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Introduction

 

Theologians treat money paradoxically: Although money is every-where, relentlessly connecting and desiccating all private, public, and sacred spaces, as a theological category it remains unanalyzed. The mon-etary system has either been outrightly neglected as if it is not theological enough or has not been addressed directly as yet. This book addresses the issue of religion and the monetary system, offering a model of rigorous and innovative scholarship for examining money as a major theological-ethical category. This theological-ethical study of the nature and role of money in contemporary societies goes beyond making ethical recommen-dations to providing a framework for understanding and critical reflec-tion on the global monetary system. The study analyzes the dynamics at work in the global monetary system and argues that the monarchial cur-rency structure of the dollar, euro, and yen may be moving toward a trini-tarian structure of a democratic world currency. The overall purpose of this study is to interpret, evaluate, and aid the transformation of the global trade and payment system in the light of the dynamic relations of the triune God. Based on the inequities, ambiguities, and contradictions in the system uncovered by the framework, it makes a case for a dena-tionalized single global currency as a means of redressing certain de-structive dynamics in today’s global monetary system. 

At the core of the theological thinking in this book is the notion of rela-tionality which is of interest to both scholars of religion and economics. Money is conceptualized as a social relation. Not only are monetary trans-actions embedded in social relations, but also social relations are consti-tutive of money itself. The notion of relationality has been a useful device

1
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in theological thinking for some time and in this work I extend the in-sights of relational theology to the monetary system. While many econo-mists are aware of the social character of money, the theological and ethi-cal reflections I bring to bear on the relationality of money will help them to think about the global monetary system in ways that are not discussed in their field. 

The particular relational theology that informs the whole framework is discerned from the relational principle of coherence that posits a prima-rily just, close, and irreducible relations in the perichoretic communion of the Godhead. I argue that the dynamic relations of the triune God model the relationships that need to be created in the global monetary system. The ethics is in the critique of the contemporary global monetary system which exposes the values, power differentials, and the hegemonic domi-nation of the system that are threatening the moral order of the interna-tional community. The critique also reveals the ways the monarchical cur-rency regime of the dollar-euro-yen hinders full participation of developing countries in the global monetary system and their economic progress. 

I know that bringing the triune language into monetary relations may seem like a category mistake or a conceptual move that some theologians and economists may find strange. Nevertheless, I have turned to the dy-namic relations of the triune God for two reasons. For understanding the most developed Christian view of positive relations and relationships the logical place to look is the trinitarian language of the Christian tradition. Second, I am using Paul Tillich’s principles of trinitarian thinking as a ba-sis for developing the ethical principles that should guide the develop-ment of the global financial system in ways that can improve monetary re-lations between developing and advanced economies of the world.1

The triune model will help theologians, ethicists, and economists to re-flect on how to nudge the structures and organization of monetary life to-ward creating and maintaining an embracing economic community that brings unity-in-difference into perpetual play and also fosters more ethical relationality without stifling its creativity and galvanizing force. Thus, this book describes an imaginative alternative to the global monetary sys-tem that is likely to foster better justice in international economic rela-tions. It argues for a reordering of the relations in the present exclusion-ary global trade and payment system to secure for each country better participation and integration in an embracing economic community. 

Seeing the international monetary system in terms of a model of the Trinity or using the model of the triune God as a perspective on the mon-etary system is not just a heuristic device. It is a significant and alternative way of thinking about the structures (current or re-imagined) of the global financial architecture and for discovering the set of relations in an ethical
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theory of the international monetary system. The model of the Trinity pro-vides us with a template or screen for understanding the monetary system and for translating such a template into ethical principles. It enables us to avoid, as Bernard Lonergan would say, the “social ethicists’ tendency to be content with ‘vague moral imperatives’ instead of figuring out moral pre-cepts from the immanent intelligibility of economic processes.”2

The model of the dynamic relations of the triune God is also useful when applied to the issues of power differentials that are embedded in the current global monetary system. It is particularly so when it functions as an imaginative framework for crafting an inclusive, non-hierarchical al-ternative to any socioeconomic system. I am interested in forging an al-ternative to the current structures of the global monetary system because of my sense of justice. For me the praxis of justice in the global economy, and for that matter national economy, is about drawing all nations and persons (poor and rich, powerful and not-so powerful) to share in a living communion by removing or challenging structures that thwart relation-ship of equality and participation. 

