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Introduction



A SOCIAL HISTORY OF A POPULAR CURRENCY





“What was the official peso-dollar exchange rate on February 26, 2015?” The question twinkles in blue letters across the television screen. The game-show host of the Argentine version of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? reads the answers to a contestant. The options on the screen are: A) 4.45, B) 14.55, C) 8.73, and D) 18.98. The contestant listens closely to the host and then responds. “Well, it’s definitely not 18 or 14, because those have been the exchange rates under this administration. And 4.45 must have been in around 2010 or so. So I’m going with B, 8.73.” “Is that your final answer?” asks the host. “Yes, it is,” says the contestant with no hesitation. “The incredible thing about living in Argentina,” the host quips, “is running into questions about dollars.” Laughing, the contestant responds, “Not to mention the fact that there are four totally different numbers and any one of them could be right.” Now comes a moment of suspense. Answer B, 8.73, turns yellow on the screen: the contestant has answered correctly.


A screenshot with the question about the dollar exchange rate immediately begins circulating on Twitter. An American Internet user tries to be ironic: “Can I phone a central banker?” Someone replies right away (also in English): “Only if you don’t know a regular Argentinian.”


On April 8, 2019, the day the game show aired, the dollar was worth AR$44.60 pesos on the local foreign exchange market. Four years had passed since the date referred to in the question, and all the answer options seem equally remote. However, the question itself was no surprise to local viewers. As expressed in that brief Twitter exchange, while only economic professionals or people with links to foreign trade keep up with exchange rates in other countries, ordinary people in Argentina closely follow fluctuations in the peso-dollar exchange rate, especially in times of monetary turbulence.


A topic of conversation and a preoccupation, the dollar is also a highly valued asset among Argentines. According to a report published by the Federal Reserve in 2006, Argentina topped the list of countries (other than the United States) with the most dollars per capita (Department of the Treasury et al., 2006). This comes as no surprise, given the economic dynamics of a country in which the national currency stands cheek by jowl with the US dollar, especially on certain markets. Since the end of the 1970s, the Argentine real estate market has operated in US dollars: not only are prices listed and published in this foreign currency, but also the transactions themselves are done in greenbacks.


During the second half of the twentieth century, the US dollar played a starring role in the international history of money. After the Second World War, victory on the battlefield and a booming industry made the US dollar almighty in international currency dealings, as seen in the intergovernmental agreements struck at the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944. The stability associated with the gold standard was to be short lived. Twenty-five years later, under Republican president Richard Nixon, the United States made a unilateral decision to sever the direct convertibility of its dollars into gold, thus ending the gold standard. Since then, the US dollar has invigorated the economic liberalization and financialization associated with neoliberalism.


Reflecting on this dynamic, anthropologist Jane Guyer (2016) has noted how in the 1970s, the US dollar reigned supreme as the global foreign trade currency, a common exchange medium, and, most of all, a store of value in different regional landscapes, giving shape to a new era of multiple currencies. Despite this general trend, this powerful global currency has penetrated national economies in different ways depending on the economic, political, and cultural history of each individual country.


How did the dollar come to play such a leading role in Argentina? What cultural, economic, and political processes made the US currency dominant on certain domestic markets? How did the dollar-peso exchange rate become an everyday part of life, something nearly everyone follows? In other words, how precisely did this global currency become a local currency on the other end of the Americas?


These are some of the questions that this book addresses. For some time, the global expansion of the US currency and its influence on the economic dynamics of different regions was understood as a natural offshoot of America’s predominance in the world economy (Eichengreen, Mehl, and Chitu 2019). However, as the case of Argentina reveals, this process is more complex and, more importantly, exceeds geopolitics. While the dollar is, in fact, a global currency anchored in many countries, multiple articulations of local history, economy, and culture have allowed this grafting. By offering a new lens on the dollar, this book examines another dimension of the economic and political predominance of the United States, telling the story of the greenback as a popular currency outside its home country’s borders.





A Popular Currency


To respond to the questions posed above, we draw on the sociology of money to propose a sociology of the dollar’s popularization in Argentine society. Two dynamics fall under the lens: the emergence of the dollar as an artifact of popular culture and its incorporation in the financial repertoires of a growing number of social groups. Each of these dynamics constitutes a specific dimension of the US dollar’s social life in Argentina: its public existence—where the greenback is mostly a piece of information, a public number loaded with multiple social meanings—and its private, transactional life, where it is an asset as well as an object that can be seen, touched, hoarded, or burned.


Our approach draws on Viviana Zelizer’s reflection on the social uses and meanings of money (Zelizer 1994). Showing how people constantly differentiate between money’s connotations and uses according to the social relations in which it circulates, Zelizer has contributed to a deep understanding of the history of the US dollar as it grew into a national homogeneous currency in the late nineteenth century. Her work, which considers the rise of the American currency, provides a new perspective on the role money plays in social life.


However, a different approach is needed to capture how the US dollar later evolved into a global currency anchored in heterogeneous territories. In order to understand what occurs with the US currency outside America’s borders, we need to go beyond Zelizer’s classic work. Through the reconstruction of the social and cultural history of the US dollar in Argentina, we propose to home in on this phase of the dollar’s history, showing how it became a particular “popular currency” even outside its country of origin.


The US dollar in Argentina was slowly but progressively popularized from the 1930s until the second decade of the twenty-first century. Over this period, information about the dollar, formerly of interest exclusively for financial agents or foreign trade experts, began holding political relevance for increasingly broader social groups. At the same time, the dollar was gradually incorporated to the financial repertoires of a growing number of Argentines. Yet without the highly decisive mediations that had preceded this phase, it would never have been possible for social actors with virtually no contact with the financial or exchange market to incorporate the greenback to their savings, investment, loan, and consumer practices. The building of the US dollar as a popular cultural artifact made it into a familiar currency, one capable of providing cognitive, emotional, and practical guidance for anyone venturing into an unfamiliar economic universe. Therefore, starting in the 1930s, but especially from the 1950s on, a new relationship between popular culture, financial practices, and the exchange market resulted in the dollar’s increasingly central role in Argentine economy and politics.


