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Abstract
Although Karl Polanyi is best known for his theorization of market regulation and the 
double movement, democratizing the economic was one of his core concerns. He believed 
societies need to bring labor, land, and money under collective oversight to displace the 
logic of market fundamentalism with the logic of human needs. In this article, the author 
draws on Polanyi’s vocabulary to shed light on the denial of money politics and the possibility 
of democratization. The author illustrates these dynamics through an analysis of long-term 
dynamics of (de)politicization in British colonial America and the United States through 
the 1930s. The author developed this approach hoping that it can contribute to nudging 
public debates beyond regulation and monetary policy techniques and toward popular 
involvement and knowledge.
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Critical scholars often use Karl Polanyi’s work to address market regulation and deregulation, 
a political-economic dynamic they see as cyclical: the “disembedding” (deregulation) and 
“re-embedding” (regulation) and of land, labor, and money. From this vantage point, the 
global financial crisis is the outcome of market deregulation, or disembedding, and the appro-
priate response is re-regulation, or re-embedding (see Konings 2009 for examples and a cri-
tique). Such an understanding of Polanyi, however, misses a critical aspect of his work: the 
democratization of the economic. Under this view, societies need to bring labor, land, and 
money under collective oversight to displace the logic of market fundamentalism with the 
logic of human needs, a process that would enable and require transformative and participa-
tory change. In addition, if popular groups reorganize the economic in democratic ways, land, 
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labor, and money no longer appear as commodities that belong to the economic sphere and 
become an integral part of democratic politics. Participatory politics, in addition, would undo 
the reification of “the market” (Thomasberger 2005).

After the financial crisis, several scholars have interrogated the democratization of money 
from a Polanyian perspective. Holmes (2013) argued that the notion that money is a com-
modity, and as such outside the realm of the political, is connected to the idea that there is 
one single, taken-for-granted, all-purpose money connected to nation-states.1 He suggested 
that a plurality of special-purpose monies would undermine the commodity fiction, put an 
end to the idea that money belongs to the economic, and undermine the liberal idea that the 
economic and the political are distinct and separate realms. Block (2015) sketched possibili-
ties for social change in critical areas such as government spending, international monetary 
governance, and access to credit as a way of challenging and overcoming the deep inequali-
ties that result from differential access to credit, a “principle axis of stratification in the cur-
rent global economy” (p. 16).

Instead of theory-driven reflection, like Holmes, or suggestions regarding political strate-
gies, like Block, in this article, I offer a theorization of money politics informed by historical 
inquiry and Polanyian concepts. I interrogate processes in which popular groups undermined 
the monetary commodity fiction through participation in the social production of money in 
colonial America and the United States through the 1930s. My reconstruction of historical 
processes Polanyi himself did not address helps clarify his concepts and highlights their 
usefulness. Conversely, Polanyi’s vocabulary allows a fresh take on the long-term dynamics 
of money politics.

In addition to illuminating historical processes, my historicized Polanyian theorization of 
money helps shed new light on the conditions under which the post-2007 democratic inter-
ventions took place. Debtor and public banking movements gained little traction (Robinson 
2017; Schneiberg 2013) even as the financial disaster hurt millions, especially vulnerable 
racialized groups and women (Dymski, Hernandez, and Mohanty 2013) and private and 
public debt continue to fuel inequality in a context of financialization (Hager 2016; Lapavitsas 
2013; Soederberg 2014). Critical monetary thought—including the post-Keynesian school 
known as Modern Monetary Theory (Todorova 2009; Wray 1998)—has gained visibility, 
but it remains largely disconnected from mainstream debates and social movements. Popular 
voices, including Occupy, rarely challenge the idea that money is a commodity and a crea-
ture of the economy. In this context, scholars have argued that a democratization of knowl-
edge about money is a critical aspect of progressive politics today (Pettifor 2018), but the 
social production of money continues to be an exception to democracy (Mann 2013). From 
a long-term perspective, as I will show below, the relative lack of popular involvement in the 
U.S. after 2007 is an anomaly in this country because crisis repeatedly led to deepened and 
effective popular involvement. A Polanyian vocabulary can help explain this anomaly.

In a context of crisis coupled with limited popular involvement, I first reconstruct 
Polanyi’s thinking about democratizing capitalist social relations. In a second step, I deploy 
this vocabulary to sketch some of the contours of colonial American and U.S. money politics 
through the 1930s and offer some insights on the post-2007 period. But first, I turn to 
Polanyi’s writing on democratizing the economic. According to Polanyi, capitalist relations 
emerged when actors carved out an economic sphere, separating it from the political.

THE SEPARATION OF THE ECONOMIC FROM THE POLITICAL

Polanyi traced the separation of the economic from the political back to 1830s England, 
when representatives of the business classes assigned labor, land, and money to the 
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economic.2 First, they abolished traditional forms of poor relief and institutionalized hunger 
as a means of ensuring worker discipline. Workers’ survival now depended on their ability 
to sell their labor power, and their lives became appendages of this “commodity.” Second, 
the government removed tariff shields from agriculture to ensure cheap food for workers and 
raw materials for industry (Polanyi [1944] 2001:144–45). Third, Parliament tied the money 
supply to gold. Now, the Bank of England promised to convert currency into gold on demand 
(Polanyi [1944] 2001:144–45; for the Peel Act, see Davies 2002:314–16). Because miners, 
not treasury officials or bank clerks, produce precious metal, the gold standard appeared to 
be above special interests and beyond political manipulation. In appearance, this was not a 
human-made monetary system but a market in a commodity dug out of the ground. Therefore, 
the gold standard embodied the separation of the political and the economic.

The separation of the political and the economic was not a process in which the state 
removed itself from interference with markets. To the contrary, it was a process in which 
state institutions constituted markets, and integrated workers both in European countries and 
in the colonies in new ways into an emerging system of social reproduction. State action in 
the age of liberalism was not negative, simply abstaining from doing something: it involved 
the active creation of markets and individuals who would function according to the “laws” 
of economics. Liberals then proclaimed that these markets were natural and had the capacity 
to regulate themselves and did not require popular intervention and understanding beyond 
individual market participation.

In particular, liberals argued that a gold standard would automatically balance interna-
tional trade. If a country ran a deficit—when it imported more than it exported—gold would 
flow out, which would cause downward pressure on domestic prices, making imports more 
expensive and exports more competitive. But downward pressure on prices involved the 
potential for deflation and recession, which would cause massive business failures and 
unemployment. Avoiding this scenario meant ensuring an external surplus through exports. 
Boosting exports, in turn, required cheap labor power. In this environment, business could 
invoke the twin specters of deflation and recession to justify low wages. They could disci-
pline the “commodity” labor by invoking the country’s need for another “commodity”: 
money (Polanyi [1944] 2001:144–45). Class struggles unfolded in a world structured by the 
logic of fictitious commodities.

