Towards a green philosophy of money
Let me begin soon after the beginning of economics: with money. Money is a concept whose centrality to Economics, especially to conventional Economics, is hard to overestimate: Money is the main means by which economists tend to appeal more easily to an alleged scientificity for their discipline, because it so easily lets them ‘Go forth and quantify’. 

And yet: economists will protest that I am mistaken. They will say that preference/choice is their fundamental concept, for which money is only a kind of proxy, a conventional ‘measuring rod’ of value. And they are half-right; hardly any conventional economics (the main exception being some strands of Keynesianism) has anything to say about what money is. Rather, a vague answer to that question tends to be assumed. I don’t believe that I am caricaturing when I remark that, for all the good sense of perspective actually and quite helpfully yielded in the ways that economics textbooks tend to imagine the creation of money on desert islands inhabited by two people, etc., that is soon forgotten, and money ‘floats free’ of its ‘beginnings’, as soon as economists begin to theorize, as (naturally), being would-be scientists, they love to do. And at that point, as they start to theorize the society they aim to explain, as they begin to produce equations etc. to work up this theory, they start to assume: that money is a commodity, a thing, in itself. A thing that is more or less convertible into goods, and thus that facilitates their exchange. Money is a thing, an object, a stuff -- and of course, as already-mentioned, marvellously naturally open to quantification. (It is this fatal assumption which I am above all concerned to challenge, in this paper.)

This is what makes it possible for people to talk about ‘how much money’ they “have”; and similarly, economics makes the most of money’s apparently-numerical character. Numeracy and quantification seem the bread and butter of the economy, and become/became the same for Economics. One of the great trends in -- one of the motors, indeed, of -- Economics is the project of monetizing more and more, of calculating the monetary value of goods that have hitherto not been included in the calculations of academics, businesspeople, etc. .


I am not saying that conventional economists simply are through and through dangerously-naive Realists about money, fantasising that it is a real thing. I am saying that they forget whatever non-naive realism they have, that subordinates money to preference or choice, and tend to fall undeliberately into treating money as if it were in itself a commodity, a good, or at least a direct measure of good. Money is a particularly neat device for giving preferences a numerical face; it is a mathematicisable side of preference satisfaction. Because it mediates exchange and stores value so beautifully.  


Economics -- of the conventional kind(s) -- is ‘demonstrably’ a ‘science’ chiefly in that it builds a tremendous edifice of mathematical sophistication and theoretic complexity on the back of the sublimely quantifiable nature of money. But, I am suggesting, Economics does not really know what it is quantifying. Thus there is something fantastically unstable about the edifice. 
For: there is something fundamentally misleading about money, except to the very clear-seeing.
 Money at its apparently least mysterious is perhaps money that one can look at: a note, or a coin, with its value actually written on it. But to think then that one is seeing the stuff that money is, and literally reading its value off it, is to be a victim of a deep delusion.


For, as for instance the population of Germany in the early 1920s, or possibly Argentina more recently, and certainly Zimbabwe now, have very bluntly realized: money is nothing unless it is accepted as money. That seems a circular definition. It is. Probably the best single definition that can be given of money 
 is: Money is whatever people generally regard as money. The patent circularity of this shows how utterly different this concept -- this ‘object’ 
  -- is from the founding concepts of scientific disciplines. Money is a social reality, where it is -- but, because of its fundamentally social nature (money is (a main element of) what we 
use to organise social relations between ourselves), it is through and through conceptual.
 ‘It’ rests on nothing more and nothing less than how ‘it’ is regarded and used. In that regard, it differs fundamentally from the fundamental concepts of (real) sciences: such as electrons, or molecules, or cells.


The nature of money is best-characterised as a philosophical matter. It takes philosophical reflection, of the kind I have already briefly engaged in above, to disclose the nature of money: as a means of exchange, as exhausted and constructed by its use, as nothing but its capacity for use. Money is whatever is used as money. And what this philosophy of money discloses is then something perfectly ordinary, something that competent members of a society that is of a certain level of complexity and a certain kind of organisation in effect know having to be taught it: what money ‘is’. Philosophy does not teach us a theory of money: how could it, given the patent circularity I have described above? It simply reminds us of something that Economics and the business world etc. can delude us into ‘forgetting’, or into getting confused about: the way we -- normally, but without any guarantee that we will continue to do so (again, remember Germany or Argentina) -- use ‘symbolic’ coins and certain pieces of paper etc. etc. to orchestrate the exchange goods and services amongst each other, etc. etc. . 


Economics wants to forget this definitional circularity, this human power which is the very essence of money. For, if it be clearly realized that money only is as we choose to do with ‘it’ -- that, indeed, there is no ‘it’ except insofaras we continue collectively to find it useful to think and act as if there is -- then the ‘iron laws’ of Economics start to run into the sand. The quantificational edifice is only as true as we act it into being. This categorical difference from anything found in the natural sciences is not something that conventional Economics is comfortable acknowledging!
 