In order to understand this process, a careful examination is needed of the cultural devices that helped establish the buck in the public’s mind, integrate it to their financial repertoires, and allow it to persist over time. On the one hand, a sociology of this sort must reveal the cultural mediations that make money practices with a “strange” currency familiar, legitimate, understandable, and doable for a great many Argentines. On the other, it must acknowledge that as cultural devices, currencies add meanings and public uses to money that do not necessarily or automatically correspond to specific financial repertoires. The reconstruction of both the connection and the relative autonomy between the “two lives” of currencies (as cultural artifacts that operate in the public space and as stores of value and a medium for payment and exchange within financial repertoires) is at the core of this research into the process of a currency’s popularization.







Local Stories of a Global Currency


While the US currency did not achieve global hegemony until the Second World War, its rise dates back a few decades prior. As the United States rose to predominance in foreign trade, the dollar began competing with the sterling pound; at the same time, the American banking system expanded globally, flooding the financial market with bonds denominated in dollars (Eichengreen 2011). In the 1910s, the State Department launched a foreign policy known as “dollar diplomacy” that aimed to foster the interest of private American firms abroad, particularly in Latin America and Asia. Companies were thus encouraged to play a role in foreign trade and make investments outside the US (Rosenberg 2004). In these contexts,




“dollar diplomacy” involved the promotion not just of trade and investment but of the dollar itself, a practice that we might call “dollarization diplomacy.” With the exception of Puerto Rico, however, US policymakers did not … encourage the dollar to be adopted as the exclusive currency of foreign countries. Instead, they simply pressed for it to be used alongside the national currency abroad. (Helleiner 2003a, 409)





At the end of the First World War, the United States became the biggest lender to European countries struggling to recover from the war but also to Latin American countries affected by the collapse of trade with these countries. For that reason, over the course of the 1920s, reserves denominated in dollars at many banks worldwide began to overtake those of other traditionally strong currencies like the sterling pound. During the interwar period, New York rivaled London as a financial center, and the dollar contended with the pound as the foremost international currency (Eichengreen and Flandreau 2008). In Latin America, the rising leadership of the United States during the interwar period was also evident in the invitations extended to American economic experts to help the region’s governments build local monetary, financial, and tax systems. These “money doctors” also helped the dollar make headway (Drake 1989).


The relative balance between the dollar and sterling pound during the 1920s would be suddenly interrupted by the Great Depression. The US economy during this decade was nearly autarkic, with protectionist policies that heavily reduced foreign trade. This period marked the transition toward a new world order that would come in the 1940s with the Bretton Woods agreement. Though rooted in the gold standard, the agreement made the US dollar the only convertible currency, effectively introducing what could be called the “dollar standard” (Aglietta and Coudert 2014). The equilibrium achieved at the war’s end, however, would not last forever. In 1971, under the Nixon administration, the United States decided to end the gold standard. Far from undermining the buck’s position as a global currency, this decision actually consolidated it.


The dollar has become a “savage money,” to use the term coined by Australian anthropologist Chris Gregory (1997) when describing this new international phase of the global economy’s strongest currency. Since then, the dollar helped accelerate the economic liberalism and financialization associated with neoliberalism. Free of any bounds in the search for profits, it operated in a “savage” way, seizing on volatile, unregulated exchange rates.


In many of the countries along the periphery, this process led to systems of monetary pluralism. If the process of African decolonization between the 1960s and 1980s provided particular insight into the complex exchanges, operations, and actors behind several coexisting currencies, the collapse of the Eastern Bloc provided yet another. Starting in the 1990s, the capitalist world had entered a new phase of multiple currencies, similar to what Africa had seen in the past (Guyer and Salami 2013, 13). But in this case, two overlapping phenomena appeared: on the one hand, the multiplication of the national currencies (twenty-two new currencies created in the postcolonial period and fifteen new currencies in the postsocialist period); on the other hand, there was a proliferation of the circuits in which the US dollar became the single, common currency (Guyer and Salami 2013, 4).


This second phenomenon spoke of a new economic and monetary configuration at the beginning of the 1970s: from the point of view of economic theory, the primordial monetary function was determined to be storing value (Guyer 2011; Orléan 2009). However, in terms of how monetary economies and economic practices were configured at the local level, the US dollar was consolidated as the currency used not only in foreign commerce globally, but also as a common account and exchange unit in different regions and nations.


This disaggregation of the monetary functions, no longer embodied in a single national currency but in different coexisting ones, is expressed in the common distinction between soft and hard currencies, where only those which serve as a store of value are considered “strong.” The recent history of money in widely different nations can be understood as an expansion of monetary plurality that creates a lasting bond between a strong currency (the US dollar) and a weak local currency. Interesting cases in this regard include Israel (Dominguez 1990), Russia (Lemon 1998), Nigeria (Guyer 2004), Vietnam (Truitt 2013), and Latin American countries like Panama, Ecuador (Nelms 2015), Cuba (Marques-Pereira and Théret 2014), and El Salvador (Pedersen 2002).


This connection between the US dollar and “weaker” local currencies can, in some cases, lead to the former actually replacing the latter, as occurred in Panama (since 1904), Ecuador (since 2000), or El Salvador (since 2001). In other cases, the local currency is substituted only partially and for certain money purposes (as in Israel or Cuba, at certain points in time). At the same time, these are situations that can go on for decades—the case of Argentina, as will be seen in this book—or for only a certain period of time, like that of the former USSR at the beginning of the 1990s or Israel in the 1980s. Finally, the recurring use of the dollar can be de facto, as is most often the case, or enshrined in law, as it was in Panama, Ecuador, and El Salvador, or in Zimbabwe’s and Argentina’s currency board (1991–2001).