Economic liberals also believed that transnational economic processes ought to be under-
stood in terms of commodity exchanges, not politics. However, European market societies 
depended on cheap raw material imports to enable a competitive export sector. Therefore, 
colonizing governments and their agents violently reorganized social life on a transnational 
scale, integrating “other” populations into the emerging political-economic structures by 
force: “the colonists may decide to cut the breadfruit trees down in order to create an artifi-
cial food scarcity or may impose a hut tax on the native to force him to barter away his labor” 
(Polanyi [1944] 2001:172, see also p. 167). In addition, when debts were not settled, 
European powers dispatched gunboats and troops (p. 217). But although violence was an 
indispensable complement to the gold standard, European liberals proclaimed that the spe-
cie-based system was a neutral institution that enabled actors to exchange commodities to 
mutual benefit.

Polanyi harshly criticized the separation of the economic from the political. For him, this 
separation encouraged an ethos of recklessness, because people, money, and ecosystems 
become objects of exchange for which no one is responsible. Market liberalism locks people 
and the societies they inhabit into an unquestionable and static present defined by a natural-
ized realm of individualized practice: “the market,” which is inhabited by fictitious com-
modities and imagined as rigidly separate from the political. In a context defined by market 
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liberalism, “any decent individual could imagine himself [sic] free from all responsibility for 
acts of compulsion on the part of a state which he [sic], personally, rejected; or for economic 
suffering in society from which he [sic], personally, had not benefited” (Polanyi [1944] 
2001:266). In addition, market liberalism makes it difficult for actors to grasp their own 
experience as part of processes they can actively shape (pp. 133, 266–67). In summary, 
because it disables popular political-economic vision through individualization, the separa-
tion of the economic and the political undermines popular democracy at its root. But even as 
this separation impeded collective understandings of social processes, actors developed ad 
hoc policies and institutions that limited the potentially devastating impact of market forces.

DOUBLE MOVEMENT DYNAMICS

According to Polanyi, although market societies uphold the commodity character of land, 
labor, and money as a public dogma, they cannot abandon these areas of life to market 
mechanisms without at the same time destroying the conditions for the reproduction of 
social life. For instance, the “commodity” labor power cannot be “shoved about, used indis-
criminately, or even left unused” (Polanyi [1944] 2001:76). Because labor power cannot be 
detached from the individuals who bear it, labor’s status as a commodity is fictitious. 
Therefore, even in contexts in which public life is shaped by the idea that labor is a commod-
ity, factory laws, unemployment insurance, and unionization protect labor and enable its 
reproduction. Polanyi famously called the sequence of commodification and social protec-
tion the “double movement.”

Such a double movement dynamic was also at work in the case of the bogus commodity 
money. A pure gold standard was unworkable because it was too often at odds with societal 
needs: outflows had the effect of contracting the money supply at the wrong moment, and 
the money supply could not expand when needed. Abandoning money to a self-regulatory 
mechanism would cause “shortages and surfeits of money” that would destroy businesses in 
the same manner as “floods and droughts” (Polanyi [1944] 2001:76) and cause massive 
bouts of unemployment. To mitigate the effects of such flows, central banks used reserves 
and foreign loans. Hence the gold standard required state institutions in order to function, 
and the appearance that money is a commodity like any other is a sham (pp. 79, 200–209; 
see also pp. 137–38, 219).3 In summary, double movement state action made possible the 
reproduction of market societies while violating the creed of self-regulating markets and 
continuing to uphold the depoliticizing and individualizing liberal dogma in public life. 
Because regulation often leaves depoliticization intact, Polanyi’s analysis of the double 
movement is not an enthusiastic call for more state action.

DOUBLE MOVEMENT DYNAMICS VERSUS DEMOCRATIZATION

For Polanyi, the double movement was problematic because the actors involved in it often 
leave intact the separation of the economic and the political in public life. For instance, even 
as central banks systematically intervened in market mechanisms during the era of the gold 
standard, officials did not challenge the idea that money is a commodity. Put differently, the 
logic of bogus commodities continues to undermine the collective understanding of politi-
cal-economic processes, and people continue to relate to institutions such as money as indi-
viduals, not as citizens. In Polanyi’s view, a participatory socialist reorganization of society 
that did away with the separation of the economic and the political was “the only way to 
triumph over the reified reality of market society” (Thomasberger 2005:7; see also Polanyi 
1922, 1935). Hence, Polanyi sharply distinguished between the double movement and 
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transformative processes that transcend the separation of the economic and the political 
(Holmes 2013).4

Polanyi’s analysis of human subjection to markets is grounded in his reading of Marx. 
But in contrast to the German theorist, Polanyi proposed that a gradual democratization of 
the economic, the always present possibility of contesting the idea that labor, land, and 
money are commodities, can erode the reification of “the market” and subject the economic 
to the logic of human needs articulated in democratic processes (Thomasberger 2005). 
Therefore, Polanyi celebrated social movements that embodied the nonseparateness of the 
economic and the political, including the Chartists (Polanyi [1944] 2001:233) and the 
Owenites, who “refused to accept the division of society into an economic and political 
sphere” (p. 178). Because they rejected the idea that labor power is a commodity whose 
market-like organization can be reformed, Owenites reorganized productive processes from 
the ground up, as part of a restructuring of social life writ large.

State intervention within the parameters of the double movement was systematic. But 
when the political entered the economic in the form of popular democracy, liberals cried 
halt. “Inside and outside England,” Polanyi ([1944] 2001:234) noted, “. . . there was not a 
militant liberal who did not express his conviction that popular democracy was a danger to 
capitalism.” After the Chartists’ defeat, for instance, it became

the unwritten law of the Constitution that the working class must be denied the vote. 
The Chartist leaders were jailed; their adherents, numbered in millions, were derided 
by a legislature representing a bare fraction of the population, and the mere demand for 
the ballot was often treated as a criminal act. (p. 234)

The separation of the economic and the political, from this perspective, is a constitutive 
aspect of capitalist societies. At stake is not the liberal dogma of noninterference, which state 
and other actors violate systematically within the nonthreatening and necessary double 
movement dynamics. Rather, capital’s potential loss of control is at stake, as popular forces 
claim that no institution is by definition “economic” and therefore external to democracy, 
and many citizens come to realize that they are not merely economic individuals but mem-
bers of classes with shared interests and understandings of social institutions.

