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INTRODUCTION:
ANTHROPOLOGICAL
INVESTIGATIONS INTO
INFRASTRUCTURE, MONEY,
COMMUNITY AND MORALITY,
FOOD AND CLOTHING, AND NEW
DEVELOPMENTS IN LATIN
AMERICA

Donald C. Wood

This volume of Research in Economic Anthropology (REA) was initially
expected to be published in early 2021, but the COVID-19 pandemic caused a
number of delays, mostly by making it hard for researchers to conduct fieldwork,
to secure enough time for — and even to concentrate adequately on — writing, and
also to serve as referees for peer review. Indeed, the peer review process for this
volume was more difficult and took longer than that for any REA volume since I
began editing the series in 2005. Nevertheless, despite the many hurdles and
delays, Volume 41 of REA is finally here.

Before introducing the contents of the present volume, I would like to take
a moment to thank all the researchers and other experts who kindly took time
out of their busy schedules to serve as referees during the last several years —
specifically, for Volumes 37, 38, and 40." They are: Stephen Acabado, Sara
Alexander, Aaron Ansell, Laura Bear, Kathleen Bennallack, Arne Cato Berg,
Maya Berry, Alison Betts, Lauren Bonilla, John Brett, Brian Burke, Brian Byrd,
Koray Caliskan, Kevin Carrico, Nestor Castro, Jessica Cattelino, Mike Chibnik,
John Collins, Nicole Constable, Thomas Conte, Luiz Costa, John Cox, Andrew
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Curley, Thea de Wet, Susan Dewey, Felicite Fairer-Wessels, Gary Feinman,
Edward Fischer, Elke Gaugele, Simone Ghezzi, Laura Graham, Christopher
Gregory, Joshua Hall, Frida Hastrup, Lauren Hayes, Jon Holtzman, Jennifer
Huberman, Linda Hulin, Byambabaatar Ichinkhorloo, Jane M. Jensen, Hanno
Jentzsch, Yuson Jung, Dip Kapoor, Maria Kastrinou, John Kleinen, Ko Koens,
Marcel Korth, Dan Malkinson, Jeffrey Mantz, Lisa Markowitz, Alexander
Martin, Charles Masquelier, Ty Matejowsky, Bill Maurer, Kenneth McGill,
Lynne Milgram, Stephen C. Miller, Sean Mitchell, Mark Moberg, Bhaskar
Mukhopadhyay, Lucy Norris, Lionel Obadia, Laurie Occhipinti, Anthony
Oliver-Smith, Dipak Raj Pant, Italo Pardo, Gustav Peebles, Pauline Peters,
Jonathan Rigg, Knut M. Rio, Bruce Roberts, Lorecia Kaifa-Aliya Roland,
Robert Rosenswig, Frans Schryer, Caroline Schuster, Valerio Simoni, Edward
Simpson, Hugh Sinclair, Griet Steel, Ben Steere, Andreas Streinzer, Sarah
Swider, Amy Todd, Mikah Trapp, Catherine Tucker, Sarah Turner, Gabriela
Vargas-Cetina, Nadine Wagener-Bock, Richard Wallace, Susan Watkins, Naomi
Weiner, Ronald Weitzer, and Jorg Wiegratz.

This volume opens with a paper by Benjamin Bowles, Kate Bayliss, and Elisa
Van Waeyenberge that represents a novel, joint anthropologist-economist effort
to analyze a large-scale infrastructure project — London’s Thames Tideway
Tunnel. “Project” is a key term here, for the authors’ approach centers about the
creation of a public asset as a convergence of people and ideas (and, of course,
capital), which also leads to new ideas and values, rather than concentrating
merely on the position or role of a completed resource. The paper might have
been comfortable in Part I of this volume, in that it calls attention to “a morally
loaded relationship with water supply” and the Thames, which involves both
money and community. However, it also represents many of the epistemological
concerns and empirical goals of the volume’s papers — and of economic
anthropology in general — with its unique interdisciplinary approach to the
analysis of large-scale infrastructural development in one of the world’s leading
industrial and financial capitalist democracies. Therefore, the paper has been
selected to stand alone and lead the volume.