Countries that were former colonies or suffered a military invasion—or heavy foreign investment—by the United States (Panama, Haiti, Vietnam, and Cuba) are more likely to experiment with different types of dollarization; this is also the case for countries like El Salvador and Vietnam, which receive a good deal of remittances in US dollars sent by nationals living abroad. Other circumstances that can lead to a total or partial replacement of a local currency include extreme levels of inflation (as has occurred in many Latin American countries), foreign trade restrictions (Cuba and Nigeria), or disruptive political events like wars or the collapse of political regimes (as observed in the USSR or Vietnam).


As noted, the Argentine experience is different from that of most of the other countries. Argentina has never been occupied by the United States (the case of Vietnam or Cuba), nor does it fall within its geographical range of influence (as do Central American or Caribbean nations). Similarly, there is not a large community of Argentine migrants in America, so remittances in US dollars do not have a huge impact on its GDP (the case in El Salvador).


Generally, scholars and the press have focused on the country’s economic history and macroeconomics when attempting to explain what makes Argentina unique. Two of these factors include inflation and foreign trade bottlenecks, which cyclically lead to a lack of foreign currency that could stimulate the economy. Effectively, since the 1940s, Argentina has experienced repetitive cycles of rising prices—some gradual, others sudden and extreme. At its worst, inflation reached an average of 340 percent between 1984 and 1988 in addition to two moments of hyperinflation in 1989 and 1990 (Bulmer-Thomas 2014), contributing to the dollar’s consolidation as a reserve currency, used to protect Argentines against the depreciation of their local currency. At the same time, since the second half of the twentieth century, the Argentine economy has suffered chronic shortages of the foreign currency it needs to fund development, causing a nearly constant trade deficit. Finally, and especially since the 1980s, the weight of the foreign debt has exacerbated monetary pressures.


It should be noted, however, that the inflation Argentina has experienced is similar to that of other countries in the region like Brazil (Neiburg 2006; 2010), though the buck did not evolve into a “popular money” in these countries. Another factor emphasized in literature on the topic (Wainer 2021) is that foreign restrictions are also not exclusive to Argentina but plague the vast majority of semi-peripheral countries (Abeles, Lavarello, and Montagu 2013). Finally, although the greenback does have a certain presence in a range of other countries (like Israel), the greenback’s persisting weight in society, politics, and the economy dates back decades and cannot be pinpointed to any single moment or period.







A Sociological Reading


Any sociological interpretation of the dollar’s prominence must consider the configuration of the economic structure, shifting public policies, the global economy, and the conditions these impose on the ways different social actors invest, save, and spend money. Yet it cannot be limited to these considerations alone.


The money practices of families and businesses are not automatic responses to any macroeconomic stimulus or restriction; they evolve in a historical process of economic socialization and education in financial repertoires that are socially produced and culturally meaningful. This is the point of departure for the perspective that will be constructed in this book. Its main contribution is to highlight the gradual processes that allow a financial repertoire to take root. In the case of Argentina, one of the main features of this repertoire is the articulation of different currencies—the US dollar and the Argentine peso—in everyday life, but also in the public and cultural sphere.


This way of understanding the overlapping processes of the US dollar’s popularization, an economic socialization shaped by the dollar, and the construction over time of financial repertoires that make use of it rests on three pillars. First, it draws on the tradition of the sociology of money, a field that Viviana Zelizer helped to innovate in the 1990s. Second, it employs developments from contemporary economic anthropology and the anthropology of money, enriched by their unique approach to social universes characterized by multiple currencies and their different configurations over time and space (Hart 1986; Guyer 1995, 2016; Maurer 2006; Neiburg 2006, 2010, 2011; Wilkis 2017a). Third, it engages in dialogue with the institutionalist approach to money developed in France since the 1980s, an approach that takes precedence over more classical economic definitions, where money is treated as instrumental and fungible (Aglietta and Orléan 1998; Théret 2007; Orléan 2013; Blanc 2018; Alary et al. 2020).


“I finally understood the historical paradox that just as the U.S. state worked to achieve a single national currency, people were continually disrupting monetary uniformity by creating all sorts of monetary distinctions” (Zelizer 2016). Two decades after The Social Meaning of Money was first published, this is Zelizer’s assessment of one of the most important discoveries of her book. Charles Tilly (1999) underlined this same finding when he noted that Zelizer’s sociology of money had contributed to a “bottom up” theory of power that revealed the everyday practices of “those at the bottom” against the state. The paradox that Zelizer had noted rests in the discovery of people’s enormous creativity when it comes time to use and give meaning to money. By placing the emphasis on the maneuvering room people have in the face of state power, Zelizer opened the door for a critical reevaluation of classical theories on how modern societies had taken shape.


In the past, classic sociology had contributed to an imaginary of homogeneous currencies associated with unified states. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, territorially homogeneous and exclusive currencies were issued across the Western world. This responded to the consolidation of nation-states and the goal of promoting the domestic markets while fostering certain technological advances (Helleiner 2003b). Under classic sociological theory like that of Karl Marx or Georg Simmel, currency homogenization was assumed to have negative effects on subjectivities and social relations. These critiques, however, served to reiterate the need for each nation-state to operate in a single currency. For these authors, the expansion of monetization was synonymous with currency homogenization and imposed moral uniformity across societies, forging the values and aspirations of the capitalist homo economicus. Within a certain branch of classic sociology, state unification, currency homogenization, and moral uniformity were mutually reinforcing processes (Wilkis 2018).


