othes to show how Pulanv’s diffors,

Iam told that drchiucology is dmnging in bwa wavs. First, archiaeolo
gists themselves are bringing te heqr new phvsical, chenical, and statis-
ficul techniques of analvsis, o they are cngagiug the technical expertise
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of cousulling physica] scientists who unalyre the properties of hones,
stomes, carth, flora, and shells i wavs that create mwore wable data for
the archaeologist, Carbon dating, flotation processes, and computers al-
low more precise establishment of tacts, provide methods to extract

_ morg information from matenials recovered, and permit special sorts of
ezl analyvsis,

The secomd sort of innevation s couceptusl ather than technicul.
Archaealopists are asking new queslions, or, in expressmyg their dissatis-
Faction with ald answers, seeking new auswers to old guestions about
social organization, cconomy, polity, and culbore, questions of a sork
that ordinarily intcrest seeial anthropologists and historiany. Ta shoul,
archineologists are looking for now theories and conecpts capable of powe-
erful cxplanation of the societies, economics, and polities they uncarth:
“Archusolopy mives the appearance of being in a erisis . . . there is a
stroug reaction within the diseipling agaiust the faniliar exenrsions into
prehistoric Teligion, coomouncs, of ack appreciation that are neither
erounded in, nor conlralled by, theory or adequate knowledge” [Fiuley
1g71:140].

It strikes e tlat teclouca] and coneeptual clunges are also influene-
g subjects close to archacology (for exmmple, the coonemic history. of
early medicval Forope’l, and snbjects much wore distant from archaeol-
opy (such as modern economics). Medieval ecomomic and social s
toriuns are also acquiting [resh data in addition to the written sources
npim which they have traditionully relied: sunken ships, coiu heards,
aud burial remaing dug up by archacologists; linguistic analysis of place
names; and photography frow wirplanes to reveal early ficld systems used
in farming and the location of willage settlements which have disap-
peared. The French historians, T believe, began some time aga to study
willagedevel demographic and social history in order to estimate the size
of peasant houscholds and of villige population changes, studies nf a
soul which the Butish now alse nndertake. Indeed, witcheraft in carly
Furope has again beeome 3 respeclable topic for histomuns; in 1972 Marc
Bloch’s old work on the magical pewer of medieval kings to lheul was
finally translated mto English. In the long num, it seems, we are all so-
ciologists: “Rescarch into [monctary and nonmonetary] paymeuts must
... become a social study; and so indeed must all wsearch work in eco
nomie history"” (Bloch 1987:241).
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Actually, some archasologists and historians of medieval Ewrope are
changing their ecomomie siewpoint in the same way, They no longer
implicitly asswme that ccouomic orsanization, whether prehistoric or
medieval, in Myeenacan Grecee or in Charlemagne’s I'ranee, is simply
some emde commercial watiant of our own twenlieth-century aconony,
to he interpreted mthe terms of “supply,” “demand,” “pries,” “Inndang,”
“scling,” and "capital” that econowists since David Ricardo Lave con-
trived for industrial capitalism {sce Tinley 1957; Gricrson 1959 2

PARADICMS IN ECONOMIC ANTHROFOLOCTY
UNDER WHICH LYRE?

Thus section desceiibes Lhe tange of lapics considered in coonomic an-
thropnlegy and the sorks of Fheore 5o far coutrived to analyze its com-
patient segnents, We shiall sce thal Polanyi’s theory relates to only one
segment of economic anthmepology and see also why theery in ceonomnie
anthropology 1s difficull to create and why al presenl theory is nol uni-
ficd and not widely shared.

I have said cepeatedly in print that the theoretical porfions of eco-
nomie anthropology arc only heginning to be formulated systematically,
T am now convinced that the clearest way to cxplain this point is to nse
the teninulogy of Kohn®