The tension between democracy and market liberalism came to a head in the 1920s. In 
a context in which workers voted, cutting wages and benefits to boost exports and main-
tain gold convertibility became difficult (Polanyi [1944] 2001:219; see also Eichengreen 
and Temin 2000). Workers’ power was in their vote, the power of money in capital flight. 
As long as governments and legislatures upheld the idea that money is a commodity, and 
maintained gold convertibility and free capital movements, it was easier to silence calls 
for higher wages, benefits, and public spending. The sham commodity money continued 
to discipline the class of bodies to which the fictitious commodity labor was attached. In 
the 1920s and early 1930s, this constellation forced labor governments out of office 
across Europe. Once in power, parties of the center and the right abandoned the gold 
standard, which had done its job as part of the “apparatus of conservatism” (Keynes 
1963:183).

Although the gold standard is a critical dimension of The Great Transformation, and 
democratization Polanyi’s central concern, he did not analyze instances of a participatory 
politicization of money—neither in his own time nor, for instance, in the case of the 
Owenites.5 He mentioned American money politics in passing (Polanyi [1944] 2001:235), 
but he did not discuss it in the book, which has Europe as its geographic focus. In addition, 
in short texts in which he addressed a broad readership, he sometimes even omitted mention 
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of money (e.g., Polanyi 1947), which could indicate that he saw undoing the monetary com-
modity fiction as secondary.6

Why did Polanyi neglect popular money politics despite his deep concern with democra-
tizing the economic?7 Polanyi had good reason to think that money’s stint as a bogus com-
modity was over when he finished The Great Transformation at the end of the Second World 
War. The memoirs of the New Deal’s Federal Reserve chair, Marriner Eccles, for instance, 
suggest that key policy makers now thought of money as an artifact of government, not a 
commodity to be left to its own devices (Eccles 1951:79, 104, 122). Many countries nation-
alized their central banks in a context in which capital controls and managed exchange rates 
created elbow room for governments.

In The Great Transformation’s last chapter, Polanyi ([1944] 2001:258) noted that money 
had already become a servant of democratic planning: “Since the introduction of ‘functional 
finance’ in all important states, the directing of investments and the regulation of the rate of 
saving have become government tasks.” “Functional finance” is an approach developed by 
the economist Abba Lerner, who saw money as a policy tool that governments can create and 
destroy (see Wray 1998:75–77). For Lerner (1947), money was emphatically not a commod-
ity but a “creature of the state.” Ending the gold standard for Polanyi ([1944] 2001:262) 
meant creating conditions under which countries could democratize economic life, because 
they no longer needed to subordinate the wage level and monetary policy to the supreme 
goal of achieving an external surplus.8 But he saw the gold standard primarily as a condition 
that impeded democratization, and he did not argue that money itself was in need of democ-
ratization. At the very least, popular involvement in money matters was not a priority for 
Polanyi when he wrote The Great Transformation.9

But functional finance and nationalized central banks, although they create favorable 
conditions for democratization, can leave intact the popular notion that money is a com-
modity—even if policy makers are aware that it is not. The distinction is subtle but critical. 
The French economist Alain Lipietz related the story of a conservative French bank cus-
tomer who, during a wave of bank nationalizations, was outraged to learn that his own bank 
was publicly owned. As he proceeded to remove his deposits, he learned from the teller that 
his bank had been under public ownership for decades (Lipietz 1988:389). This anecdote 
illustrates that citizens may not even take notice when the state-market boundary is redrawn 
as part of double movement dynamics, which does not necessarily make a difference in 
terms of public understanding and popular participation, even though it may make an enor-
mous difference in terms of policy makers’ maneuvering space.

In the next section, I condense the Polanyian perspective I have developed thus far to 
promote the analytic and political distinction between double movement dynamics and 
democratization.

THEORIZING THE ORGANIZED DENIAL OF MONEY POLITICS AND 
PROCESSES OF DEMOCRATIZATION

I depart from the assumption that the production of currency and deposits is a state-enabled 
sociopolitical process (Ingham 2001; Wray 1998). The social production of money is politi-
cal for at least two reasons: first, there are always groups who would prefer policy decisions 
other than those that are made (Kirshner 2003); second, the very architecture of monetary 
institutions has class implications in terms of power and distribution (Ingham 2000; Mann 
2013). If one assumes that monetary institutions and policies are political, the absence of 
money politics is in need of explanation.
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Carruthers and Babb (1996) argued that a naturalization of money is essential for the 
smooth functioning of monetary institutions.10 Conversely, if naturalization fails in times of 
crisis, a temporary politicization ensues until society returns to its “normal” state of taken-
for-grantedness. Politicization is possible, but it comes at the cost of dysfunction, and it is 
bound to subside. However, such a theorization does not explain the systematic efforts to 
organize the denial of money politics, some of which I sketch below. If voters were bound to 
naturalize money, why did the framers of the Constitution or the New Dealers spend so much 
political energy to depoliticize money? The theoretical vocabulary I propose highlights 
changing institutional structures that connect voters to the process of money production in 
historically specific ways. These institutional formations, in turn, are, at least in part, the 
contingent outcome of attempts to deny or affirm popular money politics. I replace Carruthers 
and Babb’s binary (politicization/quietude) with by a contingent, historically specific per-
spective that allows sociologists to see periods of popular involvement as more than devia-
tions from a norm of depoliticization, and highlights historically specific institutional 
formations along with the agency of politicizers and depoliticizers in organizing money poli-
tics and organizing its denial.

How do actors organize the denial of money politics? They do so through institutions and 
knowledges that embody the separateness of the economic and the political and further the 
idea that these are two realms that are quintessentially different. If such an institution is sta-
bilized, it becomes easier to argue that democratic processes ought not to “interfere.” In 
addition, designated spokespersons for the economic (including professional experts and 
financial actors) can claim a privileged voice. Historically, as I will show, different types of 
institutions have embodied money’s separateness from the political.

In the spirit of Polanyi, the organized denial of money politics does not imply complete 
public silence relative to money, but it does imply that debates are, with rare exceptions, 
limited to double movement dynamics. For instance, there can be heated controversies about 
how to re-regulate, deregulate, or otherwise reform the realm of money. But these debates 
are about the “proper” way of institutionalizing money as a creature of the market: they leave 
intact the distinction between the economic and the political, as well as the commodity fic-
tion, continuing to assume the existence of “obvious” spokespersons and enabling the dis-
empowerment of large swaths of the electorate who are reduced to individual market 
participants.

An institutionalized removal of money from democratic processes shapes popular under-
standing. Because the institutional structures of money are not part of inclusive political 
practices, voters tend to reduce money to tangible entry points, such as a banknote, a check, 
or a credit card. Because they are not in the habit of participating in, and hence thinking 
about, money’s public face, voters come to consider money as a static background, not an 
always emerging set of institutions. In this context, the idea that money is a commodity—an 
object not a set of social relations—becomes plausible, and it becomes difficult to develop a 
shared language that enables citizens to grasp monetary institutions from the perspective of 
their everyday lives. Because money is an object and not a relation, money appears to look 
the same from everywhere, regardless of, say, one’s net value or one’s social position as a 
member of the creditor or debtor classes. In summary, as actors cordon off money from poli-
tics, institutions become less intelligible, and voters, instead of becoming monetary citizens, 
become monetary individuals who think of money as an object and feel no responsibility for 
money as a public good.