Zelizer’s sociology of money questioned these theoretical imaginaries that associate homogeneous currencies with unified states and the moral uniformity of society. Based on the empirical context (the process of monetary unification within a society taking shape according to the modern capitalist society model) and the theoretical challenge she posed (questioning the ideas of classic sociology on the effects of modernity in interpersonal life), Zelizer approached “domestic currencies” as a privileged scenario for her theory of “special monies.” The study of the uses and meanings of money in the intimate realm, outside the market, allowed Zelizer to test out her interpretation. This reading collided with the hypotheses of authors like Marx, Simmel, and Max Weber, who argued that market impersonality was a key part of monetizing modern societies.1 Domestic monies were thus the privileged empirical locus for a sociological theory that went a step beyond the aporias of the classic theory of modernity. In her subsequent research, in fact, Zelizer continued to analyze money in intimacy or within the framework of intimate relationships (Zelizer 2005). In these investigations, she was able to show how interpersonal relations are not dissolved when money circulates; instead, people creatively redefine them. These monies provided the empirical evidence necessary to break down the seemingly impenetrable walls of classic theoretical narratives surrounding money.


The relevance of Zelizer’s analysis on the social meanings of money, in fact, has also been evidenced in spheres outside the household, including banks and financial markets (Carruthers 2017; Polillo 2017). Although works by scholars such as these make a relevant contribution by testing Zelizer’s sociology of money outside the intimate sphere, they make no attempt at rebuilding the connections between this sphere and the public, institutional realm. Others have proposed macrocultural approaches (Carruthers and Babb 1996) and macro-social analyses (Helleiner 2017) to study the meanings of money. Although these explorations have successfully drawn attention to public or institutional dynamics in the production of meanings about money, they make no attempt to link these “top-down” processes with daily practices at the “bottom.” The disconnect between the macro- and micro-dynamics neglects questions fundamental to the circulation of the US currency in territories with heterogeneous currencies. How do people incorporate a currency? How does a “foreign” currency become familiar outside the borders of the state that issues it? This is a question that the sociology of money should be able to answer.


Zelizer’s strategy to analyze the gradual establishment of the US dollar as the sole currency—and then critique the hypothesis on money in classic sociology—is limited to only one of the dollar’s functions: its role as a medium of payment or exchange. A great part of the author’s analysis focuses on the dollar’s restricted circulation despite currency homogenization, and its variations in myriad relationships and social situations. Drawing on a conceptual and empirical proposal that makes use of earmarking, multiple currencies, etc., Zelizer questioned the universal fungibility that classic sociological theories attributed to modern currencies. Zelizer successfully showed how the dollar’s circulation was confined despite the currency standardization and homogenization imposed by the US state, and argued that these restrictions were basically social (moral prohibitions, ritual practices, etc.). Therefore, her criticism of universal fungibility is well-founded, weakening the perception that money configures an impersonal society, or one indifferent to the attributes of interpersonal relations.


This important finding by Zelizer, however, leaves aside issues that become fundamental when attempting to analyze the transformation of the dollar into a global currency that circulates in territories with their own national currencies. Unlike the contexts where territorially unified currencies triumph, the phase of the dollar as a global currency implies multiple currencies that circulate simultaneously.


As many authors have noted, the generally accepted idea of a unified national currency is more of a political norm than a fact of modern societies (and its precedents, we could argue), which always tolerated multiple currencies to some degree (Servet, Théret, and Yildirim 2020). This multiplicity emerges from a range of payment methods (issued by different entities), in a continuous tension with a unified account measure. Jerôme Blanc has shown how central banks are the institutions that generally make this set of heterogeneous means of payment coherent by guaranteeing their convertibility into a single unit of account (Blanc 2009, 662). For these reasons, far from an anomaly, the multiple monies circulating within a single nation should be considered a normal feature of modern currency systems (Théret 2007; Servet, Théret, and Yildirim 2020; Théret 2008; Orléan 2009).


Following in the footsteps of renowned anthropologists studying the currencies of Atlantic Africa (Bohannan 1959; Dalton 1961), Jane Guyer has contributed to an empirically informed understanding of the multiplicity of money (Guyer 1995; 2004). Her research shows that the multiple currencies common to African economies are anything but exceptional, and her more recent works have taken these findings even further to show the diverse circles in which different monies circulate within a singular country. At the same time, Guyer highlights the conversion processes that prove key in this configuration of monetary pluralism (2016).


By incorporating contributions of this kind, the study of money can go beyond the model of a unitary, territorially homogeneous currency. At the same time, it can enrich the understanding of the functions of money, moving away from its image as exclusively a medium of payment or exchange. Money’s role as a unit of account or store of value can thus be incorporated, creating a more suitable perspective for understanding how the dollar ends up circulating in multiple territories outside the United States.


Finally, in order to grasp how the greenback becomes a “special money,” processes must be analyzed from the top down and the bottom up, in the public sphere and in ordinary financial practices. In order to forge connections between these two levels, it is important to bring in the contributions of a sociology of money that considers both its uses and social meanings. This perspective must also be informed by an anthropology that provides ethnographic insight into contemporary forms of monetary pluralism and the relationships that make it possible. Finally, monetary theory must also inform this approach, providing conceptual tools to think about the different forms money takes (Théret 2008), particularly with regard to different coexisting monies within a single territory. That is the challenge this book embraces.







The Hegemony of the Dollar and Finance: A Bottom-Up Perspective


The sociology of money as laid out in this book relies on a long-term historical approach to examine the social, cultural, and political roots that allow a global currency to become a local money. This type of perspective is rare in literature focused on the hegemony of the greenback and its implications for both Latin America and the rest of the planet.


Much has already been said about the US currency’s role in entrenching US hegemony since the mid-twentieth century. Books such as Exorbitant Privilege: The Rise and Fall of the Dollar (Eichengreen 2011), The Future of the Dollar (Helleiner 2009), and Le dollar et le système monétaire international (Aglietta and Coudert 2014) all reveal how the dollar acquired a central position in the world monetary system during the twentieth century. But its conversion into a “global currency” that circulates in multiple territories (not merely as a currency among elites) still needs to be explored. Other aspects of the dollar that remain to be examined include its integration as a unit of account or as a payment or exchange method among vast sectors of the global south in monetary repertoires that may or may not include other national currencies.