As used by Kuhn, poredignr 15 a stronger comcept than the term
theery, A paradipm provides a themetical framework, a vovabulare of
conceptmal terms, and, in some sense, a picture inside of one's head
alknt the nature of the realwoild activities to be anmalyzed. A now para-
digm redefmes the seope of the suliject and poinks op the most inkerest-
ing problems to be solved, A paradigm, Lhen, 55 a degp and important
theory which renovates a field of stndy. Mot only Coperniens, MNowton,
and [iinstcin, but alse Ricardo, My, Weber, Freud, and Keoynes werc
mzkers of paradigms: deeply persnasive theoretical coustruets which il
Inminated some portion of reality in g new way, Their concepts and ana-
Iytical conclusinns, moreover, were adopted, refined, and extendad by
those who [ollowed as Whe bost approach to investigating some vange of
processes and problems newly revealed, partially formulated, or fimally
solverd by the inventor af the paradigm, Persuns in the same subject ad- -
hering to diffcrent paradigms choose sewewlint different problems to
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address and nse different conceptnal forms in their analvses. They also
armive: ot different analytical conclusions about realworld actiitices and
instifutions.

Paradigms are extremcly important to pliysical and social scientists
heense paradigms provide sabisfactory explanations of the physical,
chemical, biniomical, or soclal processes they spend their professiongl
lives trying to nuderstand. It is not fanciful to suggest thut a paradigm
is like u pualessional religion: it is the theoretical frmmework inside oue’s
head nsed fo wake deep sense of the semment of the world one 15 pro-
fessionally concerned with, [ndecd, what differentiales the chemist from
the anthropolugist from the ceonounst is the pamadigm cach Las protes-
siomlly acquircd [(and also what Kuhn calls his “disciplinary matox”],
his theories aud methods:

o 1 take [punadigs] lo be mniversally recognized scicntific
achivvements that for a time provide model problems and solubons
to a counnunity of prachtioners. . . . paradigms provide scientists
not ouly with a map but also with sowe of the dirceticus essential
for map-making. In lcarniug a paradigm the scicnbist acquires the-
ory, methods, and standards tngether, mnally 1o an inextricable
mixtore. Therefore, when paracigms change, there are vsnadly sig-
nificant shifts in the criteria deterniving the legitimacy buth of
mrohlems and of proposed solutions, (Kubn 1gro0iii; 109}

Kuhn's peints require qualification for ceonomic anthrapalogy he-
ciuse Kulm is dealing with theory in physical sciences, Physics and
chemistry differ in several hwportant ways from snbjeets like economic
anthropology.

(1] There are many mere phiysicists and chemnists doing esearch than
there are anthropologists. And physical science is more nniforn mter-
walionally than anthropology, a subject influcnced, for exsunple, by cach
nation's colonial experience.

{2) Physics and chemistry are older subjeets than anthropology,
whith meuns that paradigms were established much earhier. “Lhis 15 3
very important matter hecause it weans, for cxample, that Finstein®s
work pullishied iu wgoy and alter was addressed to solyving problens or
explaining anomalics that an already-established paradigm could aol
solve or cxplam, something that was junnediatsly recepmized by a num-
her of physicists brought up on the old paradigm. But in a new, small,
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and esoteric subject like economic anthropology, there were no strongly
established pamadigms when Polaoyi wrote, no theorelical frameworks
clabouately spelled ot and widely shared; there were only hits of theory,
partial paradigins, and few adherents to cach hecause there were so few
doing rescarch o the subjoet (see, for exawple, Tlerskovils 19327, Tt is
difficnlt to vame more thau a hulf dozen anthrapologists, whe, in 1437,
had a specialist’s mierest in economic anthropology—say, more than
lialf of whose publications were in ceonomic anthropology, And the few
anthropologists inlerested in ecounmy wore not really in professional
touch with the archaeologists and the cconowic historians of carly so-
cicties wha had similar imterests,

Palunyt’s wirk did not contracliet any Lheory strongly and widely held
by ceannmic anthropologists {such as “formal economics™). In 1957
thers was no stomgly held theoty of any sort in economic anthropology.
Rathcr, there was an awarcness it two nisolved problems existed: /1
Primitive and peasant econouies both resembled aud Jiffercd from in-
thastrial capitalism. But how gothropelogists conld cope with the sy
tematic presentatiom of these similarities and diffcrences was not dear
fsee, for example, Goodfelling 1g93g; Tirth 1g51: chap, 41, (i) The sco-
ond vnesulved problem was rather complicated: How, if at all, could
anthropologists uake nse of Lhe elaborate vorpus of conventionul coo-
nimics to wberprel the protive cconamies of the 'moboand Islanders
and Tikopians? Tirth {1g20a; 1gagh: chap. 11 had been ewure of buth
prablems as carly as wgzy, und mdeed attempted to solve them over the
uext forty vears, withont, T Uhink, succeeding, He is still awbivalent
abiul the role to he plaved by conventional econcmdes in econamic an-
thropelogy (see Firth aghw; 1g72). Ilemskovits too wiestled with these
problems 1n 1040 and 193z withoul solving Lhew.