Part T consists of four papers which are tied together to different degrees by
two common threads: the roles of money in social ties between people, and moral
concerns regarding these and other roles and uses of money in society. The first
paper, like the volume’s leading paper, represents an interdisciplinary team effort.
Here, Olga Doletskaya, Maria Denisova, and Oksana Dorofeeva analyze com-
mercial surrogacy in Russia, where the institution is both sanctioned and regu-
lated by the government. Importantly, the authors view — and present — surrogacy
as a form of “gendered care work,” which may be said to occupy a theoretical
territory somewhere between gift and commodity. The authors’ novel fieldwork
approach, which relied heavily on online interviews and social media platforms, is
also worth mentioning. In the second paper in Part I, Muhammad Salman Khan
takes a close look at the role of charities in the provision of welfare in Pakistan,
where the author identifies a distrust in formal organizations which steers indi-
viduals toward utilization of social connections for charitable donation. Readers
will notice immediately that this paper, like the previous one, is concerned with
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“gift” as a theoretical construct and will also recognize the connections between
Khan’s analysis and the “substantivist” approach in economic anthropology,
which remains strong to this day (not to enter into a discussion of old debates).
Notably, the author takes a novel approach in considering the roles of both
Islamic and Sikh duties of giving. The third paper in Part I continues with the
theme of social relationships and giving. Here, You-Kyung Byun offers a study of
a high school alumni association in South Korea, in which social ties and mutual
respect — and seemingly selfless giving — take the moral high ground over self-
interested, calculated exchanges. Long-term membership in such an association
might bring a person certain quantifiable benefits, but the members instead tend
to give and receive according to a value system that defies profit-oriented capi-
talist logic. Byun’s paper is also notable for its ethnographic approach — although
interviews were conducted with association members, much of the analysis is
based on an examination of the association’s accounting records. Finally, Part I
closes with a paper by Olubukola Olayiwola that contrasts with Khan’s paper on
giving in that it concentrates on receiving — cash loans that must be repaid, in this
case. The focus here is on a situation involving women borrowers in Ibadan,
Nigeria. Olayiwola calls attention to a microcredit paradox — that which has been
heavily touted as good and helpful to people in states of great vulnerability, and
even having the power to help pull them out of poverty, may in some cases
actually further shackle them. Stress, anxiety, and violence often accompany
indebtedness in such instances. State policy is shown to play an important role.

There is a Japanese proverb which says that a person can pay mind to
politeness and etiquette only if the person has clothing and food — two of the three
generally accepted basic necessities of human life (the other, of course, being
shelter). Part II of this volume consists of three papers which are, collectively,
concerned with these two basic needs. First, Jessica Mannette examines a food
security initiative in Wellington, New Zealand, which seeks to turn what might
otherwise be wasted into nutrition. Mannette calls attention to the multiple values
that food may hold for individuals connected through social networks. Indeed, as
the paper shows, providing nutrition to people in the form of food is more than a
matter of biological need; it is also a social action which is grounded in society
and also has the potential to build new social associations and communities.
Reconsideration of the conception and organization of food systems is called for.
The second paper of Part II takes a look at another case of the recycling and
consumption of a basic necessity that might otherwise be discarded: secondhand
clothing. Here, Heike Derwanz analyzes a recycling-marketing system, through
ethnographic research conducted in Hamburg, Germany, which is not only said
to save a considerable amount of energy, but which has taken off in new direc-
tions recently due to the digitalization of the trade. Derwanz, through detailed
ethnographic research — on the ground as well as in cyberspace — and with an
intimate understanding of the subject matter, painstakingly documents change in
the market over time and points to future trends and the emergence of new
business models. Rounding out Part II is Robert Birnbauer’s study of Islamic
fashion marketing and selling in Berlin. Shop owners are shown to walk a line
between capitalism and tradition (although these are not necessarily mutually
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exclusive) as they engage in the performance of a market, creating “difference.”
Culture, ethnicity, and integration are important underlying currents in the very
interesting market situation Birnbauer carefully dissects here.