Money is as money does; or, better, money is whatever does what what we ordinary practitioners of social interaction know to be money -- from unquestionable paradigm cases that we are all familiar with 
 -- does.
  A helpful way of summing all this up is this: Economics would be a normative ‘science’. But there can be no such thing as a science of the normative, a 'normative science'. Economics is normative because it is about people trying to satisfy their needs, and because it cannot prescind from needs which include quite irreducibly normative and open-ended matters such as the need for justice, the need to give and receive love, and so on, and moreover because these needs and how to satisfy them is not only a matter for individual reflection (such reflection is already enough to head any science off at the pass) but also a matter for social -- for ‘circular’ -- decision and revision.
 Money is normative, because it is thoroughgoingly involved with all this too, and in part thereby because its nature is in principle almost utterly open to negotiation and indeed to creation and/or cessation.
 Money is barely constrained at all by the physical world. (As Green economists are well aware, this is precisely one of the key potential problems with it. Money can grow exponentially, in a bank account, and money is exchangeable for stuff: but what stuff can keep growing exponentially? If one attempts to exchange the money that keeps growing for stuff, one will mine the Earth and all its creatures, and turn them into slag...
 )


And now we start to get somewhere intriguing: for when we really start to take seriously that whatever does the kind of thing that money does is money, then we can start to see how economists’ failure to see through money-as-quantifiable-object to ‘its’ uses -- i.e. to uses of anything that have a good deal in common with what we would naturally call the use of money -- actually blinds them to fundamental -- and very practical -- possibilities of social reality. E.g. The possibility that people will act in ways that ‘the iron laws of economics’ systematically fail to anticipate.


A nice example here is the (now mostly dead / refuted -- by events, more than by economists, as we shall see!) dogma of monetarism. Monetarism was premissed upon the notion that there is such a thing as the money supply. Given the above, this already probably sounds odd. It should do.


Take what happened under Thatcher in the early 1980s. The British government defined a measure as ‘the money-supply’, and controlled it. Their control over it was successful; but other broader measures of money then suddenly expanded. Over a period of a few years, this happened again and again; each time the government broadened its definition of money, moving up through a series a “M-numbers” etc., businesspeople etc. found ways of switching to using/creating money that was not under the government’s strict controls. E.g. ‘Money supply’ tightly controlled, but credit cards not included within the controls? A sudden expansion in the use of credit cards. 


Eventually, Howe and Thatcher gave up on monetarism. What was the lesson? That in an economy with a large degree of flexibility in the creation of financial instruments,
 and especially where there was explicit awareness of the government’s efforts to tighten the monetary reins, the control of the money supply was not so much a difficult goal as an absurd goal. For again: ‘money’ ‘is’ as whatever-can-be-used-as-money does. 

Let’s now take a step back. How did people come to 'NEED money' in the first place?
Answer (with a nod to Marx): they were dispossessed of their own means of production and reproduction and turned thereby into sellers of labour power. And once this has happened
people really DO need money in order to survive. And thus the same historical
dispossession that turns them into workers also turns them into consumers - i.e.
it makes them DOUBLY useful to capitalism. (Capitalism does not like peasants.
They get in the way of its expansion both because they can produce without
capital AND because they consume little of what capital produces. Capitalism likes workers who produce a lot and consume a lot – both features, clearly that put capitalism in permanent opposition to ecologism).
              Dispossess people of their own means of production and make them dependent
on money, and you also make the extent of that dependence infinitely ELASTIC:
simply by infinite, 'monetary' (and thus debt and credit) expansion of the
categories of 'need' and indeed 'survival'. Capitalist argument: if it makes
sense to say that you need money to buy food, it is just 'arbitrary' to deny
that you 'need' money to buy a Mercedes Benz or an air-conditioning system. If
you need clothing in order to survive in cold climates, it is just 'arbitrary'
to deny that you need 6 weeks of tropical holidays every year to (say) 'survive' the
'stress of modern life'. Again: this IS the path, and the ideological high road, to
environmental disaster. And of course, you can even tart this recipe for infinite
consumption up further with 'democracy' and even 'rights' notions. (You gonna
deny me my 'right' to my Indonesian holiday?…)

            The fetishism of money and commodities has a real basis in historically created class relations of production. After all, if you have only your labour power to sell in order to
live, it is NOT an illusion or delusion, to think that you'd be stuffed without
your (monetary) wages. 

So, money is perfectly real in the context of or relative to some particular and problematic historical (and contemporary) phenomena and settings.

Money, in our world, is a medium of exchange. But that nice-sounding word, “exchange” can hide a multitude of meanings, and of sins. For money is also a kind of storage-mechanism for wealth; but what is (this kind of) ‘wealth’? We are now in a good position to provide an answer that yields clearly one of the meanings of money, a meaning or aspect that is fantastically important, and also, and I would say literally, phantastic. In societies like our’s, “wealth” is in a way perfectly real; but it is also - and, I would claim, most profoundly - a shared illusion that allows it to come to seem natural or just that some people labour for others. “Wealth” is: ‘strongly encouraging’ people -- more or less forcing people -- to do one’s bidding, so that they can do the same, albeit usually on a smaller scale, to other people. Money, as virtual wealth,
  is in this sense nothing more than a con-trick. When people want to get richer and richer, what they want is just to have other people do their bidding, more and more and more. That is the astounding humdrum truth that lies behind all the flannel of economics and the mystification of money. Conventional economics is not a positive science: it is a way of attempting to conceal from people the (im-)moral truth, that they are being exploited.


The ‘virtual weath’ that money is (as opposed to the ‘real wealth’, of life and all that actually sustains it) is a power to purchase, a debt always waiting for the future to pay it. There more such debt there is, the more the future will have to pay.