Polauyi attempted to solve both problems, His “sobstantive” defini-
tions of the lenms economie, external frude, money, and markef indicated
the smwlarities amang prinutive, archate, and modern economics. Tlis
“formal” definitions of these Lerms odiculed heir special meanings in
induslueel capitalism. His “nstitetions!™ definitions indicated the dif-
ferences hebween aboriginal and developed—industual markel economies
by shewing the special forms woney, markets, and external trade took
i aboriginal economivs, | hroughout thess presentations, Polauyi ai-
gued [ewcefnlly against the use of warket theory to analvze nomnarke:
ecomamies, The formalist writers (for caample, LeClair 1g96in; Cook
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1966} did not state their formalist positions until after Polanyi wrote.
It was Poluwyl aud s associoles they wene reacling bo.

{31 Physicists and chemists specialize mueh mere than do anthro-
pologists. 1t 1s not commen for many anthropologists o work preeisely on
the same problem or procass, sav, the nalure of foreign trade in ahorigi-
nal cronemics, i

i4) There is o much grealer need for economic anthropelogists to
mcorporate theory and factual infermation from other suljects, such as
early economic history aud recent economic development, than there is
for physical scicntises bo incorporate ontside theory and facts,

(5] Physical scientists, and, to a lesser extent, economists, use several
rescarch methods not at all employable in aothropology, sneh as con-
trolled experiments aud malhematical wedels, althouzl anthropologists
Live mecently begnn to emplir one snch technique, skatistical cnumera-
tiom. Tlemaonstrable peool of heory, Derefoe, iy easier o eslablish o
physical scicuee and in ceomomics than it s in verbal suhjects, This
couplicated matter of methodology requires additional explanation.

Ihearies, concepts, methods, paradigms are to be judged by the ox-
planatory power of the conclusions they reacl abant real-world activitics
wil processes. “The theories of Finsteinn and Keynes were powerful be-
vanse their concepks allmwed them to explain imporkant phiysical and
econcmic processes thut could not be as sabisfactonly cxplained without
their theories, [n short, paradigms are like movsctraps: we decide which
of lwo mowselraps of different design s supenior Iy cliossine the one
thiaf catehes most mice. Ffoetiveness monse s the patatomnt erterion,
nol strength of matenals or elegince of desgu. In social scicuce, offec-
tiveusss w1 wse weans cxplanatery power demonstrated to the satisfac
tien of the professional audience { Kolm's “scientific commnunite™ ) :

Faradigms gain thoir status becawse they ame wore sucecssful than
thewr competitors o salving a few problems that the group of prac-
tikiomers has come to recognize s acute, ., Affer the diseovery had
been assimilated, scientists were able to account for 2 wider range
of ., phinomeny or to aecomnt with greater precision for soome of
those previously known. . - . As in polibical revalubions, so i para-
dimu choice—there s wo standard higher than the asscnt of the
relevant commmimity [Kuhn 1g7o:23, 6 g4).

The svigntific community’s assent is obtained by demonstrating the
explanatory power of 4 paradigm. In coonomic anthropology, this means

fig




CEODRGFE DALION

the explanation of external trade, primitive valuables, bridewcalth, pal-
ace ceonammiey, and such.