The use of the triune model of relationality in analyzing the monetary system in this book transcends its application as a mere heuristic device in yet another way. The model informs the interpretation of the dynamics at work in the global monetary system. My analysis of the dynamics in-dicates that the global trade and payment system may be moving toward trinitarian structures. Before now theologians and ethicists just apply the notion of the trinity to social issues and proceed to explicate matters. They never take the time to explain if the logic and dynamics of the system they are analyzing are moving toward trinitarian structures or a perichoretic format. They do not attempt to bring to the fore the underlying values, principles, and inner conflicts that animate the system and are leading it to the solution they are proposing. They are often not patient enough to identify the bridge that covers the basic gap between the “what is” and “ought” (the expectation of the new). My approach is not just to posit trinitarian social values and expect the public to accept them on faith, but I endeavor to show that the system I am analyzing is moving toward trini-tarian structures or one global currency system without special seignior-age privilege to a few nations. I cover the gap not only by providing a vi-sion of a new system, but by also having a technical theory (by way of Tillich’s trinitarian principles) which shows how and why the particular situation may or must transmute to the envisioned state. Tillich in the So-cialist Decision emphasized the need for a technical theory to support any theological vision or symbol of hope.3 He stated that Karl Marx followed this rule to fruitfulness and rigor in his thought. Marx had the problem of moving from the “what is” of capitalism to the “ought” of socialism. He latched on to the notion of dialectics to provide the engine for the 
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movement of the system to its fulfillment. Thus, the theology of money being developed in this book shows the structural dynamics and logic of the global monetary system which are driving toward its transmutation into a “perichoresis of national currencies,” one that anticipates the es-chatological gathering of the whole people of God and makes room for poor nations to further actualize their potentials.4 The animating power for the social practice of money—like the historical dialectics of Marx—is the typological-structural tension in the dynamics of money as an ex-change medium which drives it toward a trinitarian structure of global trade and payment system. All this is not to dismiss any suggestion that voices and movements that are challenging the current imperial, monar-chial global monetary system (in addition to the internal dynamics of the global monetary system itself) are also “driving it forward” and “antici-pating” the eschatological gathering. 

Why is this book relevant at this point in time? There is a special sig-nificance of this study for issues pertaining to Africa’s and Latin Amer-ica’s progress and other developing regions’ economic development. With the rising tide of globalization and economic integration there is an increasing debate in economic circles about the need for one global cur-rency to replace all imperial national currencies. Paul Volcker, the former chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank of the United States has argued that a global economy needs a global currency. Robert Mundell, the 1999 No-ble Prize–winner in economics and whose theory of optimum currency areas is at the bedrock of the monetary union behind the euro, has simi-larly called for a world currency. African economists have long called for an international currency that does not give seigniorage and other impe-rial benefits to the owners of key global vehicular currencies. John May-nard Keynes with his Bancor Plan made a similar call at the 1944 Bretton Woods Conferences that established the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.5 This book, for the first time, makes the case for a world currency based on theological and ethical analyses. This study by pro-posing an alternative logic for discussing and imagining the global mon-etary system provides another voice and support to the poor, developing countries who have been clamoring for a more equitable global trade and payment system.

This study for the first time provides a proper systematic theological treatment of money. Before now, Christian social teaching on economic and social justice has only touched on the monetary capital of societies as it speeds toward prophetic protest against the economic system or as it aims to arm the church for ideological combat with owners of capital. In its critique, the church’s social teaching has not paid adequate attention to the paramount processes in the creation, circulation, and control of money and thus failed to come up with a set of recommendations that can engage
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and enlist the global monetary system for the ideals of church’s notion of social justice. This study corrects this failure. 