Although some actors cordon off money from politics, attempt to shape popular under-
standing accordingly, and limit debates and policies to market reform and regulation, others 
undermine the organized denial of money politics. In contexts of democratization, initial 
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forays into “economic” territory expand the sphere of the political. And monetary individu-
als become monetary citizens. Previously, only “obvious” spokespersons had a voice and 
could dismiss other viewpoints as aberrations; now, however, different perspectives become 
legitimate. As voters develop the capacity for structural vision, the organized denial of 
money politics becomes visible as a limit to democracy. When actors learn to articulate their 
interests in opposition to others, monetary relations and institutions become visible as such, 
and the fiction that money is an object evaporates. And if people come to grasp a “commod-
ity” as political, the boundary between the political and the economic can break down. In 
such a context of democratization, it becomes difficult to reduce public debate to the logic 
of the double movement.

In summary, a Polanyian theorization of money politics—grounded in the distinction 
between double movement dynamics on the one hand and democratization on the other—
does not assume that naturalization is the rule and takes seriously the historically changing 
institutional mechanisms that shield money from the political or integrate the economic and 
the political. It also takes seriously the changing popular understanding of money in differ-
ent institutional contexts. In the next sections, I deploy this vocabulary to sketch some of the 
contours of popular involvement in colonial and U.S. money politics from the eighteenth 
century to the Great Depression. These processes emerged in a social formation shaped by 
settler colonialism, enslavement, racialization, imperialism, and gendered power relations. 
In the following sketch, I ignore these critical axes of oppression and exploitation almost 
entirely11 and focus on struggles between groups of overwhelmingly white men, which typi-
cally unfolded in the realm of formal politics but also included direct action. In other words, 
I address processes within the segment of the population that has dominated the institutions 
of money and the public struggles about them.

BEFORE THE DOUBLE MOVEMENT: THE DIFFICULTY OF DENYING 
MONEY POLITICS IN COLONIAL NORTH AMERICA

Money scarcity was a commonly diagnosed ill throughout the British North American colo-
nies. The lack of coin—sterling as well as foreign—made it difficult to exchange and pur-
chase commodities, obtain credit, repay debt, and levy taxes. Colonial legislatures responded 
to the penury of money by issuing public debt as currency. These government-issued IOUs 
became acceptable as hand-to-hand currency because, in addition to legal tender laws where 
they existed, colonists could use them to pay (some) taxes (Brock 1975; Newell 1998; 
Rabushka 2008).

In this context, elected assemblies claimed authority over most critical aspects of cur-
rency and taxation. Lawmakers authorized a certain amount of notes, chose a printer, and 
decided about the legal tender status of these notes for (some) public and (some) private 
debts. In some colonies, legislatures authorized disbursement without the governor’s 
approval, elected the treasurer, and audited the treasury (Spencer 1905:104–105, 114). 
Assemblies could spend the money on public works or war, lend it to towns or individuals, 
and in some cases, they even distributed it to taxpayers without charge (Bouton 2007; Brock 
1975; Newell 1998; Schweitzer 1987). Legislators also enacted taxes for the purpose of 
withdrawing currency, made provisions for the physical destruction of the notes, and 
recorded the money thus destroyed (Newman 1967). Hence, fiscal and monetary policy were 
not separable in this institutional context, and lawmakers were in charge of both, in addition 
to organizing the material circulation of currency, from its printing to its burning.

Smallholders participated in money politics through their town’s representative. Voters 
often knew this representative personally, had the right to instruct him on how to vote, and 
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could recall him if displeased with his actions (Holton 2008:175, 200). Elections were 
annual, which further encouraged responsiveness to constituents’ wishes. In matters of 
money creation, colonists were often well informed about their representative’s vote (for 
Massachusetts, see Newell 1998:139; Zemsky 1971:242). In a context of legislative cur-
rency creation, money’s functioning was visible to those involved in the colonial assemblies, 
and to those who read newspapers and the assemblies’ publications or consulted with their 
representative. In provinces like Pennsylvania, there was a large overlap between individu-
als who enjoyed the franchise and smallholders interested in the emission of colonial money. 
In Pennsylvania, 50 percent to 75 percent of white men fulfilled the property requirements 
for voting, compared with a mere 15 percent in England (Bouton 2007:13–15), and these 
numbers were similar in other colonies—50 percent to 90 percent of white men in prerevo-
lutionary Massachusetts and 66 percent to 80 percent in Maryland (Dinkin 1977:41, 45).

Complaints about money scarcity were common, but fractions of the merchant and planter 
classes, together with imperial authorities, were threatened by money emissions because it 
could encourage domestic development and undermine reliance on trade in a context of 
imperial dependence. In addition, paper money would favor upstart entrepreneurs and 
thereby undermine social hierarchies among white men (e.g. Newell 1998). In this context, 
conservatives attempted to remove money from the realm of the political, and they presented 
it as a commodity grounded in the “intrinsic value” of specie (gold or silver) (Douglass 
[1740] 1897:362–63). But given that the legislatures embodied a unity of the economic and 
the political, such arguments were far less persuasive than they are today. Public debates 
about how to best “regulate” the “commodity” money—double movement dynamics—were 
a conservative’s distant dream in a context in which many voters were unwilling to relate to 
money as individual users only. For them, limiting the money supply meant price drops, high 
interest rates, a lack of a medium of exchange, and, all too often, foreclosures (Bouton 2007; 
Newell 1998; Schweitzer 1987).

In the second half of the eighteenth century, Parliament’s stance relative to colonial 
money became more restrictive, and it passed “currency bans” that caused generalized hard-
ship and helped fuel demands for independence (Bouton 2007; Bridenbaugh 1964; Newell 
1998). After independence, state legislatures printed money in a context in which white male 
smallholders’ representation had increased dramatically (Wilentz 2005:17). Given the con-
tinued cash scarcity and depression, lawmakers passed debt relief laws and emitted legal 
tender money. Creditors, as well as individuals who held war bonds, were compelled to 
accept this money in payment. As a result, creditors and bondholders complained that legis-
latures were too responsive to popular pressure and that the Revolution had resulted in an 
“excess of democracy.” Smallholders, conversely, argued that the Revolution remained 
unfinished, and high taxes to pay an exclusive group of bondholders in specie were unjustifi-
able (Holton 2008).

