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Hunter-gatherers practiced the most successful and longest-lasting life style 
in human history. In contrast, we’re still struggling with the mess into 
which agriculture has tumbled us, and it’s unclear whether we can solve 
it.i 

 
Imagine the subsistent life of a hunter-gatherer, barely accumulating 

enough food to survive as one of the countless throughout human history.  Only 
recently have we developed strong enough economies and societies capable of 
sustaining large quantities of people over vast tracts of land.  Humans have 
practiced localized and small scale subsistence for about 95% of our existence on 
earth.  We owe much of our success and growth to agriculture and domestication; 
however, we are a lso indebted to the creation of economies and economic activi ty 
that have prospered during the twil ight of our existence.  Without such outlets, 
humans could not have evolved beyond localized subsistence and progressed to 
where we are today.  We could not have developed such strong traditions of trade 
and developed into the many different cultures we have today without the 
advancement of economy. 

Jared Diamond points out that our current situation is not without its 
hardships as well. Famines and mass market collapses are just a few of the 
problems we face today.  However, by looking towards the past and developing a 
comprehensive understanding of our most basic economic societies, I feel we can 
gain insight towards solving some of today’s problems.   

Starting in the middle of the 20th century, economic anthropology, a sub-
fie ld of anthropology, emerged in order to shed some light onto the basic dilemma 
revealed by Diamond’s comments.  In the 1930’s, Raymond Firth, a scholar of 
economic anthropology, presented the basic ideology and motivation behind a 
debate that would arise in the 1960’s known as the substantivism/formalism 
debate: 

 
What is required from primitive economics is the analysis of material from 
uncivilized communities in such a way that it will be directly comparable 
with the material of modern economics, matching assumption with 
assumption and so allowing generalizations to be ultimately framed which 
will subsume the phenomena of both civilized and uncivilized, price and 
nonprice communities into a body of principles about human behavior 
which will be truly universal.ii  

 

                                                
i  Jared Diamond, “The Worst Mistake in the History of the Human Race,” in Aaron Podolefsky and Peter 
Brown, Applying Cultural Anthropology: An Introductory Reader (Mountain View : California, Mayfield 
Publishing Company 1991). 
ii  Raymond Firth, Primitive Polynesian economy (London, Routledge 1939). 



 

 

One of the most basic underlying questions within economics and economic 
anthropology is “what governs the economic life of al l peoples, both past and 
present?” With in the context of this question, a debate arose between the two 
foremost schools of thought: the formalists (or classical economists) and the 
substantivists.  Each side has contributed extensive research and volumes 
attempting to provide a sufficient answer.  By setting these two schools against 
each other and commenting on various contributors to each school’s ideology, I wi l l 
endeavor to determine which approach best applies today and which process of 
examination helps solve the problems of today. 

In the course of this paper, I wil l show how the application of 
substantivism has li ttle relevance with today’s economic theories, in which 
economists have developed broader senses of economic l ivelihood, primarily by 
expanding its scope.  Formalists no longer limit the scope of maximization of 
util i ty to material resources, but rather they have expanded it to a choice between 
al l matters governing economic subsistence.  I wil l start with the founder of the 
substantivist school, Karl Polanyi, whose early works strove to provide a model 
for comparative economics that could apply to a l l cultures past and present.  In 
addition to this, several subsequent contributors to the substantivist school wil l be 
explored and critiqued, among them, George Dalton and Marshal l Sah l ins stand 
apart because they offer differing views with in the substantivist school that need 
to be refuted as well.  In the end, even though it is argued that this debate is 
irresolvable because both sides are seemingly not directing their arguments at 
each other, I wil l show that the substantivist role in the debate is futi le.  Before 
proceeding into my arguments against the substantivist tenets, a basic outline of 
each school’s position is necessary to incorporate the general context of the debate. 