One major contribution this study makes to the field of theological ethics is the rigor with which it engages economic thoughts in the task of reimagining alternatives to the current global monetary system. As I ar-gued in chapter two, there are many theologians and ethicists who aspire to reorganize the monetary system but offer alternatives that can only elicit disinterested yawns from economists and financial experts who will regard them as idealistic and impracticable. Many a theologian has not managed to come up with a set of recommendations that can engage and enlist economists and business leaders in order to put into effect their the-ological visions. We require a study that corrects this kind of shortcoming and that can stand the chance of nudging the global monetary system to-ward fulfilling the fullness of participation, cooperation, and justice with-out stifling its creativity and galvanizing force.

Theologians’ call for more humane and just economic orders has to be supported with the necessary rigor and expertise of an interdisciplinary breath of knowledge. I think the beginning of wisdom in this conversation is a working definition of money to avoid talking at cross purposes. An overwhelming majority of the theologians we examined in chapter two proceeded to craft theologies of money and critique the contemporary monetary system without first answering the question, what is money? Often their understanding of what money is, is not compatible with those of non-theologians. The contributions theologians can make to monetary discourse should not involve distorting, “spiritualizing,” or “theologiz-ing” the definition of money. I intend to avoid this mistake by under-standing money from solid economic and sociological perspectives and only after that to undertake a theological-ethical critique of the contem-porary monetary system. There is, indeed, an urgent need for serious methodological reflection on the role of theological approach to money.

 

SUMMARY OF A THEOLOGICAL APPROACH TO MONEY

As already indicated above, I am using Tillich’s trinitarian principles and the social trinitarianism of Miroslav Volf to develop a theological model for approaching money and its social-international system. I combine Tillich’s notion of trinitarian principles with the perichoretic trinitarian theology of Volf as described in his After Our Likeness: The Church as an Im-age of the Trinity6 to craft a unique approach to theologizing about the global monetary system. The trinitarian thinking has been worked into the warp and woof of the fabric of the theological-ethical framework pre-sented here. 
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There are three principles at the foundation of Tillich’s trinitarian think-ing. The first is the dialectics of the absolute and concrete elements in the idea of God. The second is the dialectics of life as symbolically applied to the divine ground of being. Finally, there is the dynamics of depth, form, and meaning. In chapter seven I explicitly show the application of the first principle to the global monetary system. There I identified the typologi-cal-structural tension (as interpreted through the theological lens of Tillich and Volf) in the dynamics of money as an exchange medium which drives it toward a trinitarian structure of the global trade and payment system.

Both Tillich and Volf are concerned with the relationship between the universal (abstract) and the particular (concrete) in certain areas of Chris-tian theology. Tillich focuses on the dynamics of the tension between the concrete and absolute elements in the idea of God as they engender trini-tarian monotheism. Volf, on the other hand, trains his analytical lens on how to achieve a delicate balance between the equally valid concerns of the universal church and the particular (local) church. Though both the-ologians are dealing with the issue concerning the universal and the par-ticular, they come at it differently. The accent of Tillich’s thinking is on the dynamics and that of Volf is on the “statics” aspect of the intersection. Combining Tillich’s dynamics and Volf’s statics (equilibrium) considera-tions, I address the tension between the universal and the particular in the idea of a global currency which could function as an alternative (replace-ment) to the current monarchical triumvirate of dollar, euro, and yen. 

Also in chapter seven, as part of the working out of the first root of trini-tarian thinking, I offered a trinitarian model of money to illuminate the path for a better organization of the global financial system in ways that could promote the fullness of participation and justice. I envision a global financial system (Earth-dollar system) in which the dance of exchange rates of national currencies works out “not only as a movement of each in the others but also as each offering the others ‘room for movement’” 7 and economic development. 