Far from considering the dollar as a unilateral imposition by the US government at the global level, this book helps reconstruct the transformations of capitalism and its institutions, the structural economic conditions of a semi-peripheral country, and the political-cultural dynamics of this process. Without them, the greenback would have remained the exclusive currency of the elites and never become a popular currency.


From this perspective, the argument presented here engages with two lines of thought on how Argentine society came to embrace the US dollar. First, the “popularization of dollar” could be considered part of the “informal imperialism” (Gindin and Panitch 2013) or the “dollar-Wall Street” regime (Gowan 1999) that characterizes the United States today. Yet both perspectives tend to overlook the social and economic conditions that helped American currency take root without the intervention of experts, elites, or international financial institutions. The classic by Ricardo Parbonni, The Dollar and Its Rivals (1981), also analyzes the outsized role of the dollar in the international economic system and elites’ persistent involvement on the exchange market. However, this book goes a step further by observing the dollar not only within that restricted universe but also in people’s ordinary, everyday lives.


By examining how culture, politics, and economy come into play in the popularization of the US dollar, this book innovates on the study of the hegemony of global currencies in both theoretical and empirical terms. It offers a detailed account of how the hegemony of America’s currency takes root by gradually gaining the acceptance of ordinary people in peripheral countries.


Second, this book narrates a particular expansion of “financial capitalism” in the terms proposed by Costas Lapavitsas (2013). Social studies of finance have been one of the most prolific fields in economic sociology and anthropology in recent years. As institutions that globalized capitalism relies on, financial markets captured the attention of academic and nonacademic researchers alike (Zaloom 2006; Callon, Milo, and Muniesa 2008; Mackenzie 2008; Preda 2009; Ho 2012; Krippner 2012; Knorr Cetina and Preda 2012; Beunza 2019; Ortiz 2021). Yet this work analyzes a case—that of foreign exchange markets—that has received scarce attention in this literature, examining their role as a financial institution essential to peripheral economies and the economic and cultural life of citizens as well.


As elsewhere, individuals in Argentina, a peripheral country with scarce capital market development that has suffered from medium to high inflation for much of the last seven decades, are impacted by processes of financial expansion. In this case, however, the exchange market has played a fundamental and unique role in these processes. What is referred to herein as the popularization of the US dollar has been critical to allowing Argentines to adapt to the new phase of capitalism that began in the 1970s. In relation to the thesis on financial capitalism, this book shows the particular articulations between economic structure, the political system, and cultural mediations, making the popularization of the US dollar both a condition and an outcome of the financialization of individuals and households in Argentina.







The Conditions of Democracy: A Latin American Concern


Over the course of the twentieth century, research on Latin America has honed in on the economic, social, and cultural conditions of political processes in order to understand the “atypical” path of countries in the region in comparison to those of other Western democracies. As part of this research agenda, studies on “classic” populism of the 1940s and 1950s (Juan Domingo Perón in Argentina, Getúlio Dorneles Vargas in Brazil, and Lázaro Cárdenas in Mexico) (Germani 1972; French 1989; Knight 1998) merged with literature on military dictatorships and the end to democracies (Petras and Zeitlin 1968; Rouquié 1981), and investigations on the “democratic transitions” of the 1980s (O’Donnell et al. 1986). Taking into account the importance of political processes in the study of the region’s societies, this book examines the role that the meanings and uses of money played in said processes. In Max Weber’s view, money occupies a very significant place in political sociology. For example, the payment corresponding to the administrative staff of each type of legitimate domination is one of its distinguishing factors. Weber explores both the type (regular, extraordinary, etc.) as well as the payment method (money, in kind) received by the administrative officials in charismatic, traditional, or legal-rational domination. The relationship between politics and money also appears in other works by the German sociologist, who understood democratization to be connected with the monetization of political life. All regular competition between political parties drives the monetization of its activities (Weber 1978). Money helps oil the political machinery (Wilkis 2017b).


Though it does not focus on the monetary dimension of professional politics, this book does examine the impact of the dollar’s popularization on the game of politics. It also aims to explore how the uses and meanings that citizens attribute to money influence the interpretations and political decisions of career politicians. Despite how essential this approach proves to an understanding of the past forty years of democracy in Argentina, it has largely been overlooked in studies on the dynamics of participation in Latin American democracies. Money (in general) and monetary practices (in particular) have been emphasized in studies on political party financing (Leiras 2004) and research into the transactions that take place in client politics (Auyero 2001). Yet the question of how monetary cultures influence the political participation of citizens and thus condition the practices of professional politicians has yet to be explored.


Since Argentine democracy was restored in 1983, the economic, cultural, and political implications of the dollar’s popularization have been patently clear. If the sociology of money sets out to underline the diverse connotations and uses of this object while exploring its roots, this book contributes by showing how the popularization of the US currency in Argentina resulted in practices and meanings that are also political. These can be seen in the way in which Argentines experience democratic processes and the state. People’s close attention to the forex market is part of the financial decisions they will make, but it also figures into their political expectations and experiences. By following the fluctuations of this market, Argentines are able to participate in political life and assess the government’s performance—or the opposition’s chances in an upcoming election. On the other hand, the incorporation of the dollar in both household and corporate financial repertoires also denotes a singular and to some degree autonomous way of relating to the Argentine state. The knowledge and lessons that come with this autonomy afford protection against monetary regulations and the cyclical breakdowns of the state. In these uses and meanings of the dollar lies a political lesson on protecting oneself from—and resisting—the state.