Part III of the volume also consists of three papers. Although it might seem
somewhat artificial to lump anthropology papers into geographic groups, the
three papers of Part III fit together well in this sense in that they address issues of
“classic” interest for Latin America scholars and also because they share the
common theme of focusing on new developments in the region, with the added
bonus theme of Latin America’s relationship with the North. First, Sarah Lyon
takes a critical look at fair trade and coffee production in Oaxaca, Mexico, going
well beyond a simplistic view of the former as something imposed upon the
producers of the region by the North. Fair trade is shown to encompass business
practices of concern to producers, who adapt and resist in different ways. Of
note is a trend within fair trade — the incursion of neoliberal policies at the
expense of the movement’s originally strong concern with social justice. Next,
Colleen O’Brien analyzes the reintegration of ex-combatants in Colombia, a
country that has seen more than its fair share of internal strife and warfare over
the last seven decades, due in no small part to external involvement and the
international drug trade. O’Brien’s primary focus here is with evaluating the cost-
effectiveness of government-led reintegration through an approach that considers
research on individual ex-combatants as well as the technical particulars of rein-
tegration programs. Mixed success is identified, through an examination of several
different key factors, and a call is made for improvement in a number of specific
areas. Finally, this part of the volume (and the volume itself) closes with an
intriguing paper by Sidney Greenfield that provides an in-depth look at a well-
known, tenacious, and often denigrated Brazilian cultural institution — dyadic
“patron and clientage” exchange relationships. Greenfield argues that the prac-
tice has been vilified, and alternative institutions proposed and initiated, based on
misunderstandings about the cultural meanings and the importance of the
practice — misunderstandings perpetuated partly by foreign “specialists” who
have even managed to influence the minds of Brazilian scholars. The paper’s
reflexive look at changes in anthropology over time with respect to the problem
at hand is remarkable — anthropology’s lens is turned back on itself, and the
discipline’s true devotion to cultural relativism is questioned, making for a very
appropriate wrap-up for a particularly diverse and international volume of REA.

NOTE

1. Although I cannot thank those who served as referees for Volume 39 by name because
it was a guest-edited volume, I would like to extend my appreciation to them for helping to
maintain the quality of the series.



LONDON’S ‘SUPER SEWER’: A CASE
STUDY FOR THE
INTERDISCIPLINARY POSSIBILITIES
OF ANTHROPOLOGISTS AND
ECONOMISTS INVESTIGATING
INFRASTRUCTURE TOGETHER

Benjamin O.L. Bowles, Kate Bayliss
and Elisa Van Waeyenberge

ABSTRACT

Despite the fact that recent anthropological interest in infrastructure has done
much to illuminate the infrastructure asset as an assemblage of actors, tech-
nologies and ideas, an interdisciplinary approach is required to unpack how the
infrastructure project comes together as an assemblage and to define the role
that financial technologies and discourses play in shaping it. Here, an inter-
disciplinary approach is applied to a novel infrastructure asset, London’s
Thames Tideway Tunnel, in order to show how multiple actors and visions of the
world are brought together to make the infrastructure asset come to fruition.
The paper concludes that this interdisciplinary approach to infrastructure can
allow us to keep multiple sides of the infrastructure project in sight simulta-
neously. This includes both the creation of a rhetorical vision and spectacle
around the asset, and the underlying financial arrangements that bind it
together. If we do so, we can understand how new infrastructural forms utilise
particular financial technologies and ideas to change the relationship between
the public and the private, and between consumers and providers, and act
towards the creation of a new ‘public good’ that normalises private provision.
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SECTION 1: INTERDISCIPLINARY ENCOUNTERS