The crisis peaked in 1785 when Congress asked the states for $3 million to settle a portion 
of the war debts. This request caused revolts across the states, the most famous being Shays’ 
rebellion in Massachusetts. Fearing similar outcomes, the Connecticut and New Jersey leg-
islatures refused to even attempt to levy taxes (Holton 2008:69–83). Representatives of the 
gentry and bondholding classes became increasingly convinced that democracy was out of 
control. To restrain democracy, monetary institutions needed to be stabilized along with 
class hierarchies writ large.

Historians place the Constitution in this context. Bouton (2007) and Holton (2008) 
showed that the framers attempted to create federal institutions that would mirror and rein-
force, rather than undermine, hierarchies of wealth, yet they remained committed, in prin-
ciple, to electing representatives. They sought to achieve this end by adding a federal layer 
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to Confederation-era institutions; they created a set of authorities that could check “excesses 
of democracy,” such as the ones they thought had occurred relative to paper money. Congress, 
an institution designed to be less responsive to popular pressures,12 replaced state legisla-
tures as the monetary sovereign.

For a time, the new federal institutions made eighteenth-century-style money politics 
unlikely. In the debt crisis after 1819, for instance, Congress never seriously contemplated 
Treasury money (Rothbard 1962:182). When limited amounts of federal Treasury notes 
were issued in times of war or crisis (e.g., in 1812 and 1837), the withdrawal of these cur-
rencies did not become a popular political issue.13

In addition to making openly political money unlikely, the Constitution enabled a process 
of “privatization” (Bouton 2006; Grubb 2003). States were no longer allowed to issue paper 
money, but there was no explicit prohibition barring state legislatures from chartering corpo-
rate banks that would issue money against the promise of specie redemption. These state 
banks, each with its own distinctive notes, soon the bulk of the country’s currency. Congress 
also chartered two banks of the United States (1791–1811 and 1816–1832) that ran the fed-
eral government’s financial operations. These banks were for-profit corporations whose 
leadership claimed independence from the federal government. Soon, Jacksonians would 
choose the second incarnation of the federal bank as their main political enemy.

JACKSONIAN COMMODITY MONEY POLITICS

The money created by corporate state banks was often mistrusted. It was often unclear if a 
bank had enough specie to redeem its own notes on demand, so bank notes typically circu-
lated below their face value, a discount that increased the farther the note traveled away from 
the issuing bank. Historians have noted the public’s constant preoccupation with a note’s 
value, the fate of its issuing bank, and the prospects of redemption (e.g., Appleby 2000:84; 
Greenberg 2008:56–57). When banks went bust, individuals with less access to financial 
information lost their deposits or owned notes that had become worthless. In addition, waged 
workers took losses because they were compelled to accept corporate banknotes at face 
value. Although state bank notes were not legal money, they were “the only actual tender” 
(Gouge [1833] 1968:2).

Followers of President Jackson, as voters at the polls and in public debate, declared that 
the paper money issued by corporate banks was the root cause of social injustice between 
white men. Corporate paper money was fraudulent because it was not fully backed by spe-
cie: it was an arbitrary artifact based on unearned privilege bestowed by the government. 
Banks’ receiving interest on their notes was unjustified and led to the formation of a bankers’ 
aristocracy that would undermine equality among white men. Hence, in a country flooded 
with bank notes, paper money became a symbol of privilege rather than popular govern-
ment, as was the case before the Constitution. Now, the promise of social justice for white 
men became disconnected from monetary democracy. In a context of limited popular control 
over money production, the only choice seemed to be between “natural” specie and “artifi-
cial” corporate money—there was little room for voter involvement beyond ensuring the 
institutionalization of commodity money.

The denial of political choice took the place of paper money democracy.
For Jacksonians, commodity money was inherently just. Jacksonians like the journalist 

and Treasury official William Gouge, whose 1833 book A Short History of Paper Money and 
Banking became a bestseller (see Dorfman 1968; Rader 1963), demanded a “return” to an 
imagined past of pure commodity money. In their view, minted gold and silver are products 
of labor exchanged in market transactions, and they are not essentially different from other 



Feinig 77

commodities. They are a special commodity used as a measure of value and means of 
exchange. This money, for Gouge, was inherently just because the powers-that-be could not 
manipulate it. Commodity theory reframes the question of money as one of mining and com-
modity markets, not democratic choice. It downplays the role of public authorities, and it 
obscures the fact that a range of monetary possibilities is available to a society.

Jacksonian hard money ideology enabled the formation of a heterogeneous alliance. This 
group included working-class, anticorporate true believers. Yet key figures in Jackson’s 
entourage were not enemies of all banks, only enemies of the Second Bank of the United 
States, and were supportive of state banking—some even had a past as bank directors 
(Hammond 1962:329). State bankers opposed a renewal of the Second Bank’s charter 
because it used state bank notes in its possession to regulate and discipline their note issue 
practices; an end to the federal bank would mean more liberal and profitable credit extension 
for state bankers. For entrepreneurs, including many enslavers in need of cheap credit, an 
end of the Second Bank was also good news (Baptist 2014; Wilentz 2005:363–64). From 
this perspective, the Jacksonians’ assault on the Second Bank—and the president’s famous 
veto of its rechartering—was an intervention in favor of state banks at least as much as a 
principled commodity money project.

At the state level, chartering was bureaucratized through free banking laws in the decades 
before the Civil War. Once such laws were in place, banks no longer required a charter 
granted by a vote of the state assemblies. The legislative process was replaced by a bureau-
cratic mechanism that granted corporation-like status to firms that fulfilled certain require-
ments (Bodenhorn 2003). By enacting rules that applied to everyone alike, free banking laws 
liberalized entry into the banking sector. In this way, Jacksonians reasoned, the possibilities 
for corruption and favoritism under individually granted charters would be curtailed. Free 
banking laws thus promoted the idea that there could be a neutral money, separate from poli-
tics, and free from political choices. Within a few decades, eighteenth-century paper money 
politics had been reduced to a politics of corporate chartering. “Neutral” chartering and com-
modity money theory assigned money to the sphere of the economic. Jacksonians had deep-
ened the idea that money is a commodity, and that there is a sphere of the market to which it 
“naturally” belongs.

For those beholden to the commodity fictions, Polanyi ([1944] 2001:76) noted, “no 
arrangement or behavior should be allowed to exist that might prevent the actual functioning 
of the market mechanism on the lines of the commodity fiction.” But as long as the govern-
ment supported corporate banks by depositing public funds with them, and by accepting their 
notes in payment of public dues, the separation of money from politics was incomplete.

