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CONTEXT OF MONETARY PRODUCTION AND LIVING SYSTEMS* 
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Introduction 

 

Ecological economics recognizes that “humans and their economies are parts of 

natural ecosystems and coevolve with those natural systems” (Stephen Ferber and Dennis 

Bradley 1995: 1). Changes in the composition or functioning of ecosystems are a part of 

life processes. Human-induced or human-accelerated ecosystem disturbances can be 

mapped, together with changes in material provisioning processes, and hence are subject 

to human agency. The organization of material provisioning is a process of cumulative 

change in habits of thought. Human-induced or human-accelerated ecosystem 

disturbances have the propensity to affect, for example, public health, as Eric Chivian 

writes, through the “threat, prevalence or incidence of infectious diseases1 directly or 

indirectly through their impact on the biodiversity of infectious agents, reservoirs, and 

vectors” (2003). The methods that a given society develops to cope with the effects of 

ecosystem disturbances result from its evolving habits of thought, including gender 

specification. 

In her article “Development, Gender and the Environment” (1996), Eiman Zein-

Elabdin argues that the relationship between women and the environment can be 

understood only within the institutional contexts in which the two interact and in which 

development takes place. She critiques both the “women in development” (WID) 

approach taken by international financial institutions, which perceives women as readily 

responding to economic incentives2 and the ecofeminist perspective, which tends to view 

women as having a special understanding of the environment.3 Zein-Elabdin (1996: 929) 

argues that both approaches fail to account for gender specification as an institution. She 

(1996: 930) defines gender specification as the “social designation of individuals to a 

particular gender and the historically and culturally circumscribed economic and social 

roles contingent upon that designation,” and she believes the concept is useful for 
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capturing the relative positions of women and men in the economy and in relation to the 

environment (Zein-Elabdin 1996).  

One way of understanding the relative positions and vulnerabilities of people in 

the socio-economic structure is as a consequence of an evolutionary process Thorstein 

Veblen (1969 [1919]: 241) describes as a “cumulative sequence of habitation.” The 

process of cumulative change with respect to socio-economic structure is “the sequence 

of change in the methods of doing things, the methods of dealing with the material means 

of life.” (Veblen 1898: 391). These methods or “habits of thought” are part of cumulative 

institutional change. As Zein-Elabdin explains, her concept of gender specification “is 

based on Veblen’s concept of institutions as ‘habits of thought’” (1996: 942).  

 Habits of thought or, as Veblen calls them, “habitual methods of procedure,” 

(1898: 393) require human intelligence and involve variation. Such habits are not the 

same as routines, which consist of repetitive acts, and imply automata. Geoffrey Hodgson 

(2002) brings attention to human agency and critiques social theory approaches that treat 

individuals as automata.  

 The present paper is a contribution towards a framework for a gendered approach 

to ecosystems and social provisioning that is grounded neither in methodological 

individualism nor in methodological collectivism. This framework seeks to incorporate 

living systems, human agency, and habits of thought and structural transformation. The 

concepts of structure and agency are invoked here as a way to relate some contemporary 

methodological debates formulated in these terms to habits of thought and living systems. 

 

Concerns about Universal Theorizing 

 

According to Zein-Elabdin, both the WID and the ecofeminist approaches imply 

that women possess some universal, essentialist character.4 She argues that this 

assumption leads to “muting the varied social settings of environmental problems and 

women's responses to them” (Zein-Elabdin 1996: 942). Her conceptual framework for 

“redrawing this discourse, particularly with regard to the treatment of gender” (Zein-

Elabdin 1996: 929), is based on the proposition that gender discussion must be “firmly 

grounded in an institutionalist understanding of economic and social processes.” She 
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further argues: because of the historical and cultural specificity of institutions and 

processes, there is no basis for a theoretical discourse on development, gender, and the 

environment, but only a contextual analysis of the multiple points where development, 

women, and the environment meet and interact (Zein-Elabdin 1996: 930). Thus, 

addressing the WID and the ecofeminist approaches, Zein-Elabdin concludes  

 

…the areas of development, gender, and the environment can be 

juxtaposed only to the extent that they interact within specific historical 

and cultural institutional contexts rather than in an abstract theoretical 

domain (1996: 942). 