 
Formalism 
 

Formalism contains within its argument the basic principles of classica l 
economic theories. For formalists, individual value maximization of scarce 
resources by choice through logical reasoning of information available governs the 
economic life of a l l individuals, past and present.  The formalist approach is 
broken down into several steps. First, individuals strive to maximize their uti l i ty 
when given a choice between substitutes. Second, individuals make their decisions 
based on rationality. When presented with two seemingly equal substitutes, one 
gathers al l the information available to choose between the two, measuring the 
benefits of acquiring each item.  Third, al l individuals live under conditions of 
scarcity. This implies that no goods are freely available in unlimited quantities 
forever.  Formalists maintain the universali ty of this approach, asserting th at 
a l l individuals are presented with this dilemma.  It is not strictly economic goods 
and services that are maximized according to formalists, but rather individual 
preferences are unrestricted. Individuals economize everything, from leisure time 
to marriage partners. Therefore, classical economic theories of maximization are 
present in any society or culture within the formalist framework.  Unlike 
Substantivism, Formalism focuses on the individual’s participation within the 
structure of the economy, and not how this structure affects the individual’s 
relationship with the economy. Barry Isaac’s account of the formalist position is 
rather informative: 



 

 

 
Starting in 1966, a formalist school of economic anthropology arose in 
opposition to the Polanyi group’s substantivist school. The formalist attack 
was two-pronged: (1) that the models developed by microeconomics were 
universally applicable and, thus superior to substantivism for both 
economic anthropology and comparative economics; and (2) that economic 
anthropology was no longer primarily concerned with the kinds of 
economies for which the substantivists’ tools were developed…The 
underlying methodological question was that of the proper unit of analysis. 
Because the formalists focused upon choice, which is always individual, 
their approach necessarily entailed methodological individualism. The 
substantivists, on the other hand, focused upon the institutional matrix in 
which choice occurs.iii  

 
Isaac’s comments focus more on the general tenets of the formalist school; however, 
as with most areas of study there are those with in the field who offer additional 
or supplementary arguments.  With in the formalist school several stand out: 
Raymond Firth, H.K. Schneider, E.E. LeClair, and Scott Cook, each of whose 
relation to the school wil l be elaborated on later.  Much of the criticism devoted 
towards this approach has stemmed from substantivists’ concerns th at 
maximization of uti l i ty is a creation of market oriented economies, and because 
primitive societies do not necessari ly contain such facets of interaction it is 
problematical to apply these theories.  However, I wil l show it is the 
substantivists’ restrictive views that ultimately create this hesitancy. 
 
Substantivism 
 

The substantivist school, unlike the formalist, has a central figure th a t 
has contributed the major tenets of the ideology, wh ile the successive members 
have expanded these views. Karl Polanyi, the founder of the substantivist school, 
argues the fol lowing: 

 
The simple recognition from which all such attempts must start is 

the fact that in referring to human activities the term economic is a compound 
of two meanings that have independent roots. We will call them the 
substantive and the formal meaning. 

The substantive meaning of economic derives from man’s 
dependence for his livelihood upon nature and his fellows. It refers to the 
interaction with his natural and social environment, insofar as this results 
in supplying him with the means of material want satisfaction. 

The formal meaning of economic derives from the logical character 
of the means-ends relationship, as apparent in such words as ‘economical’ 
or ‘economizing’. It refers to a definite situation of choice, namely, that 
between the different uses of means induced by an insufficiency of the means. 
If we call the rules governing choice of means the logic of rational action, 
then we may denote this variant of logic, with an improvised term, as formal 
economics.iv  

 
Polanyi la ter argues that these two meanings have nothing in common: 
 

                                                
iii  Barry Isacc, A Handbook of Economic Anthropology, ed. James Carrier (Northampton, MA : Edward 
Elgar Publishing 2005) 
iv  Karl Polanyi, “Anthropology and Economic Theory,” in Morton Fried, Readings in Anthropology, 2nd ed. 
(New York : Thomas Crowell Company 1968) vol. II, 215-238 



 

 

The latter [formal] derives from logic, the former [substantive] from fact. The 
formal meaning implies a set of rules referring to choice between the 
alternative uses of insufficient means. The substantive meaning implies 
neither choice nor insufficiency of means; man’s livelihood may or may not 
involve the necessity of choice and, if choice there be, it need not be induced 
by the limiting effect of a ‘scarcity’ of the means.v 

