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ABSTRACT

This theoretical study examines money as a cultural artifact in the con-
text of planetary boundaries and social inequality. Starting from the
assumption that money is more than a neutral medium of exchange, the
article analyzes its semiotic, material, and social dimensions. It integrates
perspectives from economic anthropology, systems theory, and network
theory with ecological economics, proposing six theses that shed light
on the tension between abstraction, infrastructure, power, and meaning
in modern monetary systems. Methodologically, the study combines an
interdisciplinary literature and concept analysis with the design of a the-
oretically sound research program. It argues that the current monetary
system in the Anthropocene has both ecologically destabilizing and so-
cially selective effects. The outlook discusses the potential of alternative
monetary architectures—such as indexed, earmarked, or multicentric

DOI: 10.4018/979-8-3373-1260-6.ch002

Copyright © 2026, IGI Global Scientific Publishing. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global Scientific Publishing is prohibited. Use of this chapter to
train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. The publisher reserves all rights to license its use for generative Al training and machine learning model development.

31



currencies—to reintegrate economic, social, and ecological goal systems.
The study aims to contribute to a transformative monetary theory in the
context of global upheaval.

1. INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, economic and anthropological research has shown
a growing interest in the cultural dimension of money. This shift in
perspective—away from the idea of money as aneutral medium of exchange
and toward an analysis of money as a socially embedded, symbolically
charged, and materially effective artifact—is not only an expression of
theoretical diversification, but also an epistemological necessity. It should
be noted that classical positions, such as Karl Polanyi's substance-oriented
approach or Stephen Gudeman's theory of ‘populated economies,’ as well as
network-theoretical perspectives of actor-network theory, show that money
is a historically grown, culturally framed, and technically-institutionally
structured medium that stabilizes central social patterns of order (Maurer,
2006; Hornborg, 2024b).

Parallel to this theoretical movement, a new awareness of the problem
has emerged. Global crisis dynamics—such as growing wealth inequali-
ty, climate-related resource conflicts, and the exclusion of large sections
of the population from the financial system—make it clear that money
reproduces not only economic but also social and ecological orders.
Worldwide, two billion people are excluded from basic financial services.
It is not due to technical barriers, but instead to normative and admin-
istrative mechanisms of exclusion. Empirical asymmetries of this kind
are often not questioned, not least because money is taken for granted. It
is precisely this taken-for-grantedness—its everyday omnipresence and
apparent neutrality—that obscures the symbolic, political, and ecological
mechanisms of monetary systems.

The historically deep-rooted origin of this problematic decoupling lies in
the idea of general-purpose moneyi, i.e., a form of money that is universally
applicable and in which all values can be compared on a numerical scale.
According to Polanyi (2001 [1944]), this principle enables heterogeneous
goods, social relationships, and ecological processes to be subjected to a
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