
EEconomy
Economy became an everyday term in the lC20, denoting a force to be reckoned with

outside of politics and society, located both above as a mystical abstraction, and below as

the grounded bottom line. Somewhat more than the sum of its parts, the economy

includes money, markets, commodities, wealth, industry, labor, enterprise, finance, invest-

ment, employment, consumption, production, credit, debt, competition, monopoly, and

development. Not included in Raymond Williams’s Keywords (1976), the word would be

impossible to ignore in the eC21. Indeed over the last 30 years (the) ‘‘economy’’ has been

gathering a new set of powerful and emotive meanings in popular discourse, sliding in the

process from the left, where economism was always social(ist)ly acceptable, to the right,

where systemic thinking that displaces the primacy of the individual is usually outlawed.

Associated in the original Gk with management of a household (oikos), ‘‘economy’’ has

continued to connote both management and the complex unity, or system, that requires

administration – whether it be the household (eC14), the divinity (lC15), the body (mC15),

nature (mC15), the mind (mC16), the nation (mC16), truth (lC18), or the economic

system (eC20). As representations of systems have become increasingly influenced by

biological and mechanical theories of self-regulation, the tension embedded within the

term ‘‘economy’’ between management (as a practice of intervention) and system (that

which manages itself) has periodically loosened and tightened, drastically changing the

meaning of the word.

The notion of an economic system encompassing the institutions and arrangements of a

society that behave according to economic principles is drawn from mC19 delineations of

ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ



capitalism as an historically specific form of economic organization. But the groundwork

for thinking of economy as a knowable whole was laid in the lC16 and eC17 with the rise of

mercantilism and methods of accounting for flows of wealth. According to J. Mitchell

(2002: 5–6), political economy as developed by Adam Smith and others in the C17 and

C18 referred to the ‘‘prudent management or ‘government’ of the community’s affairs’’ –

that is, the economy (management) of the polity (society as a complex system). Smith’s

theorization of civil society as a ‘‘self-regulating and beneficent arrangement’’ (Botto-

more, 1983b: 377) provided later political economists with the template for a less

benign system organized by the economic principles of competition, accumulation, exploit-

ation, growth, and periodic crisis. In this representation ‘‘management’’ to regulate and

harness the economy was virtually impossible. Yet submission to its laws could lead

paradoxically to mastery, as when proletarian revolution replaced capitalism with an

economic system based on different (even opposite) principles. In the eC20, socialists

building planned economies placed management by the state at the organizational center

of the economic system (for example, in E. Preobrazhensky’s New Economic Plan for

the USSR). In response to the Great Depression, projects of national economic manage-

ment were instituted in market economies guided by John Maynard Keynes’s brand

of macro-economics, which promised to tame the excesses of capitalism via adjustments

to demand.

It was not until the eC20 that ‘‘the economy’’ was widely adopted in popular discourse

and disciplinary practice as a ‘‘self-evident totality’’ (T. Mitchell, 2002: 7). For the lC19

exponents of what became modern-day economics, the individual’s utility-maximizing

actions under conditions of scarcity were the focus of the new discipline, not the operations

of an underlying system as such. Eager to establish its credentials as a science, neo-

classical economics borrowed liberally from the flourishing field of physics and mechan-

ics, adopting concepts such as equilibrium, elasticity, friction, inflation, expansion, and

stability to represent the lawful operations of prices and markets. What brought a notion

of economy as a unified system some respectability, distancing it from the discursive grip of

socialist revolutionaries, was the interaction of new technologies of analysis and control.

The rise of modern nation states, with administrative bureaucracies and jurisdiction over

territorial economies, saw an expanded capacity to collect data on commerce, labor, and

industry. A burgeoning data bank supported the establishment of national income and

product accounts and the tracking of key indicators of economic performance. Meanwhile,

in the business world, management accounting (mC19) and financial reporting (eC20) had

developed to ensure the efficient and effective administrative co-ordination of large

corporations. Methods of accounting for costs, benefits, stocks, flows, capital, and income

within closed systems heightened confidence in rational calculability at all levels of

analysis. Along with these new techniques of calculation came a renewed sense of mastery

over economic matters. Business and management schools proliferated in the mC20, and

international agencies (such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund [IMF])
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were established and charged with regulating the development and dynamics of discrete

national economies. Still, the economy was something that had yet to take over society –

it was a functional backdrop – and the term ‘‘economy’’ was most prevalent in advertising,

denoting a cheaper or more efficient alternative – the giant economy size box of detergent

or the economy class air fare.