Raw exploitation is the unpleasant flipside of the ‘laws’ of ‘positive’ economics, and the ‘natural’ result of belief in such economics. Yet, this economics not only perpetuates and reinforces itself; as suggested above, I would submit that, interestingly, a number of economic doctrines, notably Monetarism, are flawed by a failure to include proper consideration of the drivers toward virtually ineluctable growth of money supply, in a relatively deregulated financial system and a politico-economic system that demands and pushes growth (which in turn is fuelled by the debt-based / interest-based money-system, the fact of the matter being that private banks and not the state now create most of our store of ‘virtual wealth’ 
 ), and by the way in which human beings will work consciously and unconsciously to subvert money supply controls, in such a system, in a way that puts them always one step ahead of the economic theorists, who are then always trying to catch up with the latest mutation in what money is, such mutations being accelerated precisely by the effort to prevent them (i.e. as soon as an announcement is made that (some form of) money is being controlled, the incentive is explicitly in place to move to another means of exchange)! Thinking of economics as a science tends to blind one to the self-defeating effects of the enunciation of and of attempts to employ some kinds of ‘economic laws’, and to blind one to the way in which those alleged laws are in any case at a more fundamental level mere outworkings of the ‘imperatives’ ...of particular political and economic systems. This should hardly be surprising: Positivism, in dispensing with realistic assumptions, deprives itself of access to the first hand knowledge that as ordinary competent socio-economic actors we all have of economic life, and of the political and ethical values that underpin that life. If as a society or as a world we in effect manage to decide to rid ourselves of the growth imperative, and of hyper-reliance on debt-based money, then we will probably be able to achieve some collective level of control of the money supply. Until we do that, we should be entirely unsurprised that attempts to control the money-supply are now doomed to fail. The very idea of ‘the money supply’ as something to be quantified and controlled does not make sense in our current economic system. The attempt to catch the tail of something that has a built-in momentum to expand is pointless and indeed, as discussed above, self-defeating. 

Of course, we need to qualify the idea of a built-in tendency to expand. Private creation of money by banks, via loaning out money they do not have (‘fractional reserve banking’) is always bad in that it involves private profiteering (‘seignorage’) by the bankers (or banksters, as some wags understandably like to call them...). In boom times, it can nevertheless seem good in that it facilitates the boom, the expansion -- although of course often simultaneously at drastic ecological cost (the increased output tends to come from somewhere...). At times of bust -- at times such as now -- fractional reserve banking is disastrously pro-cyclical. The failure or refusal to lend that this credit crunch has centred around since mid-2008 has resulted in a massive evaporation or destruction of money. Where has all the money gone? Some of it is being hoarded, but much of it has simply melted into air (for of course it never was anything solid...). The vast oceans of liquidity have turned into deserts where there is no money. When loans are called in and no new loans are made, money is decreated.

Green Economics may one day succeed in allowing the economy just the medium of exchange it needs (which bankers et al in recessions and notably in the Great Depression -- i.e. Hoover’s America -- of the past have more or less deliberately or accidentally more or less prevented) without fuelling inflation. But the very idea of forbidding the economy the medium of exchange it ‘needs’, the very idea of strict control of the money supply, is to a large extent a pseudo-scientific nonsense, in a world -- as much of the world has been since some point in the 1970s -- where there is a relatively high degree of private ability to create new financial instruments to work to satisfy ‘needs’ which are not tied to genuine (if open-ended, still being worked-out) human needs nor even of course to ecological limits, but only to constructible desires and to ‘[conventional] economic imperatives’, such as profit -- and repayment of loans.


To be absolutely clear here: I am not of course saying that governments (and central banks) in modern times in our capitalist world cannot control the money supply at all.
 I’m making the conceptual point that they can’t control it nearly as completely as much neo-classical economic theory, working with what I have suggested are dubious or absurd assumptions, would suggest. At the heart of my conceptual point is this: that controlling money is nothing like controlling the supply of a raw material.
  Further, it is just common-sense that, the more ‘the money markets’ are liberalised, the less governments can control the circulation and production of money. I.e. Economies where the banks, private entities, are legally allowed to create money in a wide array of ways and to a very high degree magnify the difficulty of such control: the debt generated by such creation produces more or less permanent pressures to expand the money-supply. This is the juggernaut that neo-classical economic theory -- e.g. monetarism -- cannot stop. It general, it does not of course on balance want to stop the economic growth that this money system encourages. But Green economists know that we must stop it. Finitude -- the disastrous effects for us and our ecosystems of such growth, in terms of unsustainable work, extraction and inequality, frequently mutually compounding one another -- implies that money must be brought under control -- but with full recognition of ‘its’ morphability; of, we might almost say, its non-existence. (A helpful way to appreciate the nature and character of economics is to consider the following paradoxical sentence as true: Money is perfectly socially real, yet it is non-existent.) The use of the term “full recognition” here is important: it implies that this process will have to be democratic. There will not be a transition to a seriously Greener economics without a relatively widespread understanding of the basic points being made here; and a Green economics just will not be so, unless the society/world of which it is the economics is itself democratic. Democracy and sustainability are inseparable. Because, bottom line: You cannot control money without (a good deal of) consent. (Again, there is then a vast difference here between economics and (real) science: it would be quite false to claim that Physics must be a democratic institution, or that Physics could not be true without being democratic. But I am saying that versions of economics which are not on balance disastrous for humans and their -- our ecosystem(s) must be widely-understood, and genuinely -- mutually -- constructed. We could put the point this way, slightly paradoxically: unless Green Economics becomes widespread in its reach -- in terms of level of understanding thereof, in terms of actual influence, and in terms of being open to change from the learning of those it is understood by and affects -- it will not be true. Economics is part of what it describes/explains, in a respect in which Physics is not.
 )