THE INDEPENDENT TREASURY AND THE FICTITIOUS COMMODITY

If money is a commodity, governments need have no connection with banks, they only 
require a public warehouse to hold its stocks of money. The Independent Treasury was a 
system of specie “storehouses” that handled all federal transactions and accepted and paid 
out specie exclusively. Because the government now dealt only in “real” money, and no 
longer privileged certain banks by using their services or accepting their notes, bank and 
state were separated, Jacksonians claimed. Money appeared to be completely economized. 
On the campaign trail, Jacksonians celebrated this institution as a victory over the paper 
money aristocracy, calling it a “second declaration of independence” (Wilentz 2005:498; see 
also p. 437).

But the actual functioning of the Independent Treasury suggests the immaculate separa-
tion of the economic from the political was a sham, just like the idea that money had become 
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a commodity like any other. First, the Independent Treasury was a quasi-central bank: offi-
cials knew that payments from the Treasury to the private sector had stimulating effects, and 
an inflow of taxes could dampen markets. In this context, the Independent Treasury prac-
ticed conscious open market operations, buying government bonds to inject money when 
needed. Far from being a mere storage facility, the system relocated control over monetary 
policy to the Treasury (Hammond 1962:544–45; Timberlake 1993:74–76, 244). On a more 
fundamental level, the system was more than a neutral storage place because, as long as a 
government levies taxes, it needs to declare what it is willing to receive in payments of debts 
owed to it. Any such choice of legal tender can confer the quality of moneyness (Wray 
1998). And any such choice is a choice to the exclusion of others. Hence, the Independent 
Treasury worked within the double movement logic, upholding the separation of the eco-
nomic and the political in public while violating it in practice.

For Polanyi ([1944] 2001), “most of the confusion” in monetary theory “was due to the 
separation of politics and economics, this outstanding characteristic of market society” (p. 
204). With the Independent Treasury, Congress institutionalized the illusion of strictly sepa-
rate spheres and stabilized public confusion. Money’s appearance as a commodity and the 
federal state’s appearance of neutrality and detachment reinforced each other. The commod-
ity-like appearance was possible only if the state was indeed “neutral” and external to its 
moneyness. Conversely, the tale of state passivity required the idea that money is a commod-
ity, an object that has an existence independent of public institutions. In summary, the 
Independent Treasury simultaneously organized the federal state’s own erasure from the 
monetary institutions it created and managed, and the appearance that money is a commod-
ity. Civil War finance, however, soon unsettled the Jacksonian version of the dollar.

HOW GREENBACK(ER)S AND POPULISTS UNSETTLED THE 
COMMODITY FICTION

To pay for the war to end slavery, Congress authorized the issue of Treasury notes (green-
backs) with legal tender status for private and most public debts that were inconvertible into 
specie. During the war, the federal government issued $4 million in greenbacks. This public 
currency reminded Americans that the Jacksonian binary of “honest” and “public” specie 
versus fraudulent paper currency was a false one. Civil War finance, which helped win a 
major war, demonstrated that public paper money was a viable option. This experience led 
to collective knowledge and awareness of the money creation process, and it created the 
conditions for undoing the apparent separation of the economic and the political in money 
matters. Three decades later, a journalist who played a critical role in the goldbug movement 
lamented that “the money circulating among the people is a powerful educator. It teaches 
either truth or falsehood . . . [greenbacks] led large numbers of unreflecting persons to 
believe that the government can make money” (White [1895] 1908:150–51).

Greenbacks pointed to the locus of monetary sovereignty—Congress—and social move-
ments, white as well as black, distinct but sometimes working in unison (Ali 2010), seized 
the day. Public controversy was thus no longer limited to double movement dynamics. Like 
in the colonial and pre-Constitution era, controversies raged about the legitimacy of paper 
money, its retirement, its legal tender status, and its relation to specie. Farmers, who were 
often indebted and existentially threatened by downward price movements, were at the core 
of popular mobilization. Creditor classes and the emergent corporate sector, concentrated in 
the Northeast, mounted a spirited defense of gold and attempted to apply the commodity 
fiction to money reestablish a separation of the economic and the political (Goodwyn 1976; 
Livingston 1986; Ritter 1997; Unger 1968).
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The mass movements that elected third-party members of Congress and fielded presiden-
tial candidates, some of which supported William Jennings Bryan’s 1896 presidential run, 
often used proto-Polanyian language. One prominent Populist, Kansas Senator William 
Peffer (1891), wrote that privatized control of money had to end: “The remedy is to take 
money out of the list of commodities which may be bought and sold for gain, and limit its 
use to its proper function of serving the people in the conduct of their every-day affairs” (p. 
217). A Polanyian question animated debates: was money an artifact of democracy or an 
object of the market? (Carruthers and Babb 1996). Many of the most important Populist and 
bimetallist tracts—including Coin’s Financial School (Harvey 1894), which sold in the mil-
lions—can be read as manifestos against the idea that money exists outside of and apart from 
state institutions. In summary, these movements unmade the constitutive separation of 
money from politics.

The Populist movement ended with William Jennings Bryan’s disastrous defeat in the 
1896 presidential election. Yet defenders of the gold standard thought the separation of the 
economic from the political remained unstable. On November 5, 1896—the day after Bryan’s 
defeat—one contributor to the goldbug New York Times wrote: “Our business, briefly stated, 
is at once and forever to cut the connection between politics and the currency” (“Safeguard 
the Future” 1896). Not only the Populists used Polanyian language; goldbugs did, too. After 
1896, money questions disappeared from the center of electoral politics for a time. Congress 
established the Federal Reserve in 1913, in a period of rising prices and relative calm. But 
the calm did not last.

CHASING THE MONEY POPULISTS: HOW FDR SEPARATED THE 
ECONOMIC AND THE POLITICAL

When agricultural prices declined in the early 1920s, farmers renewed their monetary cri-
tiques, but they remained on the defensive given a context of prosperity for other groups 
(Shover 1965a; Webb 1978). With the onset of the Great Depression, veterans joined farmers 
in their cry for inflation and public spending. In 1932, thousands of unemployed World War 
I veterans squatted in Washington, D.C., to demand early payment of a debt the government 
owed them (the “bonus”) by printing money (Ortiz 2010). It is difficult to imagine a more 
potent symbol of the nonseparateness of the political and the economic than veterans camp-
ing in front of a lawmaking body, demanding paper money. Veterans and farmers had become 
monetary citizens, and they argued that state neutrality in monetary matters was impossible: 
the federal government could continue to bail out banks, or it could create currency to help 
them. The veterans’ leader dismissed the gold standard as a weak excuse for denying them 
assistance (“Leaders Effect Campaign for Entire Nation” 1932). The veterans had important 
congressional allies, including Representative Patman (Texas) and Senator Thomas 
(Oklahoma).