 
For Polanyi, there isn’t much to debate.  The field of economics has two basic 
definitions: the formal, in which the logic of rational choice between scarce means 
governs the actions of individuals, and the substantive, which presumes neither 
rational choice nor conditions of scarcity, but rather focuses on the fact th at 
individuals or groups of individuals are affected by their environment.  Polanyi 
argues that the substantive meaning presupposes none of the classical economic 
theories of rational decision making or conditions of scarcity.  The substantive is 
rather how a society adapts to its environment or how the society meets its 
materia l needs economically.  He asserts that because the formalist theories 
emerged from market-oriented economies their application to pre-industria l and 
primitive economies is incompatible.  In societies without price-making markets 
maximization based on economic profit does not occur, but rather socia l, cultural 
and political influences affect the individual’s choice.  It is therefore argued by 
Polanyi, and the subsequent substantivists, that only the substantive meaning of 
economic is appropriate towards the study of primitive economies. 

 
The Debate 

 
Nearly two decades after Karl Polanyi presented his substantive 

arguments in 1944 against the application of classical economic theory on 
primitive economies, Scott Cook introduced the f irst opposition to the substantive 
theories and il luminated a clear dichotomy between two schools of thought.  In a 
1966 paper entitled “The Obsolete Anti-Market Mentality,” Cook formal ly 
presented a division that had emerged between scholars who maintained th a t 
classical economy theory is applicable to the study of primitive economies 
(formalists), and those who believed that i t is l imited only to market-oriented 
and price-governed economic systems.vi   By critiquing several contributing members 
of the substantive school, Cook successfully demonstrates that there are two main 
dogmas concerning the application of classical economic theory on primitive 
societies.  He begins by assessing the theories of George Dalton and Paul 
Bohannan, two preeminent students of the Polanyi school, of which Dalton’s 
critique is highlighted. 

Dalton’s basic assessment is that, since formal economic theory is 
primarily oriented around and derived from market-dominated economies and not 
in primitive-subsistence, substantive economic theory is the only legitimate 
analytical tool for such societies. What is important to note in al l of this is th at 
Dalton concedes that formalist models are better suited towards capita l istic and 
market-oriented economies (a tenet that Polanyi would have been bemused by, 
considering that his work was founded on building a model to compare economies 

                                                
v Polanyi, “Anthropology and Economic Theory” 217. 
vi  Scott Cook, “The Obsolete Anti-Market Mentality,” in Morton Fried, Readings in Anthropology, 2nd ed. 
(New York : Thomas Crowell Company 1968) vol. II, 239-261. 



 

 

universally). Cook notes this conflicting paradox with in their theses.  Whi le 
Polanyi sought to create comparative connections between economies, Dalton and 
Bohannan hold that there is a fundamental difference between the two types of 
economies, primitive-subsistence and market oriented. 

Cook highlights the two crucial elements within the debate: (1) th a t 
Karl Polanyi and the students of the substantivist school hold that formal 
economic theory is inapplicable to the explanation of non-market and primitive 
economies because it is a “creature of the 19th century Market economy;” and (2) 
that the debate could not be resolved because it was cast in terms of 
“metaphysical (untestable) propositions” versus empirical economic scientists.vii  

Given the basic outlines of the debate, it is now logical and 
comprehensible to present the substantivist approach in economic anthropology 
with particular respect to primitive societies’ economies and their arguments 
against applicabil i ty of formalist models.  In doing so, I wil l argue against the ir 
position using several formalists’ responses throughout. 