Thus we have to look far deeper than the Monetarists did. We need a democratically-overseen and explained set of tight -- though crucially not too tight to allow into legal circulation in the economy about as much of a convenient exchange-mechanism (“money”) as is needed -- restrictions on the generation of money. One possibility might be what I call ‘Citizens’ Money Boards’, which could be established locally, regionally, nationally,
 and internationally -- at whatever levels there was a currency, and at whatever levels the currencies that there were were (at their current quantity and velocity etc.) having potentially-problematic effects. These Boards, springing from and grounded in a relatively-widespread set of insights into (Green) economics, would have a key consultative role in deciding on the (rough) amount of money that should be allowed/encouraged to circulate, the rough amount needed in circulation, at any given time.
  The capacity to so decide would be realistically practicable, only with the gradual or immediate abolition of debt-based money. 


We have suggested so far various ways in which money can be demystified; turned from a strange kind of object back, in our understanding, into the variegated medium of exchange etc. that is fairly unsurprisingly typical of a society with a certain level of scale -- a certain size -- and level of complexity of organisation. We have not yet much dwelt upon what is perhaps the most powerful single such demystificatory account: that of Karl Marx. Marx’s central topic was money -- or, more broadly, capital. His marvellous literary-philosophical ‘analysis’ of ‘the commodity’ -- of how it gets fetishized, and thus deludes people into being exploited etc., -- immediately suggests a project of demystifying money: “Money comes into the world in the shape of its use-value: its being a medium of exchange is its plain, homely, bodily form. Money is thus useful -- and, at the same time, a depository of value... The value of money is the very opposite of the coarse materiality of its substance... Turn over and examine a single coin, by itself, yet in so far as it remains an object of value, it seems impossible to grasp it. How can this, this pathetic little piece of metal, be of value far beyond its worth as a treasure or a decoration? If, however, we bear in mind that the value of money has (in reality) a purely social reality, and that it acquires this reality only in so far as it ‘expresses’ -- or at least buys -- human labour, then at least we start to see what the value of money truly consists in.”
 Thus the opening of his ‘Das Capital’ is already an entirely-pertinent demystification of money, by bringing clearly into view one crucial aspect of ‘it’, an aspect under which money can be viewed that quickly makes tangible to one that and how it is not an object, and starts to explicate and make comprehensible that and how a very unequal social organisation can, even in a society allegedly without gods or genetic social hierarchies etc., appear inevitable and natural: money can be profitably viewed -- and an important aspect of money then, at last, becomes perspicuous to us -- as a measure of the quantity and quality 
 of human labour required for the production of something, and thus for its exchange. As things stand, “the social character of men’s labour appears to them as an objective character stamped upon the product of that labour”;
 and thus its social character, its being a matter of a social arrangement that can be undone, vanishes, behind the delusive appearance of things -- behind commodities, products, and what is in effect then the uber-commodity: money. Thus people start to relate to themselves and their work and each other as if they were relating to or at best entirely through things.
 “This is the nature of money under capitalism. But, in its everydayness, it is invisible.” 
 Green economics too must be about making this ‘invisible’ visible. About returning us to the everyday, to our labour, our soil, and so on, but without the everyday slavery to defunct economists that economistic and exploitative and consumerist and money-ist propaganda endlessly subjects us to, under capitalism.


Money, or at least capital, as we observed above, is then a con-trick, a social device for getting people to labour for you. (Recall the case of the wonderfully-indolent Quashees, as described by Marx: “As far as they are concerned, capital does not exist as capital”.
 Capital, this trick for bringing about work one wants done, is societally-optional.) Other social devices/arrangements for organising labour are imaginable, once one sees through ‘the great money trick’. For instance, collective decision-making.


Marx tended to think that he had discovered, among other things, what (at least modern) money ‘really is’. His focus was overwhelmingly on providing a ‘scientific’ account of the stage of society that he was in, and especially of its most fundamental organisational feature: money in the form of capital.
 Rather, he had shed light on -- rendered visible, brought into prominence -- an aspect of ‘it’, an aspect of the social life that, not being robots, we all actually understand perfectly well when we are in the thick of it, in our everyday lives, but find hard to render reflectively, in part because of the propaganda (that is both a result of and a bolster to conventional Economics) that we are subject to, almost every day ... an aspect that he rightly saw that conventional economics and the socio-economic organisational structures that it ‘describes’ and legitimates obscures and ‘fetishizes’. Green Economics needs to hold firm to Marx’s founding insight, but not use it, as Marx regrettably did, to allegedly found a science of (socialist, or whatever-ist) Economics in competition with allegedly-scientific capitalist Economics. We should understand Marx as enabling us to see an aspect of money etc. that is quite shielded from view by the mystification and fetishization (and media- or educationally- sponsored brainwashing) of capitalism. The clearer view we then have is like the clearer view we gain from taking off thick tinted lenses, not from a microscope. Marx simply helps us remove an obstacle from regaining the ordinary understanding that is potentially open to us all of social phenomena, as competent social actors; using him as the basis of a substitute-Science is simply erecting a new obstacle in the way of that understanding. Green Economics will be making a probably-fatal error if it attempts to substitute its own true theory of Economics for the false or nonsensical theories of the Marxists and the (neo-)classical Economists, alike. We need to realize -- and this is hard, partly because the overwhelming scientism of our culture makes it seem unacceptably vague to say this -- that the very project of a Scientific Economics is itself unscientific, pseudoscientific.