The “Argentine Dollar” over the Years: Stages of Popularization


One of the tenets of the sociology of money is that money is never the same. The practices and connotations of the dollar in Argentina in the 1950s were not the same as those of the 1970s, 1980s, or 1990s. Each stage in the popularization of the dollar represents an innovation on the uses and meanings inherited from the past. As the dynamics changed, the dollar’s reach varied: over time, more social groups dabbled in the exchange market (from the economic and state elites in the 1930s and 1940s to workers, retirees, women, and youth in the 1980s). The proliferation of the dollar also fluctuated: the use of this legal tender as a unit of reference or payment method increasingly spread to more markets and transactions, from the tourism market in the 1950s to the real estate market, art world, and automobile industry in the 1980s. In fact, during times of crisis like the hyperinflation of 1989, Argentines used the dollar as a payment method for everyday services like plumbing or psychology sessions, though these practices later faded. Finally, the intensification of its use varied as well. Originally the exclusive focus of foreign trade actors, the US dollar has become a central political indicator in all electoral campaigns since the return to democracy in 1983.


The process analyzed here extends over several decades through five periods of the dollar’s popularization in Argentine society. In each of the periods identified, the public life of the dollar aligns with the transactional use of this same currency in a singular way. At the same time, the social expansion, economic proliferation, and political and cultural intensification of the dollar advanced at a different pace during each of these stages. Our central empirical aim was to understand the practices and implications that took hold and emerged in each stage of the dollar’s popularization in Argentine society. By establishing the specific temporality of the dollar’s double life—as both a public and household currency, connecting the public sphere to private financial repertoires—we are able to discover the diverse meanings and uses that have made the dollar a “popular” currency far from its home territory.


The 1930s and 1940s represent what we could call the prehistory of the buck’s popularization in Argentina. Following the introduction of the country’s first exchange market regulations—and a global economic crisis—the dollar became a prominent topic in the news. However, the elites alone were interested in the dollar, which did not yet stand out from other “strong” currencies (the sterling pound, the French franc) in those years.


The first stage of the dollar’s popularization begins at the end of the 1950s and beginning of the 1960s. During those years of political and economic instability, the dollar made headline news, gradually evolving into a benchmark that allowed both market experts and novices to understand the economic state of affairs. This is the moment in which the dollar’s public prominence is furthest from its actual use as a medium of exchange: although the exchange rate gradually becomes a number to watch among business executives as well as housewives, it rarely figures into household economies.


The situation changes radically in the following stage, in which the dollar becomes a pressing concern for the public and the authorities alike, as increasingly broader social groups begin buying and selling the foreign currency. The seventies bring successive changes at the regulatory level: a period of intense forex market regulations (1971–1973) followed by liberal financial reforms (1977–1980). During this decade, the dollar will be incorporated to the financial repertoires of families as a tool for savings and investments, a trend that will continue with renewed force in the following stage.


The eighties start and end in crisis (in 1981 and 1989). Though the latter proves much more extreme than the former, the dollar plays a prominent role in both. During this decade, high inflation will characterize the Argentine economy as well as that of other countries in the region (Frenkel 1990; Damill and Frenkel 1990), resulting in hyperinflation in 1989 and 1990. At its peak, the US currency will reign above all others in both public and private terms. The dollar’s popularization comes to a head in this third stage, and it is widely used as a medium of exchange.


The fourth stage of the dollar’s popularization begins in 1991 with the currency board, in which the US dollar becomes legal tender alongside the Argentine peso. In this period, the day-to-day financial repertoires of Argentine companies and families, even low-income households, incorporate the greenback. At the same time, the prominence of the dollar in the public’s attention wanes as its use as a medium of exchange increases; the dollar ceases to be a topic of concern. This new balance, however, comes to an abrupt end with the end of the currency board and the 2001–2002 crisis. At the same time, besides returning as a constant in public debates, the uses of US currency shift during these tumultuous times: the dollar begins to be articulated as part of the language of rights and social protest.


Finally, the fifth stage of the dollar’s popularization traces the years from the recovery of the 2001–2002 economic crisis until 2015. During this period, particularly between 2011 and 2015, the dollar’s popularization intensifies in novel ways. While the use of this currency has now been instilled among large swaths of the population, the public and political discussion around the dollar escalates, with state actors taking on a new role. While in the 1990s, the dollar’s use as a medium of exchange had risen as its salience in public debate waned, the two go hand in hand yet again in these years. The role of the dollar’s popularization in democratic processes since 1983 becomes particularly evident in this final stage. In virtually all presidential elections of the period, the forex market proves a political flashpoint, and interpretations on the exchange rate influence citizen choices at the polls.








Research Itinerary


In a country in which game-show contestants are expected to know the dollar-peso exchange rate, there is a surprising lack of research on the local penchant for the dollar. The investigation behind this book began in 2014, a year in which the news reported daily on forex regulation measures and the varying exchange rates of the US dollar. Beyond print and broadcast media, the official and unofficial (or “blue”) exchange rates were key numbers on social media, cell phone message groups, and blogs.


At that point in time, the phenomenon we set out to explore was nothing new; we were aware that certain traits of the US currency had contributed to its local importance. It was more than a store of value: it was a powerful benchmark, a cultural artifact that encapsulated multiple meanings. Yet what aspects of this phenomenon were of particular interest? What social actors relied on the dollar as a financial tool? Who bought, sold, saved, invested, or took out loans in dollars? What were the settings where people knew these bills would be circulating? Other questions followed in relation to who was responsible for relaying the dollar’s value. Where and when did this communication take place, and what was its purpose? What meanings and implications were associated with this currency?