In order to avoid the common problem of premature appeals to social analogy and “dangers of idealizing and projection” common with the use of the doctrine of Trinity in social analysis, I first went through a process of intermediate argumentation based on economic theories of global money forms and exchange rate system.8 The resulting insight was that the nature of trinitarian relationships provides for a proper reflection on economic issues. This is in the sense that the whole of my argument about money and global finance has two sides: the theological perspective is its “immanent” face and the Earth-dollar system is its “economic” face (or-dering the household, oι␬␱␩␱␮ι␣, of the financial world); and the two proceeded pari-passu. Starting from Tillich’s trinitarian principles and in-
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corporating the ideas of Volf about the perichoretic sociality of the Trinity9 on the theological side and those of John Maynard Keynes and Robert Guttmann on the economic science side, I conceived of a model of global trade and payment system that is likely to promote fellowship, encourage the growth of community of nations without privileges and without sub-jugation, and is directed toward God’s eschatological future.

The use of the second principle of the Tillichian trinitarian thinking is undertaken principally in chapter five. The second principle is about life—“the structural elements of being moved divergently and conver-gently in every life process; they separate and reunite simultaneously.”10 I demonstrated that money separates and unites simultaneously. Money has a certain analogy with life and it has sometime been crudely described as life-blood of the economy. Once we grasp this: that is, the idea that money is not a dead matter, not a “dead identity,” but a pulsating flow of energy in the economy, we realize that theological treatments of money up to now have been very inadequate. Theologians and theological ethi-cists have often treated money as matter, not as a form of energy, not as a flow. The stock concept of money and the related ethical issues dealing with the allocation and use of the quantity of money in a given political economy have dominated the theological discourse and not much has been done on the analysis of money as a motion (the flow concept of money). Theologians and ethicists have tarried too long on one spot; con-centrating too much on giving and generosity and individual ethics to the neglect of social and systemic issues. In so doing they have largely ig-nored the production, circulation, and control of money, the flows of money, which actually determine who gets what quantity, when and how.

The manifestation of the divine ground of being in the appearance of Je-sus as the Christ is the third root of trinitarian thinking. This is about the element of form, the logos, in the symbolization or in the development of the idea of God. In chapter two, among other things, I show that the logos (third-root) issues of depth, form, and meaning illuminate aspects of how money functions in the modern economy. I argue that money as a social relation is a “dynamic unity of depth and meaningfulness.” The depth of money is the ever-expanding sphere of economic production, the ground of satisfying human needs and wants. The value of a given national cur-rency is supported by the industrial and non-industrial productions of its country. Meaning stands for the principle of form structuring the productive activities, the satisfaction of social wants.

The third root of trinitarian thinking as applied to money is also about the manifestation of the idea of money in concrete form. How does the ab-stract concept of money (unit of account) “manifest” itself so that it can be used phenomenally? With the decision by government that a certain physical, historical form or medium (such as the greenback) is money, the
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problem of currency becomes part of form-of-money problem. What forms of money are out there? What is the real money among them? What is the best representation of that which is basically abstract? The conclu-sion concerning the state of the literature is that there is no one “real money” but a continuum of monies, all real, but with different scope. The argument I make in chapter four is that money is a relational thing. This in-volves two inseparable ideas. First, money is not a fixed attribute of things; rather, it is a social relation of many economic agents. Second, it is a thing that mediates, participates, and runs alongside the relationships of interpersonal exchanges. Combining these two features, I suggest that money is a relational thing. The social-relation part of the conception ap-propriately points to the universalizeable tendency of money in its roles as general equivalent and as a medium of account. The thing part partic-ularizes it in its roles as a medium of exchange and means of payment. The thing part is also meant to capture the aspect of money which could be imbued with specific cultural and social meanings by any subset of economic agents in the society. 