Anthropology has gained much, in recent years, from turning to consider infra-
structures as assemblages — as coming together of actors, ideas, regimes of expertise
and technologies (see Larkin, 2013, p. 330). Penny Harvey and Hannah Knox’s
(2015) ethnography of road building in Peru is an instructive example of the benefits
of this approach as, in their analysis, infrastructure does not simply appear, where
present, as some kind of state-imposed monolith or, where absent, as representative
of state neglect. Infrastructures, rather, are emergent forms created by unstable
agglomerations of financiers, politicians, engineers and publics, all with rather
different (and possibly competing) visions of the world. Furthermore, infrastruc-
tures are an important way in which the public good is (re)formulated (see also Bear
& Mathur, 2015) and the morality of different forms of provision is debated.

In their work, Harvey and Knox describe infrastructure as ‘sociotechnical [sic]
assemblages through which it is possible to tease out the arrangements of people
and things and ideas and materials that make up larger technological systems’
(Harvey & Knox, 2015, p. 5). Their approach, therefore:

...attends to the imaginative and material processes that contribute to the emergence — the
coming into being — of infrastructures as open-ended structural forms. Included in this are
multiple and often incompatible aspirations, technical procedures, organisational dynamics,
employment relations, health and safety regulations, property regimes, and understandings of
the ‘public good’. (Harvey & Knox, 2015, p. 6)

Such a focus on infrastructure from a number of complementary angles, in
terms of a project as a coming together of actors and ideas (and the way in which
it draws people together and creates new imaginaries) and not just on the asset as
it exists on the ground, allows us to understand not just what infrastructure is,
what it means or what it does to people but also why it is there in the first place,
who has driven a particular infrastructure intervention and to what ends.

There are, however, gaps and unexplored spaces even in these recent
anthropological approaches to infrastructure. Specifically, the financing story and
the particular power of financiers and financial logics has not yet been widely
explored through deep engagement with investors and financial elites. Bear’s
ethnography of infrastructure in the Port of Kolkata deals with changes in
infrastructure through an analysis of debt and austerity logics and their effects
(Bear, 2015), Simpson aims to track the financial flows through road infra-
structure projects in South East Asia (Simpson, forthcoming; see also The Roads
Project, n.d) and Harvey and Knox mention global financiers, specifically stating
that ‘infrastructural engineering projects are supported by international flows of
capital’ (Harvey & Knox, 2015, p. 168) and that ‘projects are funded through a
mix of public funds and private capital’ (Harvey & Knox, 2015, p. 168). None of
the above, however, push these understandings into a thorough articulation of the
structure and internal logics of international capital, investors and financiers.
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This relative lacuna in the literature has been recognised by authors who have
called for a critical anthropology of the economy, focused on actors at all levels
of power (see Bear, Ho, Tsing, & Yanagisako, 2015). There have been some
excellent recent interventions where anthropology has approached global finan-
cial elites (Ho, 2009; Ouroussoff, 2010), particularly looking at how these (re)
shape the world through their understanding of risk and uncertainty. The
infrastructure ‘ecosystem’ of pension companies, insurers, private equity firms,
raters, investment managers and lawyers is highly complex, with each of these
groups having their own distinct understandings and perspectives. All of this
means that the finance angle of infrastructure (given that the ideas, expertise and
governance angles are well described) is an area that remains yet to be fully
explored through interdisciplinary engagement with the political economy.
Political economists have expertise in excavating financial relationships and
understanding the logics through which financial actors approach the world and,
as such, have the potential to offer to anthropology a fresh perspective on
questions of infrastructure provision.