The almost total naturalization of ‘‘the economy’’ in public discourse in recent decades

has curiously coincided with globalization and a growing alarm that the autonomy of

national economies, and therefore their manageability, is being undermined. With the shift

from an understanding of the economy as something that can be managed (by people, the

state, the IMF) to something that governs society, the economic imaginary has seemingly

lost its discursive mandate and become an objective reality. In this natural(ized) state, the

term ‘‘economy’’ harks back to its mC17 theological meaning, ‘‘the method of divine

government of the world.’’ According to Donald Horne: ‘‘Real people, as manifest in

‘society,’ have been melted down into an abstraction called ‘The Economy’ which we all

serve, as if it rises above us. No-one any longer seems able to speak a human language of

economic change; instead politicians recite the latest figures as if they were magic

charms’’ (Horne, 2002: 5).

This naturalization/deification of the economy must be seen in the light of the continued

hold of neo-liberal economic orthodoxy over policy since the heady days of Margaret

Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. The rejection of economic intervention of any sort (Keynes-

ian, social-democratic, welfarist, ‘‘wet’’) that might hinder the operations of the ‘‘free

market’’ is central to the neo-liberal agenda. And in the intensely ideological realm of

national economic ‘‘deregulation,’’ ‘‘the market’’ and ‘‘the economy’’ have become one

and the same. So when we are told that ‘‘our’’ economy must become more efficient if it

and we are to survive, the message is that markets must be further freed from regulatory

constraints (that is, freed from those interventions that in previous eras were seen as

mechanisms of macro-economic mastery).

Increasingly it is the financial press that has become the voice of the economy in its new

slimmed-down guise of the market (whether the housing, futures, commodity, currency, or

financial market – it doesn’t really matter). Sometime within the last 15 years, daily prime-

time TV news programs began to include the ‘‘market report’’ along with the weather report.

This, together with the integration of large business news sections into mainstream news-

papers, marks the widespread popular submission to the economy as manifest in the

numbers/latest figures/magic charms that indicate systemic health or disease.

In the academy, neo-classical economics has flourished and taken on the colonizing and

fundamentalist project of viewing all aspects of society, from childrearing and membership

in voluntary organizations, to educational attainment or criminal involvement (that is, not

just market behavior), in terms of games of rational, individual economic calculation. With

strong governmental support academic economists have reduced society to ‘‘social

capital,’’ ‘‘human capital,’’ ‘‘information capital,’’ etc. As a system, the economy has
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been reduced to the market, and as a style of calculation and management, it has taken

hold of all manner of human interactions.

At the other end of the academic spectrum, in cultural studies and the humanities, a

language of economy has taken hold in a very different way. The waxing of interest in

representation, discourse, and poststructuralist thought has seen intense discussion of

various economies of meaning. Refusing to submit to a closed system, or restricted

economy, in which meaning is conserved, invested, circulated, reproduced, and thus

rendered self-evident, social theorists have become interested in writing within a general

economy of meaning in which multiple meanings are generated and valued.

A hopeful move that mirrors the purging of certitude surrounding the security of

meaning in philosophical and social analysis has been the recent proliferation of econ-

omies in public discourse. While the welfare economy has been summarily banished, we

increasingly hear talk of the social economy, community economy, sustainable econ-

omy, and green economy, in which economic ‘‘value’’ endowed by the market is

challenged and displaced. The systemic monolith of mainstream representation is being

supplanted or supplemented by diverse economies (Gibson-Graham, 1996). All these

innovations are attempts to expand the boundaries of ‘‘economy’’ to include that which has

been prohibited – the household, voluntary and community sectors, non-capitalist enter-

prises, and ethical judgments related to the future, the environment, and social justice. All

are attempts to wrest ‘‘economy’’ back from the reductionism of the market and perhaps

assert that an economy is, after all, what we make it.

J. K. Gibson-Graham

See: BUREAUCRACY, CAPITALISM, GLOBALIZATION, MANAGEMENT, SOCIALISM,

SOCIETY.

Education
Few would deny that education is both an individual and a social good. However, the

nature and the implications of its undoubted benefits are hotly contested. Are the benefits

to be seen as private or as public goods – as individual advantage or as collective social

enrichment? Is the primary goal of education to be seen as training in economically

important skills, as in vocational education and professional education, or as a

preparation for civilized living and citizenship, as in liberal education? Keeping in mind

the different but often intertwined etymological strands in education may help us better

understand some of the misunderstandings and miscommunications that can beset con-

temporary debates.

The etymology of ‘‘education’’ leads back into two separate but not dissimilar L roots:

educare, with connotations of ‘‘drawing out’’ or ‘‘bringing up’’; and educere, with conno-

tations of ‘‘leading forth.’’ The two strands do not yield disparate senses; they often
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