There are two important points, theoretical and theological, to keep in view as we reflect on this conception of money. The theoretical point of the definition of money as a relational thing is that the question, What is money? is not answered by equating money with money of account or with monetary media, however materialized or dematerialized the media are. The generalizable tokens (whether bills, paper, commodity, metal, or electronic circuit) are the forms money takes but they are not the “essence” of money (which I consider as social relations). There has to be first money before monetary media; first moneyness which has to be em-bodied in a particular form. The theological point of this definition is that it captures one of the tensions in the trinitarian thinking—the tension be-tween the universal (abstract) and concrete. As Tillich has argued, the roots of the trinitarian thinking show up in several aspects of life. “The consideration of the trinitarian principles is not the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. It is a preparation for it, nothing more.”11

By explicitly offering a definition of money that not only acknowledges the tension between the universal and concrete, but also shows how the tension is embraced in the instrument of money I laid the groundwork for the arguments make in chapters 6 and 7. In those chapters I identify the tension between particularity and universality that exists in the use of particular national currencies as key, vehicular currencies in the global trade and payment system. The need for a balance between the forces of particular national interests and the concern of a global economy which needs a global currency drives the system of currencies, as I argued, to-ward a trinitarian structure of the global monetary system. I proposed that the solution to the tension is a single world money that can really
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claim ultimacy and be uncontrolled by local (national) interests without losing the concrete element in the idea of money. It is a form of money in which the universal and concrete (for each participating country in the system) are united. The upshot of my analysis is to re-imagine an ethical alternative to today’s global monetary system. 

 

HERMENEUTIC SELF-IMPLICATION

It would be beneficial to help the imagination of the readers by placing this book in its context. I will register how this study relates to some of my efforts to comprehend the nature of the connection between extreme poverty, monetary system, and economic development in Africa. 

Tillich once wrote “for a quarter of a century I have wanted to write a systematic theology. It always has been impossible for me to think theo-logically in any other than a systematic way. The smallest problem, if taken seriously and radically, drove me to all other problems and to the anticipation of a whole in which they could find their solution.”12 For me it has been twenty years since I wanted to write a systematic treatise on money. Since the fall of 1987, when three of us, young economists (the oth-ers are Ashikiwe Adione-Egom and Ikechi Emenike) were working as fi-nancial journalists, regularly discussing the connection between money and economic development,13 and feeling the urgency to overcome the cloud of poverty that had settled over the black man and woman, I wanted to thoroughly understand money. At the turn of this century, about one in two people (46.4 percent) in sub-Saharan Africa are living on less than one dollar a day. A third of the population suffers from malnu-trition, and life expectancy at birth is only 46 years.14 This is extreme poverty. As the United Nations’ Millennium Project 2005: Investing in De-velopment puts it: 

Extreme poverty can be defined as “poverty that kills,” depriving individu-

als of the means to stay alive in the face of hunger, disease, and environ-

mental hazards. When individuals suffer from extreme poverty and lack the

meager income needed even to cover basic needs, a single episode of disease,

or a drought, or pest that destroys harvest can be the difference between life

and death.15

I longed to tell the story of Africa’s underdevelopment from the point of view of the imperial monetary system. I long desired to reveal the ways the global monetary system hinders the participation of the poor coun-tries of Africa, Latin America, and Asia in the international trade and pay-ment system and inhibits their economic progress. I wanted to under-stand money systematically and thoroughly. 
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So I went from being a financial journalist to being a commercial banker. After less than two years as a banker, I came to the United States and studied finance and accounting (M.B.A.) at Columbia University and subsequently worked as an investment banker in Lagos, Nigeria and New York City. I taught Advanced Mergers and Acquisitions” and “Security Analysis at New York Institute of Finance. As an adjunct assistant profes-sor of social sciences at New York University, I taught a history course, African Civilization. After five semesters at NYU, I went over to the busi-ness school at Hofstra University, in Long Island. I served as a senior pas-tor of an immigrant church in Brooklyn for over nine years. During these years, I have come to see, first hand and sometimes too closely, the suf-ferings of immigrants who were thrown into new and often hostile envi-ronments. One cannot fully account for why they left their places of birth to seek their fortunes in far away places without taking into account the role of the global monetary system, whose critical involvement in their plight most of them are unaware of. 

I have published seven books and several scholarly articles in finance, accounting, management, sociology, anthropology, and African history. In all these callings and endeavors I have tried to systematically understand money and economic development. 