 
The Polanyi School 

 
 The master architect of the substantivist ideology, Karl Polanyi, was an 
economic historian who was interested in presenting a general theory of 
comparative economics that would help analyze al l economies—past, present, 
and future.  In his first master work, The Great Transformation, in which he 
analyzed the consequences of market capita l ism as it evolved in the nineteenth 
century, Polanyi attempted to discount the contemporary beliefs that the study of 
primitive economies, based on the same principles of market decisions, were 
useless in offering insight into the economy of man: 
 

 The tradition of the classical economists, who attempted to base 
the law of the market on the alleged propensities of man in the state of 
nature, was replaced by an abandonment of all interest in the cultures of 
“uncivilized” man as irrelevant to an understanding of the problems of our 
age.viii  

 
Polanyi petitions that such subjective thinking should have no appeal to the 
scientific mind, especia l ly to an economist.  Evident in Polanyi’s work is his 
concern that Adam Smith’s theses of economic activity were corrupting the 
outlook towards our ancestors and their economic condition.  He goes on to mention 
that i t is not the primitive economies that are irrelevant to contemporary models, 
but that the capita l istic market-oriented economy of today is unique in that i t is 
“disembedded from the socia l matrix.”ix Polanyi elaborates on this point, stating 
that at al l previous times in contrast: 
 

 …man’s economy, as a rule, is submerged in his social 
relationships. He does not act so as to safeguard his social standing, his 
social claims, his social assets. He values material goods only in so far as 
they serve this end. Neither the process of production nor that of 
distribution is linked to specific economic interests attached to the 
possession of goods; but every single step in that process is geared to a 

                                                
vii  Cook, “The Obsolete Anti Market Mentality,” 257-258 
viii  Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation (Boston : Mass., Beacon Press 1944). 
ix  Barry Isaac, A Handbook of Economic Anthropology. 14. 



 

 

number of social interests which eventually ensure that the required step be 
taken. These interests will be very different in a small hunting or fishing 
community from those in a vast despotic society, but in either case the 
economic system will be run by noneconomic motives.x 

 
For Polanyi it is the societa l context that shaped man’s economies and individual 
relations within given societies, producing unique economies, and also that broad 
economic theories had no influence on their motives or formation.  As evidence 
Polanyi offers two principles of behavior not primarily associated with classica l 
economics: reciprocity and redistribution. 

Borrowing from Bronislaw Malinowski’s famous ethnographies of the 
Native Islanders of Trobriand Islands of Western Melanesia, Polanyi i l lustrates 
how the basic functions of reciprocity and redistribution are only effective as 
familia l and kinship aspects of their society.  Reciprocity, defined as the 
exchange between people of goods or services, is shown in Malinowski’s study to be 
influenced by specific socia l relationships within the familia l unit. 
Redistribution, defined as an accumulation of resources and a subsequent 
distribution of them, implies a heavy influence of politica l authority. By 
examining specific instances with the Trobriand society, Polanyi attempts to show 
an inseparable integration between the economy and society, which the classica l 
models fa i l to identify.  With in the Trobriand culture, the societa l obligation for 
familia l sustenance is the duty of the male matri l ineal relatives.  Polanyi argues 
that because the male “will reap l i ttle immediate material benefit in exchange,” 
h is actions are fashioned around the social principles of good husbandry and fine 
citizenship, and not formal economic decisions.xi Polanyi’s cla im is well taken.  
These societa l forms of exchange and redistribution are enmeshed and molded 
around the cultures’ traditions; however, this does not prove that they are not 
ultimately governed by economic motivations and theories.  It is merely a 
descriptive analysis of the culture and what contributed to its uniqueness. 

I would argue that classical economic theories affirm a more encompassing 
view than Polanyi gives them credit for.  In his analysis of the Trobriand 
islander’s economic activity, Polanyi’s main argument is that, because the 
matri l ineal males receive no immediate material benefit from the exchange, their 
actions are not explained strictly by classical economic theories, as consumers of 
modern market oriented economics are today. However, this theory presupposes 
an extremely restrictive definition of materia l benefit.  Classical economists from 
about the 19th century have broadened their view of wants and human nature. 
George Stigler has outl ined the three major assumptions underlying contemporary 
economic theory, in which the third is the most instructive: 

 
…it is assumed that consumers utilize their information in such a 

way as to maximize the attainment of the ends they desire. This assumption 
is known, somewhat notoriously, as the concept of an “economic 
man.”…The concept of an “economic man” does not imply that the 
individual seeks to maximize money or wealth, that the human soul is a 
complex cash register. It does not affect the formal theory…in the least 
whether the individual maximizes wealth, religious piety, the annihilation 
of crooners or his waistline.xii  

                                                
x Polanyi, The Great Transformation. 46. 
xi  Polanyi, The Great Transformation. 47-48. 
xii  George Stigler, The Theory of Price (New York, Macmillan 1946) 63-64. 