Cine’s ability to persnade professional colleazues of the supcrionity of
one’s new theory in uny subjcet—physics, economics, anthropology—de-
pends to a great extent o the methods of proof conventionally nsed in
that subject. ity “disciplivary matriv”—iu short, the methodalogy avail
able to it. “Soft’” snhjects, such us political hiztory, literary criticism, and
wech of enltural anthropology, are soft becanse they are confined ko
verhal analysis only. Porsons doing research in such subjects freguently
are polurized permaneutly: that is, they conumonly adhere lo markedly
different theorics. {Actnally, i Kulin's view, snclh 3|_|b]'(_;ct5 are nab sl
ences bocanse, since Lhey have no strang and widely shared paradigm,
theorctical progress is not evident; they arc in a “pre-purudi;n’” com-
dition. )

T contrast, physics i a "hard” subject, in the sense that persnasive
proof: can be adduced to support new paradigus becanse eontolled ox-
perment, nathematical equation, precise measnrement, and statistical
quuntification cau be ewpluved to prove theory. Closer to home, eco-
numics is “harder” than the other sociul scienees. Paradigms i ceonom-
is, such uy those conhived by Ricardo, Marshall, Keynes, and Samuel-
o1, cume (o be widdy shared amaong cconomists heeavse mathematical
mudel, statistical quantification, and policy application to realaworld
peblems of unemplovuient, development, and inflation are wsable in
ceonomics {nate that policy application is another way of proving
theory ).

I might puint out that it was impossible Lo consliuct u satisfactory na-
timal Craduale Record Fxamination in anthropalogy hecause the sub-
jert 1 &0 variously tanght in American mmiversities. Anllnopology is so
varinusly tanght for two reasons: There is au cuonmons range of specific
rescarch specialtics engaged in by archacologists, physical anthropole-
gtsts, aud cultural anthropologists. And in iy bracles of anthropology
theie urc no strong and therefore widely shared paradigms, What is truc
tor ceonomic authropolngy seems, then, to charcterize other branches of
anthiropology as well; an absenee of systematically formmlated theory so
persuasive as bo b widely shared aunong anthropologists.

Any theory or paadigin in any subject has three very closely related
conprments: (1] the specific real-world proccsses, siluabions, m evenls

T




Pulanyi's Analysis of Long-Dislance Trade

the theory i designed o analyze (that is, designed to reach couclusions
about]; (2] the special concept it employvs;, and (3] the analytical or
explanatory conclusions it amives at, A theory is essentially the way the
coneepts (2] are wsee to explain the real-world processes (1], A thoory,
NOTEOVET, can always be stated in torng that provice auswers to speoihe
queslions, Kevues's theory, for example, answered Lhe question, “What
causes short-oun Huctuations in netional wcome, output, and employ-
ment i the highly developed. industrial capitalist coonomics of Wt
eru Kurope and Neorth Amenca of the 193087? The real-warld process
Le analveed was natiomal income detcrmination and its fluctuation in
the special sct of industrial cupitulist cooncwics, The special concepts he
entploved wore (among obhers) “marginal propensity o consame,™ anid
Hlgnicdity preference™; and the most inportaul of his s2veral analvtical
comclusions was that Brkaio and the United States in the g0 were
inherently unstable becamse the povate market scetor coutained no
mechanisin Lo assore aubomalically hal all goods produced at full cm-
plovinent wonld be bought, The same holds tme for Folanvi or any
other creator of theory, His paradigm also comprises a speoial sct of
tenl-world processes, special eoncepts. and analvtical couclusions reachad
by msing the concepts ko auulvee the processes.

Economic anthropolomy eonsiders villagedevel coonoies of bands,
tribes, and peasautooes on all he continents and nhahited islands of the
world Tn three historical fime perods of attoerly diferent length. Tt also
cousiders the econmnic sectors specal to larger-scale coonomics and so-
victivs—for cxample, the palsce coomomics and foreign frade seeturs of
chigfdoms and state systems such us kingdeans and empires, T2 s call
the oldest or the earliest subset “aborginal” or “trdibonal” or “indige-
nes” or “precaleudal” cconmmies:? the Kwakiat] Indians al the north
west coast of America hefore the wwhile man girived: the Inca hefore the
Spanish arvived; village and rajal India before the British arrived. These
are wsnmally called, rather looscly, “primitive” or “peasaut” cconnnics.
would sugeest, ncidentally, that the village and state sectors of the
economics of Woestern Dnrope np to 1200 or 1300 4, Japan up to
about 1600 A, and China up Lo about 1500 &, hoelong in the same
category of traditional or abonginal coomnics ®

Mow things become mather complicated and | have had to contrise
table 1 to help convey my meamng. This fimt subsct of aboriginal
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