 

I will note, however, that an emphasis on institutional specifics can be compatible 

with a certain level of generalization. This compatibility between the specific and the 

general exists, for example, when feminists theorize about more or less stable 

macroeconomic and global structural conditions. Macroeconomic global trends are 

related to local livelihoods and occur via particular habits of thought regarding 

international relations, budgeting, and public policy. Thus, when ecofeminists conduct 

specific contextual analysis, they must also pay attention to general theories about global 

macroeconomic and political relations.  

 Further, there are no obstacles to preserving the importance of historical and 

cultural specifics while recognizing a general interdependence between biological 

organisms and ecosystems and between interdependent changes of habits of thought and 

ecosystems. As discussed below, these generalizations are crucial for conceptualizing 

human agency.  

 Finally, as both Tony Lawson (1999; 2003)5  and Geoffrey Hodgson (1999; 2002) 

argue, concerns that  universal theorizing may be misleading should not eliminate 

discussions about method, namely about the perception of reality,6 epistemology, and 

social theory in feminist ecological economics. Like Zein-Elabdin, Hodgson (2002) 

challenges universal approaches to economic theorizing and favors contextual analysis. 

But in his attention to historical, cultural, and geographical specifics he emphasizes the 

importance of abstract discussions on structure and agency. 
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Living Systems, Bodies, and Agency  

 

The debate over agency and structure comes from the critiques of “methodological 

individualism” and “methodological collectivism.”7 The first method, as Hodgson (2002: 

160) points out, claims to explain social phenomena exclusively in terms of individuals, 

and the second purports to explain social phenomena solely in terms of structures or 

wholes. Hodgson criticizes both methods and argues that neither individuals nor 

institutions can be the final explanatory determinant (Hodgson 2002: 166). He (2002) 

emphasizes the common points between Structurationists, Critical Realists, and 

Institutionalists and appends to the contemporary debate on structure and agency the 

argument that “[i]t is not simply the individual behavior that has been changed: there are 

also changes in habitual dispositions. In turn, these are associated with changed 

individual understandings, purposes and preferences” (Hodgson 2002: 172): He 

continues: 

 

[T]here are no mysterious ‘social forces’ controlling individuals, other than 

those affecting the actions and communications of human actors. People do 

not develop new preference, wants or purposes simply because ‘values’ or 

‘social forces’ control them. What does happen is that the framing, shifting 

and constraining capacities of social institutions give rise to new 

perceptions and dispositions within individuals. Upon new habits of 

thought and behaviour, new preferences and intentions emerge 

 

Human novelty and unpredictability lie at the center of Hodgson’s (1999: 145) emphasis 

on the distinction between automata and human beings. For Hodgson, bringing emotional 

and institutional factors into preference functions is problematic when accounting for 

agency. As Julie Nelson (2003: 62) notes, in such an approach, “if values exist, they must 

exist as universals, as theoretical invariants, lying out there somewhere waiting to be 

discovered.” The individual preference function becomes immutable (Hodgson 2002: 

176). “The preference function is already ‘there’; ready to deal with unpredictable and 

unknowable circumstances” (Hodgson 2002: 176). When ecological problems are 
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reduced to subjective utilities, human beings are reduced to automata; the role of agency 

is obscured, since people’s minds and their ability to learn are nullified. 

 We usually find such dualisms as mind-body and reason-emotion underlying a 

reliance on substitutes for agency. Further, these dualisms lead to a division between 

humans and nature, which prevents us from perceiving people as organic elements of 

ecosystems. As argued by John Dewey (1988 [1922]: 60), the conceptual isolation of 

people from nature is “duly manifested in the split between mind and body – since body 

is clearly a connected part of nature.” Dewey opposes this particular split in his Human 

Nature and Conduct [1922] (1988).8 Body-mind dualism, which provides the basis for 

both biological determinism and social determinism, presupposes that the mental action 

of the individual takes place separately from the body. In biological determinism, the 

mind is ignored, while social determinism leaves little room for nature.  