 

 

 
In short, classical economic theory holds that human wants and economic activi ty 
are not confined to material wants, but rather that i ts practical application is 
unlimited. Therefore, in the context of Malinowski’s Trobriand society, the 
matri l ineal males’ behavior can be described as in classical economic terms, as a 
maximization of his uti l i ty.  The males are motivated to engage in exchange 
because their human wants govern that they participate with in the economy as 
an “economic man.” It is not the cultural shame of unfulfi l led matri l inea l 
obligations that governs their participation, but rath er the lower yield of uti l i ty 
if they do not participate within the cultural system (lower sustenance and shame 
within the community). 
 It is important to remember that Polanyi did make a distinction between 
the two approaches. As mentioned earl ier, he classified the formal as stemming 
from logical induction and the substantive as resulting from factual deduction.  
Polanyi recognized the aspects of both approaches; however, had Polanyi given 
full credence to the greater encompassing view of classical economic 
interpretations of material wants that emerged during the 19th century, he might 
have fully and successfully fashioned his ultimate goal of “creating a truly cross-
cultural comparative economics.”xiii  
 From Polanyi, the torch passed to George Dalton to lead the substantivist 
charge.  The primary contributor to the substantivist ideology after Polanyi’s 
death, Dalton expanded several of Polanyi’s theories, with the help of severa l 
others, including: Marshal l Sah l ins, Paul Bohannan, and Rhoda Halperin. 
 Dalton’s main focus was to prove that there are “important differences 
between primitive economy and Western market industria l ism which makes 
formal economic theory incapable of yielding analyti cal insights when applied to 
primitive” societies.xiv   In doing so Dalton argues the following: 
 

 For economic anthropology, only the substantive meaning of 
economic is relevant. For any primitive community, one can only assume the 
existence of some kind of institutional apparatus through which material 
goods are acquired and distributed. One cannot assume as a universal the 
presence of any special economizing institutions such as those which 
distinguish market economies. It is not economizing calculation induced by 
“scarcity” which is universal, but rather the need for structured provision 
of material goods.xv  

 
On one hand, he is right in describing institutional relations in primitive 
communities and market economies as non-universal. All economies have been 
molded uniquely within their own cultural forces and societa l values. However, on 
the other hand, he is wrong in stating that scarcity is not an economizing universa l 
which governs the decisions of the individuals with in these structurally different 
institutions.  The classical economic theory behind the principle of scarcity states 
that in situations in which a l imitation of resources occurs (scarcity), individuals 
maximize their uti l i ty in order to counter-act the effects of unsatisfied human 
wants.  In Dalton’s argument, he states that it is not th is choice by individuals to 

                                                
xiii  Barry Isaac, A Handbook of Economic Anthropology. 21. 
xiv  George Dalton, “Economic Theory and Primitive Society,” American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol.63, 
No. 1 (Feb. 1961): 1-25. 
xv  Dalton, “Economic Theory and Primitive Society,” 20. 



 

 

balance their desires and resources that is universal, but that the structured 
provision of materia l goods is encompassing.  Here, similar to Polanyi, I feel 
Dalton is maintaining a more restrictive view of material wants than classical 
economic theory aff irms.  The application of scarcity to al l human resources, not 
just materia l ones, creates a universal need within a l l insti tutional societies to 
a l locate materials (in the broad sense) structurally, without concern if they are 
primitive or market-oriented economies.  Edward LeClair expounds this argument, 
saying that: 
 

 Men everywhere are confronted with the fact that their 
aspirations exceed their capabilities. This being the case, they must 
everywhere economize their capabilities in the interest of meeting their 
aspirations to the fullest extent possible. 
 Despite this foregoing, it must be recognized that there may be 
societies in which there is no scarcity, as the term has been defined here. If 
such societies exist, there will be no need for economizing, and a study of the 
“economy” will consist of a study of the technology plus a study of what we 
may call the sociology of production.xvi  