Green Economics is about recognizing the finitude of resources, and recentring economics on the satisfaction of genuine human needs. Marx correctly understood that Economics is a historical discipline; compare for instance the great difficulty that America in 1929-1933 had in overcoming the tight money situation there with the comparative ease in 1980s Britain of overcoming somewhat similar constraints. And right now, in the 2008-on ‘credit crunch’ recession, we are radically in uncharted waters: uncharted, in part simply because we haven’t lived through them yet...


 The birth of new forms of (debt-based) money has / had become markedly easier over just the 80 or so years in question. There are, I would venture to submit, no timeless laws in economics. But Marx did not recognise the extent to which that means that there aren’t really any laws of economics at all, and thus that his Sceintific Socialism is a mirage. It is not only a mirage because it fails to take into account the conceptual/philosophical point that it must be land and other resources too that are encoded in the price of commodities, etc. -- not human labour alone, for land/resource too is finite. It is a mirage because it fails to understand how, even staying purely within the realm of the socio-historical, and bracketing the ecological, as Marx generally did, money only ever is as the social ‘system’ of one’s time does it. Enough people choosing, deliberately or otherwise, to end or transform money, could do so in an extraordinarily short period of time. Again, some societies have known versions of this -- collapses in confidence in money (and then the development of alternatives) -- in ways that we, living in a time of relative financial ‘solidity’ and organisation, despite -- and indeed fuelling -- the collective insanity of our economic ‘system’, tend to forget. Money looks natural, the more society ‘happens’ to work consistently with it, in a self-fulfilling way. But this is not the basis for a true ‘social science’, whatever that would be. It is only mutually-fulfilling, and self-verifying, social nature/culture. There can be no science worthy of the word for society. The (utterly-unlikely) victory and apparent truth of Scientific Socialism -- or the (equally utterly unlikely, in light of recent events) triumph of Neo-Liberalism -- would hardly prove me wrong; it would prove simply that economists et al can help to make the propaganda that they foment so deep-set that people cannot see that it is propaganda any more. (Note however that it is important to remember that the ‘feedback loops’ that are of the essence of human and social being can go both ways: i.e. Some economic doctrines tend to be self-defeating (e.g. Monetarism, as discussed above), but others can tend to be self-fulfilling (e.g. the picture of the human being as a selfish preference-satisfier).
 The latter are of course highly-dangerous, because as their ideology becomes natural to a society, they are / appear to be simply describing and explaining the very norms and effects that they have helped to create! But it remains the case that they / ‘we’ have created -- not discovered -- them.)


In an era of the alleged ‘triumph’ of the market, of ‘free-market economics’, it was hard to achieve the undeluded vision which the present paper aims to foster. But it is becoming easier by the day... We stand now at a moment of extraordinary opportunity, with ‘market economics’ / indeed ‘homo economicus’, no longer the only game in town. For the free market in finance has catastrophically, decisively failed, in the last couple of years -- and suddenly there is an opening for a new vision. Green Economics is a new game in town and, provided it does not aim to replace the existing game at its own game -- i.e. provided it does not seek to become the true Science of Economics -- it offers a vital alternative. An alternative that might just help save us from the ecological (and intertwinedly -- inextricably --
 social and political and economic) disaster that conventional Economics has rained down upon us, and that now threatens, via the risk of runaway climate change, simply to end civilization as we know it -- in very large portions of the globe at least, within a hundred years or perhaps significantly less. And the space can be made for these new games -- including for the abolition of interest-based money, and/or the introduction of demurrage -- precisely by the aspect-shift which enables one to see that economics lacks iron laws. All its ‘laws’ are in part products of human decisions. And by that, I don’t mean the kind of decision involved in the contemporary consumerist ‘choice’ agenda: i.e. roughly, Coke or Pepsi.


Alternative monies -- differently and better functioning money systems -- become possible, when we see that ‘Economics’ can become something like not only what I have characterized it as being, but also a democracy, in the true sense of that word (not in the debased form in which we mostly know it today in 'actually existing 'democracies''): in the sense, that is, of the people ruling.
 As suggested above, economics itself can -- and arguably, must, if civilization is to survive (or be truly born) -- become a democracy. Economics can hardly be a science, for it must not only be of but also be a collective praxis. 


A proper understanding of the (useful part of the) legacy of Marxism then is that the point of a true economics would be to make (some particular) action(s) seem both necessary and possible. Economics is (or should be) about making it (the world we could be in) happen.
 There is no positive economics, but only normative economics. As with a non-scientistic Marxist point of view, so with Green Economics: if it is not among other things a collective practical political project, then it is nothing.
 

But there are perhaps even more radical ways than Marx’s of re-thinking economics and its ‘foundations’, such as money. One that is or should be of great importance to Green Economics is Gesell’s idea -- and it has precedents of course in actual historical cases/‘experiments’ 
 -- of “demurrage”. Rather than prejudices toward growth and related unsustainable features of interest-based money,
 with its built in dynamic towards monetary-growth and more or less uncontrollable mutation, money could be reconstructed as more simply a medium of exchange, without built-in advantages (which at present it has: no deterioration -- and indeed ease of compound expansion -- over time) over goods, if it has a built-in gradual percentage reduction, or some such.
 Does Gesell (and small band of followers) offer us anything scientific? Not really. His is: First, a critique -- including a critique of the delusions that money as we know it encourages -- of money. A deflationary philosophy of money, somewhat similar to that that we essayed above. Secondly, a set of common-sense and political/ethical observations and suggestions about what we want from money and from socio-economic organisation more generally. Thirdly, a striking idea, a reconceiving of what money could be; which eventuates fourthly and finally in a number of more or less concrete practical proposals. For how we could get from here to there. As in for instance the following, from Margrit Kennedy’s Gesellian work, Interest and inflation free money: “It is important to understand that barter clubs reverse today’s banking principles. They reward those who exchange goods and services with interest free money and punish those who sit on their surplus money.” 
 Thus my ‘Citizens’ Money Boards’ would not need to play the main part, in a hopeless uninformed quasi-Leninist fashion.
 They would be profoundly -- straightforwardly -- guided by the functioning of the economy, in an economy whose money was mostly as it were demurrage-based rather than debt-based. 