 In contemporary cultural studies “the body” has become a focus of interest for 

gender researchers who have analyzed it as a social construction, as a text, and as having 

meaning (Sheila Greene 2003: 75). While accepting that there is much to be gained from 

a discourse on the meaning and representation of the body, Greene (2003: 73) usefully 

notes that such theorizing does not actually address the reality of the biological body. The 

meaning of “body” is seen as culturally specific and it becomes almost imaginary. On the 

other hand, biological determinism with its implicit “recognition” of the body has not 

been informative about specific personal vulnerability, but as Greene notes (2003: 74), 

has served as “dubious scientific” justification for social gender designations.  

 Inquiries in feminist ecological economics benefit from the conceptualization of 

living bodies.9 For her purposes, an analyst might complement the social aspects of 

gender specification with the biological aspects of gender without guilt of essentialism. 

Biological gender characteristics (for example, as they pertain to the effects of toxic 

waste or other pollution on fertility, pregnancy, breastfeeding, and child bearing) help 

create understanding about the relative positions of people in their ecology and their 

vulnerabilities to ecosystem disturbances. A preference-based approach is unable to 

emphasize biological gender specifications that could be relevant for studying ecological 

vulnerability. Such an approach “lacks criteria for distinguishing individuals from one 

another” (John Davis 2004: 6). A framework that does not allow for variation in persons 
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does not support feminist economists’ concern about universal theorizing. As William D. 

Williams (2004: 11) notes: The preference system approach is biologically uninformed 

and incompatible with the life process. To account for a living system, one needs a 

hierarchical structure. Conceptualizing habits of thought brings to analysis a conception 

of agency that is consistent with living systems.10 

Habits of thought are dynamic: “… [T]he point of departure, at any step of the 

process, is the entire organic complex of habits of thought that have been shaped by the 

past process” (Veblen 1898: 393). “…[E]ach new situation is a variation of what has 

gone before it and embodies as causal factors all that has been effected by what went on 

before” (Veblen 1969 [1919]: 242). Variation and agency are intertwined. Hodgson 

warns: “If human beings are more than automata they are not merely programmed 

responders to external stimuli; their actions cannot always be predicted” (Hodgson 1999: 

145). The idea of institutions merely as incentives is, however, the predominant policy 

approach to development, gender, and the environment, and it has led to the notion that 

institutional reform is sufficient to facilitate individual choices. 

 A number of theorists have argued against this reductionist approach to human 

agency, including Hodgson (1999: 37), who notes, “By reducing all transactions to the 

mutual enhancement of ‘utility’ … one … cannot understand the phenomenon of the 

commodification of human relations, let alone explore its consequences.” Hodgson 

(2002: 176) also draws attention to money as an institution, which “imbues people with 

pecuniary habits of calculation and comparison,” citing Wesley Mitchell’s (1937: 371) 

work. It is Mitchell who contends that the institution of money “affects our very ideals of 

what is good, beautiful and true” (1937: 371) and calls the “money economy…. one of 

the most potent institutions in our whole culture.” 

 

Monetary production, ecosystems, and gender specification 

 

Analysis of money as an institution could facilitate an understanding of the 

conflict between production and livelihood in the context of monetary production within 

ecosystems. In a monetary production economy, in which the creation of livelihoods is 

incidental to the process of making money (see Thorstein Veblen 1923; Dudley Dillard 
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1980), human survival (which presupposes ecosystem survival) is incidental to making 

money. Human-induced ecosystem disturbances that have negative social, biological, and 

psychological effects on humans are interrelated with the monetary organization of 

provisioning. For example, as Williy Douma, Heleen van den Homberg, and Ange 

Wieberdink (1994: 84) documented in the mid 1990’s, the introduction of coffee growing 

in the Andes Mountains in Colombia, as a response to the country’s external debts and 

neoliberal policies that were aimed at opening up markets and increasing exports, 

resulted in clearing forests and halting the growing of subsistence crops, causing a 

reduction in the region’s biodiversity. The consequences of this ecological disturbance 

included an impoverished diet and alterations in the division of labor between men and 

women resulting in heavier work burden for women. 