 
For LeClair, maximization of uti l i ty occurs in every society in which scarcity of 
resources affects human aspirations. For those societies that are not affl icted by 
scarcity, he argues, neither formal economics nor substantive approaches are 
appropriate, because “economics” is the study of the “economizing” actions of 
individuals and without scarcity there is essentia l ly no need for an economy.  
Therefore economic anthropology cannot apply. 
 After the death of Karl Polanyi, George Dalton emerged as the major 
contributor of substantivist theories in economic anthropology. However, one of 
the major criticisms of his work, held by most that fol low the debate, is his 
fa i lure to directly address the criticisms of the substantive approach as classica l 
economic theories evolved, applying a more encompassing view of economic 
l ivelihood and material goods.  For this reason many have attributed his lack of 
engagement into the debate as the reason for the decline in the substantive 
position. 
 The third and final member of the substantivist ideology and Polanyi 
school that this paper wil l comment on is Marshal l Sa hl ins.  As an American 
anthropologist, Sah lins’ work has focused on discrediting the concept of the 
“economic man” by showing that i t is cultural and societa l factors that contribute 
to the structure of an economy.  In this a im, he has fol lowed similar paths as 
Polanyi and Dalton.  His arguments and theories in Stone Age Economics are the 
focus of the subsequent passages. 
 In the introduction of Stone Age Economics, Sahlins identifies himself and 
h is approach as substantivist; however, as Scott Cook points out: 
 

 Although Sahlins identifies himself with the so-called 
‘substantivist’ school of economic anthropology, his approach is by no 
means a carbon copy of Polanyi’s transactional substantivism nor of the 
material substantivism of certain Marxist-oriented scholars. His approach 
is distinctive, combing elements of the other, but representing what I will 
call ‘structural substantivism,’ i.e. the view that the economy, as a function 
of society, provisions society by maintaining social relations or the social 
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structure regardless of the degree to which material needs of a given 
population are satisfied.xvii  

 
This perspective on Sahlins’ arguments are important to the discussion of 
substantive ideology because they offer a zesty approach to their denunciation of 
classical economic applicabil i ty.  What is most frustrating about Sahl ins’ work is 
h is seemingly paradoxical censure of classical economic models and his use of 
them in Stone Age Economics. Much l ike his fel low substantivists, he proceeds to 
make his arguments against the formalist approach using classical micro-
economic and empirical models.  The substantivists in their work attempt to 
provide a cultural study of the ways in which people l ive and not with general 
economic analysis of their actions; however, their use of field data in determining 
various aspects of rates of consumption, eff iciency of labor, etc. require that they 
use classical economic tools.  I find this double standard to weaken their arguments 
and undermine their contempt for classical economic applicabil i ty. 
 Another fundamental f law I see in the substantivist approach, and 
especia l ly in Sahl ins’ Stone Age Economics, is their fai lure to explicitly state 
their definition of “economy.”  Sahlins and his fel low substantivists instead 
emphasize what it is not: economizing.  Since Stone Age Economics is a collection of 
essays concerning several areas of societa l interactions - consumption, production, 
exchange and distribution - each section holds different economic implications. I 
feel i t is therefore necessary to define a general definition to unite his arguments 
into a cohesive drive. Sahlins instead adopts a different meaning in each section: 

For the present purpose, ‘economy’ is viewed as the process of provision 
society (or the ‘socio-cultural system’). No social relation, institution, or set 
of institutions is of itself ‘economic’. Any institution, say a family or a 
lineage order, if it has material consequence for provisioning society can be 
placed in an economic context and considered part of the economic 
process…Here (in primitive culture) we find no socially distinct ‘economy’ 
or ‘government’, merely social groups and relations with multiple functions, 
which we distinguish as economic, political, etc.xviii  