This is not to say that anthropologists have not begun the important work of
tying together finance, capital and infrastructure in their ethnographies. A
number of studies of infrastructures have begun to conceptualise infrastructures
as both things in and of themselves and also as conditions of possibility for other
relations and effects to come into being. A key prompt to this is Susan Leigh
Star’s call for us to attend to the ‘when’ of infrastructure: why this project at this
particular time? and who benefits from a project and what, crucially, is trans-
formed by its imposition on the environment (Star, 1999)? We, therefore, consider
our work to be continuing the productive and novel approach of anthropologists
such as Hannah Appel who, based on her fieldwork projects in the energy sector
in Equatorial Guinea, argues for an ethnography of ‘the national economy’ that
reveals how such a concept as the economy itself is produced through deliberately
constructed imaginaries, the power and logics of international capital, and the
imposition of spectacular infrastructure projects and other power-laded spending
interventions. She suggests that ‘to take the economy seriously in part means to
take seriously people’s fantasies about it” (Appel, 2017, p. 312) — an approach that
underpins the ethnographic sections of this paper. Another pivotal figure is
Brenda Chalfin, whose ethnography of neoliberal restructuring in Ghana dem-
onstrates how the demands and logics of finance, as experienced in her fieldwork
within Ghana’s Customs Office, transformed the material world of the nation, its
state apparatuses as well as its position in global politics (Chalfin, 2010). How-
ever, more work is still needed, generated from other field sites and spaces, to
better explore the complicated interplay between states, infrastructure projects
and capital.

Thus, it is here contended that the study of infrastructure finance benefits from
an interdisciplinary engagement. Concepts drawn from economics and political
economy can help us to understand not just how meaning emerges and is
attributed to particular economic and infrastructural interventions but also how
specific infrastructural interventions change relationships between individuals,
communities, collectivities, states, corporations and other private agents, with
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attendant redistributions of power and resources. The distributional effects of
infrastructure — not just what does a road or a water tap do for people, but how
does the way in which it is financed affect their lives, maybe outside of their
immediate understanding — can be assumed by some as being outside of
anthropology’s remit, but with frames taken from political economy, we can add
these distributional effects into our ethnographies of infrastructure. Infrastruc-
tures appear as more than physical or even physical and ideological interventions,
and they are also financial interventions, tying people’s money, through taxes or
charges, into global relationships of exchange and redistribution, as the ethnog-
raphies of infrastructure, capital and the state as discussed by Appel (2017), Bear
(2015) and Chalfin (2010) make abundantly clear.

Anthropology, in turn, adds depth to political economy to unpack the nar-
ratives and meanings associated with infrastructure and how these may differ
between actors; be they actors in finance, construction companies, the state, end
users or taxpayers. Similarly, economics (or political economy) provides
anthropology an attention to financial and fiscal flows, so that anthropology can
gain appreciation of the distributional impacts and wider issues that result from
infrastructure provision, such as on labour effects and effects on regional
development. This will result in a richer understanding of what infrastructure is,
what its effects are and who are the winners and losers in an enfolding set of
relationships.

It is, therefore, important to combine anthropological conceptualisations of
infrastructure as sites ‘through which politics is translated from a rationality to a
practice in all its social, material and political complexity’ (Appel, Anand, &
Gupta, 2018, p. 20) with a political economy analysis that draws attention to
underlying economic and financial realities (understood as structured and with
systemic features), so that we can account for the way in which specific infra-
structure projects take form, are implemented and produce particular outcomes.

The paper deploys a practice of interdisciplinarity that does not simply ask
what anthropological perspectives add to an economist’s explanatory framework
(as in other projects on which I have worked where the perspective from outside
of anthropology is that the ethnographer is best used ad hoc to ‘add the people in’
instead of contributing to the heart of the analysis), nor does it rest in anthro-
pology and try to add a few economic concepts to the social anthropologist’s
traditional mix, another fault that I have observed in some projects that claim
interdisciplinary credentials. Rather, it seeks to use a set of heuristic tools, with
their origins in both disciplines to investigate an emergent form such as an
infrastructure project from a number of complementary angles. It seeks to
approach the infrastructure from both the public facing front stage and the
organisational backstage (spaces that require more detailed excavation such as
interviews with stakeholders and rooting through company accounts). In the
words of Barthes:

Interdisciplinary work, so much discussed these days, is not about confronting already
constituted disciplines... To do something interdisciplinary it’s not enough to choose a
‘subject’ (a theme) and gather around it two or three sciences. Interdisciplinarity consists in
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