The choice to embark on this study at this point in time was triggered by my reaction to Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire,16 which I read in the fall of 2004. I felt their treatment of empire ignored the role monetary systems play in defining and sustaining empires and glossed over the involvement of the today’s global monetary system in the poverty of the Global South. This work, however, is not all against Hardt and Negri’s viewpoint. In the development of my arguments, I am think-ing with them as well as thinking against them. When I am thinking with them, I am in support of their view of empire as “totalizing.” But when I am thinking against them, my overall experience leads me, by conscious choice in this book, to present the discourse of empire and globalization from a subaltern perspective.17 Thus, my vision of a new global monetary system—as oriented to subaltern communities18— is geared to increase the participation of poor, developing countries and to subject the current global financial architecture to the demands of justice. I would not say, however, that I have accomplished my goal of systematic understanding of money. For instance, I have not laid out a philosophical system in which the various concerns about money, especially money and economic development, could find their solutions. In this work I am only systemat-ically dealing with money principally at the international level from a the-ological perspective. 
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ORGANIZATION OF CHAPTERS

I have structured the study into two main parts. First, I set the context and define the crucial understanding of money I will deploy for the theologi-cal-ethical imagination. In the second half of the study, the trinitarian model of the global monetary system is investigated in detail. Chapters 1 to 4 constitute Part One and chapters 5 to 8 make up Part Two. The open-ing chapter of Part One (“Modeling Money on God”) describes the model of the dynamic relations of the triune God as it will be applied to the in-ternational monetary system. Chapter 2 (“Money and Theology: A Re-view and A Direction”) engages with the discourse on theological analy-ses of money. Since this book is about the monetary system, the conversation will be limited to theological works that systematically treat the monetary system. Besides, the dialogue will be limited to the analysis of the existential questions that are embedded in the contemporary mon-etary situation. Selected works of the following theologians, Mark C. Tay-lor, Philip Goodchild, Kathryn Tanner, Craig Gay, W. Taylor Stevenson, and Jacob Needleman meet these criteria and therefore will form the main focus of this chapter’s review.19

It is germane, in addition to the theological understanding of money, to explore the socioeconomic understanding of money. The combination of theological and sociological perspectives is necessary for crafting a rig-orous and robust definition of money that will enable us to uncover the ambiguities, ethical tensions, and ethos embedded in monetary relations. Thus, in chapter 3 (“Money and Society: Socioeconomic Interpreta-tions”), I examine the interpretations of money by economists and soci-ologists in order to identify the key characteristics of money in the twenty-first century.20

Building on the knowledge gained from the theological and sociologi-cal understandings of money, I craft a definition of money that will be used in this study. Chapter 4 (“Money as a Social Relation”) not only ar-gues that all monetary phenomena are socially contingent, but also posits that social relations are constitutive of money itself.21 The definition, which acknowledges the tensions inherent in the monetary process, will set important groundwork for our later turn to Tillich’s trinitarian princi-ples in chapter 7 and clarifies how the principles can help form the basis of an ethical reflection on the monetary system. The definition also clari-fies how those principles apply to national currencies and how those cur-rencies can be conceived in trinitarian terms. It is germane to mention that this analogy has to be handled with circumspection as we cannot reason-ably conceive of national currencies in strict correspondence to the trini-tarian persons. 
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The first four chapters, basically provide a working understanding of

the nature of money in contemporary society and provide us with the crit-ical social analysis necessary for theological-ethical reflection on the mon-etary system. Part Two begins the theological-ethical analysis of the con-temporary monetary situation. In chapter 5 (“Discerning Distortions in Monetary Relations”) I employ another concept from Tillich that antici-pates his view of trinitarian relations and that is helpful for the analysis at this point: his concept of “the demonic.”22 This does not concern a super-natural world of demons, but is used by Tillich to refer to destructive dis-tortions of human relationality. I use the term for naming certain general “demonic” distortions and twists that are caused by money in societal re-lations. 