This seems to me part of the solution. Gesell’s wonderful intervention is economics as ethics, as politics, as common-sense, as policy-studies.
 And as philosophy, as I urge we (should) understand philosophy. It is not economics as science. It does not re-arrange the deckchairs. It does not entrench us further in the dominant paradigms: of costing everything using a ‘medium’ that always risks becoming the message, suborning any content, taking over our thinking. As banking-money has taken over so much of our lives, it can be hard to think outside it. But we can -- and, probably, must. 

It must make starkly perspicuous the complete absurdity involved in notions that grip our culture, notions such as “Let’s make lots of money”.
 When most of us see that there is a helpful point of view available from which we’re all workers, only with some of us working very little 
 (e.g. in the extreme case of a capitalist, perhaps doing nothing more than making a few phone calls or shuffling a few bits of paper, while thousands or millions sweat and slave for you), then this social reality will start to seem considerably more intolerable, nonsensical, than it presently does. When most of us see that there is a helpful point of view available from which the Earth belongs to all of us and to none of us (as Daly and Cobb point out (on p.432 of For the common good), there is an absurdity in regarding money as a whole as private property, just as there is an absurdity in regarding land as a whole as private property -- both are, in the end, the ‘property’ of the entire community, distributed across time as well as space), then some people taking such large chunks out of that Earth compared to others, especially when it is via those others’ sweat, will start to seem intolerable, immoral, absurd, unsustainable. This social-ecological reality cannot stand. It’s a false economy... We need to fashion a new one. And fashioning is much of what this process must be about: Economics needs to be about trying out what works, including by trial and error. About human beings figuring out (together) just what they want and need from their society and polity and economy, and just how they can get it -- not just about laying a template over what is already there (such that the latter becomes harder to see!), and characterising change as a matter merely of applying a theory already learnt from the study of what is. 

  To see that wealth -- any accumulation of capital -- is the ability to acquire at will, due to utterly-malleable and groundless social arrangements, an unequal share, a large chunk, of others’ time and effort, and/or of the world’s resources, is to acquire a new point of view, not to see the facts more accurately from one’s existing point of view. The new point of view one acquires when the rose-tinted lenses of the ideology of capitalism drop from one’s eyes is a kind of seeing clearly what our social relations and our dwelling in and of the Earth consist in -- it is a kind of return to ourselves and to our home, the Earth. It is new and old. Coming to see that wealth simply is the ungrounded capability to commandeer others’ sweat and / or our collective stuff is an ethical-political-psychological-philosophical transformation. It is what economics ought centrally to concern -- and what actually-existing economics primarily prevents and occludes from people’s horizons of possibility.
 


As we saw for instance in our discussion of monetarism, to think of economics as a perhaps-true-theory ignores the human capacity to falsify any such theory, a capacity for which there is no serious analogue in (real) science. To dissipate the kind of illusions people are prone to in respect of political and economic matters requires not science, not any kind of theory, but rather a simple empirical alleviation of ignorance (e.g. many people do not realise just how little tax is actually payed by most corporations and most of the super-rich) and philosophy. It is the philosophical strategems employed by Wittgenstein (and by Kierkegaard, and by Marx, and by some other of the greatest of modern philosophers), strategems which try to inhabit and then explode -- rather than, absurdly, to ‘refute’ -- delusions and nonsenses which have been my primary inspiration in this essay. And part of what I have sought to show therein is: that a ‘Green’ (and more or less ‘Wittgensteinian’) philosophy of money is possible and indeed is in outline always already present to each of us, and (once again, therefore) that a proper economics is philosophy.


To close by bringing us back once more to the present, and thinking both eco-economically and eco-politically about our current financial predicament: What we must ensure is that the attempt to bail out the banks and the debtors is not ‘bankrolled’ by unsustainably drawing down on our 'natural capital'. For the banks can be bailed out -- the social magic of money means that there are various ways in which this can be done, including to some degree simply altering numbers on a ledger (in these electronic days, we needn’t always be so to crude as to actually print more money, if we want more!). But if we allow debt to go on expanding in one way or another, then we increase the risk that we are going to be unable to repay the loan, ever. 


For there is no such thing as bailing out nature…

� I am not talking here about having microscopic eyes. I am talking about the kind of way in which perhaps the Buddha or Gandhi are helpfully-thought of as clear-seeing. They saw through illusions, through self-serving rationalisations, through conventional ‘wisdoms’, etc.


� We will in effect examine extensively below why a salient feature of money, this utterly central concept of Economics, is that is in actuality fairly ill-suited to any single all-encompasing definition.


� And now, we can perhaps helpfully put the point thus: Seeing money as an object, as a thing, as a stuff, is always to be deluded. 


