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Reflecting societies 

Since “the market was originally a consociation of persons who are not members of 
the same group” (Weber 1978), it makes perfect sense to assume that markets 
evolved literally between societies, with between meaning and unsettled neutral 
territory (Simmel 1992) or “a spot within the borderland” (Grierson 1980), in the 
first instance. Where the geographic situation did not meet the conditions, we find 
strategies for at least virtually realizing territorial neutrality (e.g. the Kula-Ring: 
Malinowski 1979; Mauss 1990). Even when the market already had approached the 
gates of the Ancient civilizations and crossed them (Polanyi 1963), the market 
within the city walls still was an outside, delimited by border stones and ruled by 
laws explicitly others than those of its host cities (Swedberg 2007). However, the 
more these borders blurred, the more the market could be perceived as an “inner 
environment” (Luhmann 1988) of the respective society, i.e. a “mechanism for 
limiting contact” (Humphreys 1969) between a society and its environment.  



Studying markets therefore means tracing the limits of societies and, by this means, 
reflecting it. Reflecting markets and societies in such a way, we may find that 
markets function as not only quantitative but also qualitative mechanisms of the 
limitation of a society’s contacts with both its environment and itself. In some 
cases, this limitation led to the depolitization of the market (Arendt 1958). In many 
others the “only public activity left under such conditions was the exchange market 
of the craftsmen, whose concern was with making and not with acting, and whom 
the Greeks exclude from political life as banausic” (Canovan 1977).  

Nowadays, if we speak of markets, then we speak about the economy. However, 
this deeply routed common sense does not only conflict with the existence of 
contemporary markets like the Djemaa el-Fna in Marrakesh, whose imminent 
economization prompted the UNESCO project “Masterpieces of the Oral and 
Intangible Heritage of Humanity”. If we can imagine that certain markets can be 
prevented from economization, then we can also ask how the economization of 
most others took place. How did “the market” actually become economic then?  

Against the background of this question, contributions to the workshop should be 
tracking back the history and the functions of markets. In this sense, workshop 
members are going to ask whether or not there is sociological, ethnological, 
historical and archaeological evidence for the idea that markets did and do serve for 
more than just the exchange of economic goods. Haven’t markets also been places 
and spaces for the exchange of stories, styles, melodies, beliefs, scientific ideas, 
languages, legal frameworks, teaching concepts, training methods and treatments in 
health care?  

We are looking forward to both conceptual and mature, both theoretical and 
empirical approaches to these questions. Presentation may focus on market case 
studies as well as on both synchronic and diachronic analyses of ancient and 
contemporary markets in the region broadly defined as “the Orient”. 
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