 The institution of money and finance at the macro level represents particular 

habits of thought in the global context. For example, Peter Dorman (2004) displays the 

relationship between external debt and deforestation,11 confirming that natural, less 

commodifiable forest values are ignored in favor of “unnatural” financial constraints. 

“Why should the financial process bias the direction of development away from the 

preservation of ecological values?” Dorman asks (2004: 214).12   

 In order to address this question and similar ones and relate them to power 

relations one needs not only local understanding of gender specifications but also some 

theoretical explanation of global macroeconomic trends and the habits of thought behind 

them. For example, as a result of patent laws and the legal protection of intellectual 

property rights, farmers in developing nations have to pay for new varieties of crops in 

money units of account and, further, they must obtain the credit or the money tokens in 

order to be able to pay.13 Money as an institution represents power relations,14 which  

also have gender content. 

 Zein-Elabdin’s concept of gender specifications (1996: 942) is intended to 

legitimate “the role of gender in determining the relative economic and social positions of 

women and men in society,” thus facilitating discussion of power relations. She argues 

that power relations can be revealed only in concrete institutional analysis (1996: 941).15  

Further, Zein-Elabdin emphasizes that overlooking gender specifications can obscure 

power relations (1996: 931). The concept of gender reveals the difference between 
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women and men with respect to their usual tasks and vulnerability to ecological change 

and the effects of monetary production.  

 Nelson (2003: 60) identifies as a habit of thought the assumption that “children 

and people in other stages of vulnerability will be ‘naturally’ cared for, at low cost, by 

unpaid relatives,” usually women. Greene (2003) argues that “women’s destiny as 

mother, homemaker and nurturer” has been seen as “forever tied to the fulfillment of her 

body’s design and its needs” (76). Public budgets will be inadequate for the needs of 

citizens, if “care” is “naturally” perceived not as a public concern, but as the private 

responsibility of families and women.16 

  It can be argued that budgeting and macroeconomic policies are often 

ceremonially locked in to such habitual reasoning. When faced with ecological 

disturbances and their effects on public health, for example, the institutional adjustment 

of changes in habits of thought cannot take place instantaneously. Consequently, the 

conditions of possibility for transforming the institutionalized response to ecologic 

disturbances are related to the likelihood of understanding, elaborating, and transforming 

habits of thought that are at the basis of global and domestic public policy. 

 

Conclusion 

 
The discussion about habits of thought and gender specifications leads to the 

following propositions addressing the relationships between ecosystems, gender, and 

provisioning. First, analyses of the living systems comprised by interdependent 

organisms are necessary when theorists discuss social provisioning within ecosystems. A 

perception of living, interdependent organisms is necessary for analyzing gender conflicts 

within ecological and social systems of production and provisioning. This perception 

includes abandoning traditional, dualistic conceptualizations of humans and nature, 

which do not allow people to be conceptualized as organic elements of ecosystems. 

Second, body-mind dualism presupposes that the mental action of individuals takes place 

separately from their bodies. This assumption prevents theorists from simultaneously 

addressing biological gender specification and social gender specification as identifying 

vulnerabilities to ecosystem disturbances. Further, this dualism facilitates an artificial 
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theoretical and practical breach between financial (as intelligent) and ecological (as 

natural) concerns. These propositions do not interfere with feminist and institutionalist 

concerns about universalizing, and they allow for historically and culturally informed 

theories. More importantly, they do not exclude human agency and the possibility of 

structural transformation, concepts that have been at the center of contemporary social 

scientific inquiry. 