The overall result of the analyses in chapter 5 is the unveiling of the ba-sic existential questions and conflicts implicit in the social practice of money—essentially showing where the ethical questions are situated in the structures and organization of monetary life. The next logical task is how the existential questions will be mutually and critically correlated with theological-ethical discourse. Thus, in chapters 6 and 7, I show how the trinitarian symbolization can provide a theological-ethical response to the existential questions and ethical conflicts relating to the monetary sys-tem. This task is accomplished in two steps. 

First, in chapter 6 (“Money and Empire”) I empirically examine the structural character and tensions of relationships in the international monetary system and patterns of “demonic” distortions and twisting of money at the global level, showing how the severe imbalance of power between rich and poor countries in the global trade and payment system severely undercuts the ethical quality of the system. The imbalance in-hibits especially the full participation of sub-Saharan African economies and other developing economies in the ongoing globalization process. The disparity in power reveals the presence of empire. The current global monetary system itself, in fact, represents a form of empire with a power-ful center, contrary to the theorizing of Michael Hardt and Antonio Ne-gri who see empire today as having no center.23 To the contrary, the cur-rent global monetary empire has a center insofar as the dollar, euro, and yen are the major imperial, vehicular, and reserve currencies of the global monetary system standing over the plebeian rest of the national curren-cies.24 I will demonstrate that anywhere and anytime there is a monar-chical arrangement of national currencies there is empire which has a nerve center. 

Second, in chapter 7 (“A Trinitarian Model of the Global Monetary Sys-tem”), I show how the structural tensions in the dynamics and crisis of money could be addressed by reimagining and outlining possible ethical alternative to the international monetary system. I draw on the practical
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consequences of the trinitarian principles and doctrine of the Trinity based on the perichoretic interpretation to show how the global monetary system can be used to draw nations more generally into a mutually par-ticipative life. This is the point at which I articulate the kind of system of trinitarian principles and relations that is at work in Tillich’s model of re-lations in the triune God. The resulting re-imagined system highlights the importance of relationality in monetary interactions, giving us a perspec-tive on how to redress certain destructive dynamics in today’s monetary system.

Here I will use Tillich’s first root of trinitarian thinking to show how “poly-mediastic” national currencies can become “mono-mediastic,” that is, giving way to one global money form. I will argue that the tension be-tween the universal and particular as played out in the global trade and payment system is an underlying principle that drives particularistic na-tional currencies toward universal and total integration as one global cur-rency and then defines the patterns of interaction between them. Accord-ing to Tillich, there is a tension of the elements in the idea of God: the dialectics of the need for concreteness (particularity) and absoluteness (ul-timacy and universality). The trinitarian principle is what structures the balance between the concrete and absolute drives so that they are united in a living God. He sees trinitarian monotheism as the ultimate realization of this principle. He argues that the Trinitarian God has overcome the ty-pological-structural tension between particularity and universality. The triune God who claims universality and ultimacy, is uncontrolled by local interest, and yet does not lose that God’s concreteness. The triune God is absolutely concrete and particular (in Jesus the Christ) and yet is ab-solutely universal at the same time.25

This trinitarian principle is important for looking at the global mone-tary system. The structural tension in the dynamics of money as an ex-change medium in the international monetary system is expressed in two ways: first, particularistic national currencies aspire to transcend their na-tional borders, and second, the present global vehicular currencies (such as the dollar, euro, and yen) are unable to transcend national interests even while they claim ultimacy and universality in the global trade and payment system. The need for a balance between these forces of particu-lar national interests and a global system calls for a trinitarian structure. Following this Tillichian line of reasoning, I will propose that the solution to the tension is a universal currency that can really claim ultimacy and be uncontrolled by local interests without losing the concrete element in the idea of money. In this way, I seek to transcend the tension between the particular and universal tendencies of all current legal forms of money and imagine an ethical alternative to today’s global monetary system. What is at stake is not only the re-imagination of a system, but also the
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fact that, by imagining a new, proper system, I point out the weak spots of the current global monetary system, the one that is supposedly serving global capitalism well. 