 
Sah lins views the economy as a structural institution created by societa l pressures 
and not as individuals participating to maximize their marginal util i ty.  
However, since Sahlins doesn’t explicitly create a definitive universal for his 
structural economic model, he loses ground in providing a comparative economic 
model that Polanyi strove so dearly for.  His arguments that economy is a category 
of culture rather than behavior could be unified to create a universal definition; 
however, he does not do this. Instead he proceeds to define economy as various 
categorical instances over several cultures, such as consumption, exchange, and 
production.  Sahl ins identifies these structural variances as categorical, not as 
behavioral, thereby missing the motivation behind their creation.  In Cook’s 
concluding remarks about Stone Age Economics, he states: 
 

 …he has refused to specify what that [economic] process is, and he 
denies the possibility that Neoclassical micro-economic theory can provide 
a general orientation or explanations regarding some of its aspects. In this 
ambiguity surrounding his conception of the ‘economy’ lurks the crypto-
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materialism of Stone Age Economics; a ‘materialism’ embedded in an eclectic 
‘structuralism’ to the point of dissolution.xix  

 
This, I feel, is the downfall of the substantivist approach.  In their commitment to 
deny the applicabil i ty of classical economic theory to primitive cultures, on the 
basis of it being a creation of 19th century market economies, I feel that they, as a 
group, should not expressly be referred to as economic anthropologists.  It is true 
they study the “economies” of primitive cultures with an anthropological 
eyepiece, but their refusal to explicitly define “economy” within their arguments 
and their disregard for incorporating contemporary economic theories forces me to 
believe they should be referred to solely as anthropologists, studying the 
economies of primitive societies. I restrict them to primitive societies because, 
generally, as a whole (Polanyi excluded) they readily accepted the superiority of 
classical models in today’s economies. 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
 Referring back to Raymond Firth’s words at the introduction of this paper, 
what is most important, economically, in the analysis of primitive societies’ 
economies is creating an ultimate model of human behavior, by extracting 
universal principles of man in any economy.  To best achieve this goal, I feel the 
formalist approach offers more hope.  Neither side has worked out an irrefutable 
law concerning comparative economics; however, it is the formalist models th a t 
have transformed and incorporated modern thinking into classical models to best 
achieve this universali ty.  Scott Cook echoes similar feel ings, stating: 
 

 Economists and economic analysis have, by and large, adapted to 
changing intellectual and institutional conditions so that what was true of 
them a hundred, fifty, or even ten years ago is not true of them today…To 
overlook this central process in the history of economics, as the 
substantivists from Polanyi to Dalton do, is to distort contemporary 
economic analysis and to arbitrarily deny its status as a science.xx  

 
This flaw with in the substantivist approach is ultimately their fault.  
Concentrating too heavily on the dual meanings of economic, the substantivists 
miss the entire debate.  Cook continues his arguments cla iming, “the fa i lure of the 
substantivists to consciously tie in their discussion with the “definition and scope” 
debate in economic discourse ra ises serious doubts in my mind concerning the 
“meaning” of their “two meanings.”  Other critics, such as LeClair, have similar 
doubts about the substantive approach, asking the question: why is there “a ‘fe lt 
need’ for a substantivist definition of economics”?xxi  Instead Cook argues: 
 

 These two meanings obfuscate the nature of the relationship 
between economic theory as the science of economics and “economy” or 
“economic facts,” which is no different than that between any science and 
its subject matter. It expresses in semantic terms what is essentially a 
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relationship between phenomena of separate epistemological statuses. To 
obscure the relationship between economic theory and empirical reality is 
to place yet another artificial barrier between economists and 
anthropologists which, by exacerbating the current communication gap 
between these two sets of scholars, can only serve to impede meaningful 
research in the field of economic anthropology.xxii  

 
The substantivists are wrong in assuming that classical economic theory is 
inapplicable to primitive societies, solely on the grounds that it emerged from 
studies of market economies.  The formalists, on the other hand, have evolved by 
continuing the efforts of economists to create and implement fundamental economic 
principles within their fie ld. As a result, the formalists have won the debate by 
coming closer to developing a tool capable of solving the problems faced by al l 
economies.  Given the current state of the debate, the eventual creation of a 
universal theory behind comparative economics relies on how well these two 
fie lds can synergize.  However, any general theory must contain within its model 
the principles of classical economic theories of the economic behavior of 
individuals. 
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