� As should increasingly be clear, the identity of this ‘we’ is itself something which may be put into question. I do not mean it to be entirely cross-temporal and cross-cultural. I will suggest below something about the historical and economic specificity of money.


� See Peter Winch’s The idea of a social science and its relation to philosophy (London: Routledge, 1990), for explication of this key philosophical point in this domain: that social relations are conceptual or internal relations. That they are not, indeed, best thought of as (external) relations at all. Economics fundamentally misunderstands society, when it takes society to be a collection of individuals. Society is not only this, but also, at the same time, one. We are many and we are one (or: we are neither). When this point, as clear in Zen Buddhism as it is in Winch, is understood, then the individualist preconceptions that underlie homo economicus, rational choice theory, and in fact all of conventional economics, are overcome, and the way is left open instead for ‘economics with a human face’.


� Marx almost acknowledged it, in rendering economics into a historical and dialectical subject, but he tended to assume that the laws of economics were iron -- and indeed that a fairly-strong determinism operated there-through -- within particular periods of history. This is not un-approximate to the truth, but fails to include the in principle social-mutability and indeed cessatibility of all such ‘laws’.


There is a proper discussion of Marx’s relation to our subject-matter, below.


� E.g. No economist or theoretician could possibly prove to me that buying a newspaper with coins etc. did not involve the use of money. 


� As for the social meanings of money, and of (what we) value; these too are profoundly important, and they are again matters that economists do not tell us about. Rather, we know about them from our ordinary lives, and from cultural and historical reflection(s).


� Very pertinent here is Keynes’s wonderful remark, applied by him originally to as it were market ‘group-think’, but of wider social application, concerning the way in which humans, but again never physical or biological systems, try to figure out “what the average opinion expects the average opinion to be.”


� It should be clear enough from this paragraph that I reject root and branch the dichotomy between positive economics -- the allegedly unalloyedly scientific bit -- and normative economics, that is widely assumed among theoreticians of the discipline. I have in mind particularly Milton Friedman’s influential -- and disastrous -- presentation of same, especially in the early pages of “The methodology of positive economics” (in his Essays in Positive Economics (Chicago: U. Chicago, 1953)). On my understanding, all economics is normative.


� As Daly and Cobb argue acerbically, in their “Money, debt and wealth”, the Afterword to their For the common good (revised edition; Boston: Beacon, 1994), pp.423-4: “the ruling passion of individuals in a modern economy is to convert wealth into debt in order to derive a permanent future income from it-- to convert wealth into debt that endures, debt that does not rot, costs nothing to maintain, and brings in perennial interest.  // Although debt can follow the law of compound interest, the real energy revenue from future sunshine, the real future income against which the debt is a lien, cannot grow at compound interest for long. When converted into debt, however, wealth discards its corruptible body to take on an incorruptible one. In doing so, debt appears to offer a means of dodging nature, of evading the second law of thermodynamics, the law of randomisation, rust and rot. But the idea that all people can live off the interest of their mutual indebtedness is just another perpetual motion scheme - a vulgar delusion on a grand scale.”


� See p.134 of Mercy Harmer’s “A green look at money” (in Scott Cato and Kennet (eds.) Green economics (Aberystwyth: Green Audit, 1999)), for some comments on the absurdity in the last generation at least of monetarism. [My analysis of monetarism here is in broad brush indebted to the ideas of Charles Goodhart.]  For more detail on the credit controls and monetary reform etc. needed to help change this situation, see e.g. Pettifor’s article in this special issue.


� As H. Daly and J. Cobb argue, following Frederick Soddy, ‘the money supply’ can usefully be regarded as the virtual wealth of the community as a whole. Note that “If everyone tried to exchange their money holdings for real assets it could not be done, because all real assets are already owned by someone, and in the final analysis someone has to end up holding the money. So virtual wealth does not really exist over and above the value of all real assets (which is why it is called “virtual”). Yet people as individuals behave as if virtual wealth were real, because they can easily exchange it for real assets. The aggregate of individuals behaves as if it were richer than the community really is by an amount equal to the virtual wealth of the community. The phenomenon of virtual wealth must occur in a monetary economy, unless the money itself is a commodity - a real asset that circulates at its commodity value.” (p.421).


� See Daly and Cobb’s account of the creation of debt-based money by banks, and how it ought to be reformed, on pp.426-435 of their (op.cit.). Serious, tight controls on credit, and capital controls, are essential to changing the situation that I am describing here in the text. As I have indicated (and Daly and Cobb amplify), these will not work without complementary fiscal, regulatory etc. measures to ecologies society and end the ‘endless’ momentum for growth.


� And of course one of the very reasons for the major reforms of money that Green economists advocate is to prevent hoarding in whatever form of money, hoarding such as has had dire consequences at times in history, famously in the Great Depression, arguably also in recent Japanese history, etc. -- and arguably also right now, with the failure of banks, even though they are being propped up by taxpayers, to reduce interest rates, to lend to each other or small businesses, etc.


� This point could have saved a lot of headaches about why the gold standard was so difficult to stick to, at least without economically-disastrous consequences, had it been understood sooner. 


� This point, concerning the necessity for economics itself to be democratic and sustainable, is deftly thought-through on p.244 of Robert Costanza’s “Changing visions of humans’ place in the world and the need for an ecological economics”, in E. Fullbrook’s important edited collection, What’s wrong with economics (London: Anthem, 2004), which is a volume I think deeply consonant with the radical line of my general argument.


� At the national level, such Boards would of course tend to more or less coincide with central banks... See p.429 of Daly and Cobb.