May 2004 
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1 For examples of the relationship between biodiversity and human health see: Eric Chivian and Aaron 
Bernstein (2004). 
2 For a comprehensive historical study on the extent of gender and environment-sensitiveness of World 
Bank policies see Priya Kurian (2000). 
3 The particular references of Eiman Zein-Elabdin’s critique are to the World Bank literature on forestry in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, representing the WID approach, and the work of Vandana Shiva representing the 
ecofeminist approach. Vandana Shiva (1988), an Indian physicist, characterizes development programs as a 
“Western, masculine project of modernization that has involved the subjugation of women and nature.” She 
has promoted the discourse on women, development, and environment.  
4 Noël Sturgeon (2003: 95) cautions about “fixing a definition of essentialist Ecofeminism.” She argues: 
“… Ecofeminism in development discourse is not so much an immutable set of theoretical positions as it is 
a political intervention that continually shifts its discourse in relation to its negotiation with dominant 
forces in development politics.” 
5 Lawson (2003) has addressed feminists’ concerns about universal theorizing, and has argued (2003: 123) 
about the possibility of “certain generalized features of widespread experience that are necessary for 
theorizing sets of conditions, and through which an ontological framework is achieved”. 
6 Lawson emphasizes his intention to encourage consideration of an ontological turn in feminist theorizing 
(2003: 128). The importance of an ontological conception is that “the theorist supposes at the outset that the 
world is intelligible, that what has happened, the actual, must have been possible, and that there are 
conditions which rendered the actual possible” (2003: 123). Lawson (2003: 128) further argues, “[B]y 
denying ontology, theorists cannot adequately put the question of the possibility of human emancipation.” 
See Lawson (1999; 2003). 
7 Anthony Giddens’s Structuration approach (1979; 1991) to agency and structure proposed a way to avoid 
both methodological individualism and methodological collectivism, and stimulated a debate with Critical 
Realists. In her Realist Social Theory (1995), Margaret Archer conceptualizes human agency and social 
structure as two separate layers of social reality and suggests investigating the causal powers of both 
structure and agency. She critiques Structurationists, like Giddens, for defining structure and agency in 
terms of one another. 
8 For further exposition of the relation between nature, experience, and the falsity of division between body 
and mind in the context of environmental philosophy see Hugh McDonald (2004). 
9 For discussions of humans as social and biological beings see: Paul Hirst and Penny Woolley (1982); 
Peter Weingart, Sandra Mitchell, Peter Richerson, and Sabine Maasen (1997); also see Geoffrey Hodgson’s 
discussion on habits and institutions (2001). 
10 For a critical discussion about using biological metaphors in economics see Chapter 5 in Lawson’s 
Reorienting Economics (2003). For a favorable discussion on the potential of modern biology for 
explanations process, time irreversibility, the importance of history, structural change, etc., see Hodgson 
(2001). 
11 Peter Tayler and Frederick Buttel (1992: 411) note “ most environmental organizations have been 
disinclined to take on the world debt crisis, the net South-North capital drain, and the international 
monetary order as being fundamental contributors to environmental degradation.”  
12 This question echoes Thorstein Veblen’s (1923) distinction between workmanship and salesmanship or 
instrumental versus pecuniary valuation. In Veblen’s work habits of thought originate from two general 
human propensities – “workmanship” (“group-regarding instinct”) and “predation,” (“self-regarding 
instinct”). 
13 For comparison of traditional principles of reciprocity and a monetized agricultural production, and their 
environmental aspects see Matthew Forstater (2002). 
14 For discussion on money as an institution of debtor-creditor relations and property relations see 
Stephanie Bell and John Henry (2001). 
15 Zein-Elabdin (1996: 941) points to the institutionally specific discussion of the role of the state in India  
that Bina Agarwal (1992) documents. Through land privatization, the state facilitated redefining land 
ownership in favor of well-off farmers who were predominantly male. Also see Bina Agrawal (2000). 
16 For a review of “gender sensitive budgets” see Ronda Sharp (1999). 