In this context, monetary projects and proposals flourished, from local scrip and a  
flurry of legislative initiatives to long articles in farmers’ and workers’ periodicals (Gatch 
2008, 2012; Reeve 1942; Webb 1977, 1978). During the “100 days” emergency session of 
Congress that followed Franklin Roosevelt’s electoral victory, lawmakers almost passed a 
bill that mandated Treasury currency. Only FDR’s skillful maneuvering prevented 
“Depression greenbacks” at the last minute. Similarly, when Congress debated veterans’ 
demands for payment of the bonus in 1935 to 1936, lawmakers who wanted to pay the for-
mer soldiers in Treasury currency almost prevailed. Once again, it took major political 
effort on the part of the administration to thwart them (Feinig 2017; Ortiz 2010; Shover 
1965b; Wicker 1971).
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Polanyi (2001:237–38) celebrated Roosevelt’s suspension of the gold standard as a key 
event that marked the “political dispossession of Wall Street.” But in terms of the separation 
of the economic and the political, FDR’s opposition to popular participation is also signifi-
cant because it stabilized the disconnection of voters from monetary questions. Since the 
New Deal, with few exceptions, money has been considered an “economic” rather than a 
“political” question in U.S. public discourse.

From this perspective, the New Deal institutions of money and finance are part of a 
double movement dynamic rather than democratization. And double movement dynamics, 
even if they do not adhere to the commodity fiction in practice, can still breed public igno-
rance. Although on the institutional level, the commodity fiction based on gold was first 
loosened (under the gold-dollar standard inaugurated in Bretton Woods) and then abandoned 
in the early 1970s, from the perspective of voters, the economic and the political continued 
to be separate. Today, central bank “independence” embodies this separation (Polillo and 
Guillén 2005), because an expert-led institution presides over a policy area said to belong to 
the economic, not the political. In addition, U.S. policy makers in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries often deployed market rhetoric to make authoritative claims about 
policy, for instance, when Paul Volcker’s Federal Reserve attempted to deny responsibility 
for dramatically increasing interest rates in the early 1980s (Greider 1987). Volcker’s suc-
cessor as chairman of the Federal Reserve, Alan Greenspan, proclaimed that he had been 
guided by the idea that money should be regulated by market forces exclusively—until his 
“intellectual edifice” fell into pieces in 2007 (Andrews 2008).

In addition, monetary institutions continue to be an undemocratic “exception” in societies 
that consider themselves democratic (Mann 2013). As Graeber (2013) noted, even a jubi-
lee—generalized debt forgiveness—would not necessarily lead to lasting democratization. It 
could become a one-time-only state intervention that leaves intact the separation of the eco-
nomic and the political, along with the monetary commodity fiction. In addition, the spirit of 
the gold standard, and the “scarcity” of money it implies, continues to define possibilities for 
state spending and action. Even though political options are no longer shackled by gold, the 
idea that money is a commodity structures debates about state spending and austerity. Yet 
money is a social construction and its status as a commodity a fiction. In this context, scar-
city of money as a limit to state spending is a bogus constraint in sovereign countries (Wray 
1998:74–96). The monetary commodity fiction, it turns out, does not require gold as its ideo-
logical prop, but only needs a separation of the economic from the political.

CONCLUSION

Weber (1999:110) noted that the “separation” of workers from the “means of production, 
destruction . . . and finance in general is the common basis of the modern state . . . and of the 
private capitalist economy.” If one sees the systematic “separation” of a population from 
decision making as a denial of democracy, then it is legitimate to ask how this denial is orga-
nized. Weber stated the problem clearly, but he was notoriously skeptical of popular democ-
racy, and his conceptual apparatus focuses on rulers, not the changing relations between 
governing institutions and populations (Breuer 1991:25; Turner 1992:187). In contrast to the 
nationalist German professor, the socialist cosmopolitan Polanyi was deeply interested in 
democratizing the economic. Therefore, his vocabulary is useful for illuminating the condi-
tions under which money comes to appear as a commodity and a creature of the market, and 
the conditions under which it does not.

I have shown that the monetary commodity fiction is the outcome of a process in which 
public actors separate the economic and the political, and debate regulation but leave 
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untouched the fiction that money is a commodity-like object. The monetary commodity fic-
tion, in turn, encourages money users to relate to money as individuals who use an object, 
not as political actors who can act in relation to the institutions that create money. As I have 
shown, for large swaths of North American history, such a separation of voters from their 
monetary institutions did not obtain. In contexts of democratization, the separation of the 
economic and the political was unstable, the tale that money is a commodity failed to con-
vince, and monetary individuals became monetary citizens.

The “separation” of popular control over the means of production and destruction has 
been a central concern of historical sociologists, but the “separation” from control over the 
institutions of money has not. The North American experience of recurring democratization 
is an obvious starting point for historical inquiry, but comparative study of other national and 
transnational processes could open up spaces for fresh thinking about democratization. The 
vocabulary and historical sketch I put forth in this article are insufficiently attentive to racial-
ized relations of dominance and exploitation and do not address gendered relations. However, 
given systemic inequalities in terms of power and distribution, an intersectional perspective 
is necessary to understand the absence/presence of money politics more fully and gauge pos-
sibilities for change. But if the Polanyian vocabulary is limited, it does offer analytic starting 
points and helps tally the cost of thinking about money as a commodity.
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NOTES

 1. Polanyi suggested that in nonmarket societies, different pay tokens might be used for different pur-
poses: cows as a unit to measure value for large amounts, cowrie shells as a unit of measure for small 
amounts, and a variety of tokens to discharge obligations incurred in local and long-distance exchange 
(Polanyi 1977:97–121; for a discussion, see Dale 2010:146–48). These special-purpose pay tokens 
were institutionalized “within a nexus of social obligations and political power that was immediately 
intelligible” (Holmes 2013:592). In such contexts, “money” was neither experienced as homogenous 
nor considered part of the economic (Holmes 2013). In contrast, because of their appearance of uni-
versality and because they do not appear to be rooted in localizable practices, monies such as the dollar 
and the euro come to be considered “economic.”

 2. Polanyi addressed the “separation of the economic from the political” throughout The Great 
Transformation (Polanyi [1944] 2001:74, 120, 233, 304–305, 231, 233–234, 263).