As sociologists, we began by analyzing the sociodemographic aspects of this phenomenon, heading out into the field to discover how people from different social and economic universes related to the dollar. We wanted these individuals to show us how the dollar figured into their personal and professional lives at a time in which the greenback was a daily topic of conversations. The initial universe of contacts included builders, developers, and real estate agents; economists, accountants, and other financial professionals at banks; brokerage firms; forex exchange offices both legal and illegal; and financial companies. Farmers, agricultural technicians, grain co-op managers, and farm machinery vendors were also interviewed, as were tourism professionals and employees, and immigrants living in slums who regularly sent back remittances to their countries of origin. In total, 120 individuals gave us personal insights during these interviews while also reconstructing how the dollar circulated in their respective worlds.


At the same time, we set out to explore the social life of the dollar, its daily presence in economic news, expert debates, public discussion, humor, and other cultural productions such as literature, film, and television. The press, including both general media outlets as well as those specializing in the economy, was a prime source. Economic journalists also served as contacts, helping us to understand the logic behind the media’s coverage of the dollar.


Our examination of the contemporary life of the dollar led us to points in the past when the US currency took center stage, like when new foreign exchange restrictions were introduced. Existing research pointed to the 1970s as a key moment in time: starting that decade, due to fierce and persisting inflation combined with financial liberalization, the dollar became a fixture of the national economy. The abrupt devaluation of the Argentine peso in 1975 by Economic Minister Celestino Rodrigo—known as the rodrigazo—became the first milestone we set out to reconstruct.


As happens in many investigations, the discoveries we made along the way sent us onto a different path. First, as we advanced with our interviews, we began to see that it proved difficult for informants to reconstruct their memory of the dollar, or this memory was limited to specific moments in time (like the rodrigazo or the hyperinflation of 1989). In all cases, the interviewees found it hard to pinpoint the role of the US currency, which they had entirely assimilated. On the other hand, discussions with those who had worked for years in the financial world or the media led us to rethink the period of time we would cover in the research. According to the personal memories and records of their professional activities, the dollar occupied a prominent place long before 1975. At the same time, media articles from the 1970s revealed that the affinity for the dollar was already a “chronic problem” in Argentina.


Just when did Argentines start fixating on the US dollar? It was necessary to go further back. What had started as a sociological investigation with a traditional qualitative methodology was reformulated as archival research. The general criterion remained the same: to identify moments in twentieth-century Argentina during which monetary policy in general, and forex regulation in particular, had been topics of public debate. The first foreign exchange controls, introduced in 1931 after the military seized power and appointed General José Féliz Uriburu president, became the new point of departure. Therefore, we decided to abandon our ethnographic approach to the topic, turning instead to the documentary sources we had gathered with the same questions we had initially formulated for the personal interviews. We thus undertook what could be referred to as an “archival ethnography” (Decker and McKinlay 2020) in our attempt to discover how the dollar became part of public life and personal habits in Argentina.


There was yet another reason to reorient our methodological strategy and expand on the body of documents employed for the research. Now that we realized we needed to go back further in time, the in-depth interviews were limited by the ages of our informants. In addition, personal interviews would give us only superficial answers to one of our main questions: How did the dollar become so popular among Argentines? How did Argentine men and women become familiar with the US currency, learn to maneuver an often-fluctuating exchange rate, find out where to buy and sell it, and contribute to building its multiple meanings? Our questions were as much about economics as they were about culture. Responding to these questions, then, required a detailed description of economic practices and calculations, and a careful analysis of the cultural devices that made the dollar into not only a public figure but also a core part of the financial repertoires of vast sectors of society.


Much of the corpus that informed this book provided monetary lessons, to borrow the term coined by Federico Neiburg (2006; 2010), teaching different sectors of the public how to participate in the exchange market. Though not all participated equally or got involved as quickly, these financial agents learned to move within the shifting borders of financial markets (Preda 2009) as a result of the tips, guides, and training these materials provided. By examining the national dailies, weekly news magazines (during the years they existed), and economic journals (targeting readers from the business world), we were able to reconstruct the dollar’s gradual evolution into a newsworthy currency. Though the coverage of the buck varied in different news outlets, it clearly stood out from all other foreign currencies, progressively moving from the inside pages to headlines and then covers. Journalists reported on the economy, and the foreign exchange market was part and parcel; this reporting, which employed different techniques during the periods analyzed, made the forex universe understandable for the public at large. The positions of editorial boards of the major papers were another focus.


In terms of different cultural productions, print media was our foremost source, particularly the advertisements and comics. However, film and theater also proved insightful, as well as, more recently, social media posts and even memes circulating on WhatsApp. All were sources of information and fundamental channels for expanding the borders of legitimate access, participation, and interpretation on the forex market. Other valuable material was later added to our original corpus, like the archives of the government departments that battled the illegal foreign exchange market at different times, the records of art institutions or sports club, and documents from the first decades of Argentine television.







A Blueprint of This Book


The history covered in this book begins in the early twentieth century and leads up to the present. While it touches on the foremost political and economic transformations Argentina experienced over these years (revolutions, changes in government, coups d’état), the timeline proposed herein corresponds to the pace and prominence of the US dollar. Each chapter covers one of the stages in which the greenback gradually developed into a popular currency of Argentina.


Chapter 1, “Before the Dollar Became a Global Currency (1931–1955),” describes how exchange market regulations in Argentina helped the country’s economy emerge from the Great Depression. In those years, the dollar had not yet developed into a special money, to use the term coined by Viviana Zelizer. The public meanings attributed to the dollar—exclusively by the upper classes—were no different than those of other currencies. In fact, economic and political elites were still the only social groups with any dealings on the exchange market, which was then mostly limited to foreign trade and illegal activities.


The topic of chapter 2, “Bretton Woods on the Streets of Buenos Aires (1959–1971),” examines how the US currency, once the money of the elites, gradually became part of mass culture, though it was not yet completely incorporated into the everyday financial repertoires of diverse social groups. Using a range of sources, this chapter reconstructs the first stage of the dollar’s popularization, uses, and meanings to reveal how the public and private life of the dollar were autonomous but interconnected, allowing it to evolve into a familiar currency for a great part of Argentine society.