� See pp.428ff. of Daly and Cobb for how this control would be exercised.


� Compare pp.261-2 of my “Marx and Wittgenstein on vampires and parasites: A critique of capital and metaphysics”, in G. Kitching and N. Pleasants, Marx and Wittgenstein (London: Routledge, 2002).


� Marx of course argues that the “quality” can be ‘translated’ into “quantity”: that skilled labour is ‘really’ just a kind of multiplied unskilled labour. I would suggest that this is very often a helpful way of seeing things: though not, as Marx would have it, a scientific fact.


� From Capital, p.320-1 in R. Tucker (ed.) The Marx-Engels Reader, 2nd ed. (New York: Norton, 1978). Italics added.


� Compare also David Andrews’s way of putting this, from Kitching and Pleasants (op.cit.): “Marx points out that the idea that there can be social relations between things is ‘fantastic’, but he says that this is ‘what they are.”


� This is a quote from my “Marx and Wittgenstein on vampires and parasites”, op.cit., p.263.


� From Grundrisse, p.250 in ibid.


� Though for some useful counter-suggestions on how actually science was rightly more the clothing than the substance of what Marx at times saw himself as up to (which was closer to artistic creation), see Francis Wheen’s Karl Marx (London: Fourth Estate, 1999), e.g. this quote from Marx, cited on p.302: “[T]he advantage of my writings is that they are an artistic whole.”


� The difficulty in seeing which will be which ahead of time is of a piece with the absurdity of picturing economics as a science, which we have been discussing throughout. Economics is sublimely non-predictive.


� The ecological disaster is for instance largely directly consequent upon the blindfolded and systematic growth-virtual-imperative of money-based economies.


� Compare pp.277-8 of my “Marx and Wittgenstein on vampires and parasites”, op.cit.: “Over a long time-scale, over generations, it remains possible that, through praxis, a very large number of people will come to find Marx’s ideas compelling, and, until they do, those ideas are in any case very unlikely to be successfully realisable. Here I am strongly in agreement with Kitching’s guiding thought that an ‘undemocratic socialism’ is a truly hopeless dream (nightmare).” (Italics added).  The problem is: it seems increasingly unlikely that we have got generations.


� Doing this is of course a stupendous challenge in a globalised world: because it is not clear that there can be much in the way of ‘Green Economics in one country’. You can only restructure the tax system, alter your currency, put up tariffs etc., if you don’t lose too many others’ confidence in doing so.


� See Kitching’s Marxism and Science: Analysis of an obsession (Philadelphia: Penn State Press, 1994), pp.228-231.


� See p.38f. of Margrit Kennedy’s Interest and Inflation free money (Philadelphia PA: New Society, 1995).


� See ibid., p.22.


� I.e. an out-of-circulation fee, penalizing money which just sits around not being used productively. Such as fee disincentivizes hoarding. See ibid., p.36.


� Op.cit., p.128.


� They would rather be, roughly, much-enlarged and improved versions of presently-existing Boards of Administrators for LETS schemes.


� Now, it might be claimed that ‘Policy Studies’ work can be genuinely scientific. Isn’t Economics as Policy Studies Economics as Science after all? Two things: (1) Such Policy Studies always is saturated with or rides on the back of -- consciously or unconsciously -- our ordinary social understandings, of normative political and ethical committments and orientations, of philosophy; and (2) It’s hardly science, anyway. More, at best, like engineering. ‘Policy Studies’ is the production of attempted solutions in specific circumstances, etc. . It bears resemblances, if anything, to (say) applied optics or to the theory of (the art of) surgery, much more than to Physics.


� The title of an insightful song by the Pet Shop Boys. See also p.59 of Kennedy’s ibid. Another way of seeing the present paper is then as: part of a project of transformation of what one might mean by “making money”, away from the repellent, destructive and nonsensical meaning that that phrase currently has, toward a democratic and sustainable alternative meaning, in which “making money” will only be something that our Citizens Money Boards (or some such) do, with our consent and our understanding.


� P.266, of my op.cit.: “It is only the grand shared fantasy of exchange-value which distinguishes the capitalist’s (minimal) labour from everyone else’s, which gives it a bright -- blinding -- shine.”


� Some readers may be concerned that I seem to have moved onto a more radical argument than that which urged moves to non-debt-based money and also to demurrage. That is correct. These money-reforms seem to me excellent ways to radically reform capitalism in a green direction. But in the longer term, they may prove to be more part of what I have called ‘environmental economics’ than of ‘green economics’; I suspect that the latter will eventually require something far closer to equality of outcome and to the virtual abolition of capital-differentials altogether. (That, as with some of the more limited and attainable goals discussed earlier in this essay, such as various forms of wealth-tax, may well only be feasible via a long-term development, almost unimaginable as of now, of the Simultaneous Policy framework.)  


� The astonishing and mad ecocidal truth concealed by our unphilosophical failure to see clearly the nature of money, a failure fostered and not dissipated by mainstream economics, is that the answer to the question: “If we are all so in debt, then who has got all the money?” is to quite a large degree, at a time like now: No-one. The banks create money by lending. When even they don’t end up in the black (as during this mega-credit-crunch, this all-world debt crisis), then collectively we are in the red. For money has been birthed as debt: there is no compensatory surplus of cash. This is a social arrangement ‘designed’ for boom(-and-bust), ‘designed’ to help foment economic growth as its aim -- but without attention to what we are growing into...





� Thanks to helpful reviews and comments by many people, including a referee and Gavin Kitching.