 3. Polanyi wrote The Great Transformation in part as a response to liberal scholars who argued that money 
is a commodity that exists independently of state institutions (e.g., von Mises 1912). For scholars such 
as von Mises, the sovereign power of money creation was a “ridiculous illusion” (Polanyi [1944] 
2001:204), and central banks played no active role in economic life—they were neutral institutions that 
promised to redeem national currency into gold on demand at a fixed rate (Polanyi [1944] 2001:212). 
But the role of the state in money matters was contested in early twentieth-century European monetary 
theory. Members of the German historical school of economics, including G. F. Knapp, argued that 
money was a creature of the state. For Knapp, something becomes money if the government—the main 
actor in a socioeconomic system—promises to receive a class of tokens in payment of debts owed to 
it (taxes). Polanyi knew Knapp’s State Theory of Money (Schaffer 2000:337), and he theorized money 
along state theory lines in The Great Transformation (Polanyi [1944] 2001:205). But Knapp defended 
the gold standard (Polanyi 2014:135), and Polanyi did not cite him.
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 4. At the same time, Polanyi ([1944] 2001:207) argued that state action within the double movement 
could serve as a starting point for politicization.

 5. As part of the Owenites’ National Equitable Labour Exchange, producers deposited goods in a ware-
house. In exchange, they received “labour notes,” which they could use to buy other warehoused prod-
ucts (Harrison 2009:169–71). This currency, which Polanyi ([1944] 2001:110, 113, 176) mentioned 
repeatedly, is an instance of overcoming the separation of the economic and the political, but Polanyi 
did not analyze it.

 6. Most Polanyian social scientists follow Polanyi’s lead and do not address instances of (de)democra-
tization of money. For instance, in her acclaimed book about the deregulation of financial markets, 
Krippner (2011) departed from Polanyi’s insight that laissez-faire and the depoliticization of the eco-
nomic are the outcome of state action (pp. 2, 145). This orientation allowed her to reconstruct how 
policy makers liberalized financial markets, but she did not address another Polanyian question: how 
did money come to appear as a commodity in the first place? Similarly, Bienefeld (2007) and Altvater 
and Mahnkopf (1997) used a Polanyian framework but did not ask how the separation of the economic 
and the political came about. Sociologists of money inspired by Polanyi typically address special-
purpose and general-purpose monies in nonmarket and market societies (e.g., Carruthers and Ariovich 
2010; Dodd 2014; Steiner 2009). It is tempting to consider that eliminating restrictions on a money’s 
circulation—the process in which one category of pay tokens becomes “general-purpose money”—is 
the equivalent of establishing a market for money. Yet the exclusive focus on general versus special-
purpose money as that which distinguishes “modern” from “premodern” money comes at the cost of 
addressing how the separation of the economic and the political came about. This theme is largely 
absent from Polanyian economic sociology writ large (e.g., Krippner and Alvarez 2007; Krippner et al. 
2004). Similar to sociologists, anthropologists of money do not ask the Polanyian question of how 
money became a creature of the market (Hart and Ortiz 2014; Maurer 2006).

 7. Servet (1993:1144) argued that Polanyi neglected money in The Great Transformation because the 
history of English usury laws had already been the subject of extensive academic research when he 
wrote it. But the abolition of usury laws is only one aspect of marketizing money; the logic of the gold 
standard is arguably more important from a Polanyian perspective. In addition, Polanyi wrote The 
Great Transformation to inform debates about postwar institutions (Block 2003:284), not primarily to 
fill gaps in the scholarly literature.

 8. The hopeful tone of The Great Transformation’s last chapter gave way to profound apprehension after 
the Bretton Woods conference, during which the U.S. delegation rejected Keynes’s plan for a monetary 
system that would penalize countries with external surpluses. Polanyi (1945:90) now worried that 
although the gold standard in the narrow sense was dead, its logic would remain intact: “what America 
is striving for is not the mere shadow or the empty name, but the substance of the gold standard; . . . 
the balancing of foreign economy . . . through the undirected trade of private individuals and firms.”

 9. Polanyi’s commentary on the postwar monetary order is parallel to Keynes’s vision (e.g., Keynes 
1933), whose work Polanyi probably followed closely (Block 2016:4). Keynes was more skeptical 
of democratization, and more attached to professional expertise, than was Polanyi. When it comes to 
money, Polanyi seems closer to a Keynesian logic than to his concern with democratization. Politically, 
subordinating the market with limited popular involvement proved fatal when in the 1970s, in the face 
of sustained neoliberal challenge, “Keynesianism had no popular democratic foundation . . . to defend 
it” (Block and Somers 2014:25).

10. Lordon and Orléan (2008:169) made a similar point. They argued that if citizens asserted their “natural 
right” to partake in monetary decisions, a “monetary state of nature” would ensue. From this perspec-
tive, it seems, there are only two options: either complete depoliticization or chaos. Desan (2005, 
2015) argued that the naturalization of money is a relatively recent outcome. In medieval England, the 
statutes never left any doubt that it was the sovereign’s prerogative to proclaim what money was, and 
the state needed to manage commodity money to ensure that enough money remained in circulation. In 
this context, money was not naturalized. Surprisingly, money became naturalized as bank notes took 
off. As bank notes convertible into specie replaced coins as the typical currency, the idea that only gold 
was “real” was deployed to legitimize the new forms of money. Naturalization happens in relation to 
its “other,” the political, Desan (2005) pointed out. But how is the boundary between the two created, 
and what are the institutional mechanisms by which the economic is naturalized? Desan primarily 
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reconstructed discursive themes through which money is naturalized. She did not explain whether 
and to what extent money’s naturalization—and with it, the idea that money is a commodity—became 
plausible outside of policy making and theorizing circles and, if it did, how this was achieved.

11. On the links between enslavement and Jacksonian money politics, see Baptist (2014:215–59); on black 
populism, see Ali (2010); on settler colonialism and money, see Ceci (1993); on imperialism, see, for 
instance, Hudson (2016). Feminist economists have demonstrated the specificity of women’s relation 
to money in patriarchal capitalist societies (Jennings 1994; Todorova 2009).

12. The Constitution did not grant the right to recall federal lawmakers or instruct them on how to vote, 
annual elections were replaced by longer terms, the absence of term limits encouraged the formation 
of a white political class, and the staggered terms for senators militated against a direct translation of 
popular pressure into legislative action. In addition, only the lower house was elected directly, whereas 
senators were (until 1913) chosen by the state legislatures and therefore at one remove from popular 
pressure. The framers also created large electoral districts that favored the election of wealthier rep-
resentatives. In addition, the size of the new federal polity itself would help defuse popular politics: 
differences between the populations would make it difficult to articulate collective interests, and the 
vastness of the territory hampered efforts at popular organization (Bouton 2007; Holton 2008).

13. State legislatures chartered state-owned banks to expand the money supply. All of the stock and prof-
its, or a significant portion, were owned by the state, and management was selected by the legislature. 
States such as Tennessee required that creditors either accept the notes of this newly created bank at 
face value or accept a postponement of debt payment (Rothbard 1962; Wilentz 2005). States chartered 
corporations that issued money, rather than doing so directly, but the banks were under the supervision 
of state legislatures.
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