Chapter 3, “A Global Currency in Argentine Pockets and Pocketbooks (1971–1983),” explores how political convulsions (coups d’état, a succession of military governments, weak democratic governments) and economic uncertainty (recurring devaluation, a rise in inflation, foreign trade restrictions) helped consolidate the process that had started in the previous decade. The US decision to suspend the convertibility of dollars into gold in 1971 ushered in a new model of capitalist accumulation and invigorated the financial sector. During this new stage, the dollar—now a global currency—would further penetrate the Argentine economy, politics, and culture. From the early 1970s to the early 1980s, even more social groups developed a relationship with US currency. In addition, the dollar itself became even more widespread, with more markets incorporating it as the benchmark currency for transactions, and more popular, with an increasing number of people fixated on its ups and downs. This led to a new watershed moment in the meanings and practices of the dollar to date and marked a new phase.


The popularization of the dollar across Argentine society during the first democratic administration that followed the country’s last military dictatorship (1976–1983) is the topic of chapter 4, “Strong Dollar, Weak Democracy (1983–1989).” While the end of the 1980s saw the collapse of the Berlin Wall and a profound crisis of the Socialist Bloc, neoliberalism—especially the reforms introduced by the conservative governments of the United States and the United Kingdom—was taking root in the Western hemisphere. In Latin America, however, things had unfolded differently that decade. At the political level, a great number of countries governed by dictatorships had successfully returned to democratic rule. Economically, however, many had succumbed to instability, with unprecedented levels of inflation and even periods of hyperinflation that wreaked social havoc. Along with the political challenges associated with a return to democracy, the new Argentinean government faced economic difficulties that, though relatively recent, had compounded. While developed nations had kept inflation in check, often through strict neoliberal economics, Argentina would be plagued by a staggering level of inflation over the course of the 1980s, the worst in the country’s history. The peak came in 1989 when inflation reached 3,080 percent annually, and, to the relief of all social sectors, the dollar became the currency of choice for everyday transactions and took center stage in public and political life. During 1989, the popularization of the dollar reigned supreme in Argentina.


In chapter 5, “Legal Tender: A Neoliberal Experiment in Dollars (1991–2002),” the focus is on the political, cultural, and economic experiences associated with the currency board (locally referred to as the modelo de convertibilidad) introduced in 1991. By acknowledging the US dollar as legal tender, the government ended the unofficial popularization of the dollar—and the headaches it entailed for previous administrations. The designers of the currency board saw this model as a way to institutionalize the different ways in which Argentines related to the US money, regulating both its meanings and daily uses. The ten years of the currency board covered in this chapter were characterized by relatively little fixation on the dollar in the public sphere, given that with a stable exchange rate, there was no need to be closely following its fluctuations. In the private sphere, however, people increasingly held bank accounts, certificates of deposit, loans, and mortgages in dollars; appraisals of properties and other durable goods were also done in this currency. In other words, this institutionalization of the dollar further consolidated its use in the financial repertoires of Argentine society. The currency board thus breathed new meaning into the dollar for Argentines, showing yet again how the uses and meanings of monies always fluctuate over time. As the dollar was now legal tender, Argentines came to consider this currency as a fundamental right.


This particular meaning will be key to understanding the aftereffects of the 2008 crisis that began in the United States and later spread worldwide, and the economic and political dynamics the crisis put into motion. Chapter 6, “The Financial Crisis from the Southern Cone (2008–2015),” describes the attempts to keep the local economy under control despite these tremors, revealing that the exchange market is not merely an economic instance but a core political institution of Argentine society. This chapter demonstrates how the lengthy, gradual process of the dollar’s popularization, which this book follows from the 1930s to the present day, is both cause and effect of the workings of the exchange market precisely as a political institution in Argentina.


In the final decade analyzed in chapter 6, from 2008 to 2015, political actors from both the party in power and the opposition measured their chance of success or failure through the greenback’s ebb and flow. The harder it became to control the US dollar–peso exchange rate, the slimmer the chances of reelection for any administration. It was simply impossible for Argentine citizens to not pay attention to the dollar, because all economic forecasts and likelihood of political alternatives depended on its fluctuations. Ignoring the exchange rate, which the national media reports on as regularly as it does the weather, would mean excluding oneself from public life. For that reason, it is no surprise that a contestant on the game show Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? was able to guess the peso-dollar exchange rate from a day four years past. If governing in Argentina means governing the dollar, for citizens, keeping up with the dollar is an imperative in political life.


The analysis of chapters 4, 5, and 6 reveals how since the end of the country’s last dictatorship in 1983, the forex market became an informal institution (O’Donnell 1996) of Argentine democracy. It has operated as a regulator of citizen expectations and their electoral leanings, while serving as a gauge of whether either the ruling party or opposition will triumph at the polls. Therefore, the money culture shaped by the dollar’s popularization—though absent in existing literature—has proven key to the evolution of Argentine democracy for almost forty years.


The conclusions parse sociology’s conceptual contributions to the dollar’s popularization in Argentina, noting its innovations with regard to the social studies of money. Specifically, this new approach contributes to an understanding of a less visible facet of this global currency: its cultural, political, and social embeddedness in heterogeneous territories. The conclusions also delve into the empirical understanding of multiple currency systems, emphasizing the myriad economic and noneconomic dimensions of this phenomenon as seen throughout the book. Finally, it lays out a new way of understanding the always problematic relationship between economic and politics in a region where perpetual crisis had thwarted economic development and jeopardized institutional stability in many countries. In short, this book proposes to move beyond economic considerations and international relations, providing a close-up of the cultural and political roots necessary for a global currency to become a local one.















Chapter One



BEFORE THE DOLLAR BECAME A GLOBAL CURRENCY (1931–1955)
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