Finally, chapter 8 (“Payoff for Poor Countries”) discusses the study’s payoff for poor economies. Here I would attempt to show, only briefly, how the Earth-dollar monetary system addresses some of the radical eco-nomic needs of the dominated Global South. It also brings the work to a close by highlighting the study’s contributions to Christian theology and social ethics and pointing to areas of further research.
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Modeling Money on God

 

INTRODUCTION

This book provides a basic framework for theological and ethical reflec-tion on the global monetary system. It makes the case for a denationalized single global currency based on theological and ethical analyses in order to aid the transformation of the global trade and payment system in the light of the dynamic relations of the triune God. My reflections on the global trade and payment system seek to replace the binary logic of the imperial vehicular currency system1 (the monarchical triumvirate of dol-lar, euro, and yen against the plebeian currencies of the rest of the world) with a relational and communitarian logic that posits a close and irre-ducible relation between all national currencies. Therefore, I will work out a model of the dynamic relations of the triune God for the international monetary system that is likely to foster a fuller participation of relatively less dominant economies in the world in the ongoing globalization process. Here the model of the dynamic relations of the triune God func-tions as an imaginative framework for an understanding of an inclusive, non-hierarchical alternative to the global monetary system.2 This imagi-native framework is important to develop even if political and economic realities block its immediate implementation. A certain realism, such as the ability of the nations whose currencies serve as the global currencies of trade and central banks’ foreign reserves to block moves toward a de-nationalized global currency, compels us to acknowledge this skepticism. 

What is the theorectical problem that has also necessitated this study? The problem can first be focused by commenting on certain gaps in the

19
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theological literature. The works of Mark C. Taylor, Kathryn Tanner, Philip Goodchild, Craig Gay, W. Taylor Stevenson, and Jacob Needleman that deal with theological-ethical analyses of money show one or both of two problems.3 First, often little or nothing is said about structures and or-ganization of the monetary relations that condition the ethical responses of Christians. There is also silence on how the content of some funda-mental Christian values and doctrines might influence the possible reor-ganization of the structures of the monetary life.4

Second, these theological writers ignore the highly important dual na-ture of money. The source of this duality in the monetary system is what can be termed the dialectical paradox of money: the “hyphenating”5 movement of money that simultaneously binds and separates economic agents in the monetary system.6 This paradox is the most vexing problem for harnessing the vitality of money for economic growth and social de-velopment. As a table relates and separates the persons who are sitting around it; so, too, does money relate and separate subjects, at the same time, who come together in an economy.7

Money is relational8 and inclusive in that it opens up persons, indus-tries, and nations outwards to the other. It binds persons, corporations, groups, and regions together into communities through its social practice of exchange. Money’s relational practice of inclusion feeds on its persist-ent tendency of exclusion.9 Money also disconnects. Money creates differ-ences as necessary conditions for market exchange and valuation.10 These differences that money creates cause systematic crises, discrimination, deprivation, despoliation, separation and segregation among classes, races, and regions. Indeed, money in a broad sense is a dynamic union of exclusion and embrace. It seems that every one of its movements toward embrace is denied by a powerful centrifugal force toward exclusion. Thus, the task of ethical thinking on money is to show how the structures and organization of monetary life can be nudged toward creating and main-taining an embracing economic community that brings unity-in-difference into perpetual play and also fosters more ethical relationality without sti-fling its creativity and galvanizing force.

I argue that the dynamic relations of the triune God model the relation-ships that need to be created in the global monetary system in order to deal with its ambiguities and certain key destructive tendencies.11 Specif-ically, I develop the idea that the perichoretic communion of the Godhead is a model for how nations should relate to one another in the global mon-etary system. In doing this I draw from Paul Tillich’s trinitarian princi-ples. Tillich’s trinitarian thinking is informed and guided by what he calls the trinitarian principles or the three roots of trinitarian thinking. The trinitarian symbolization12 for Tillich is not limited to the Christian doc-trine of the Trinity but is a theological response to existential questions.
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He argues that the principles are not just for theological discussions, but are also relevant in interpreting human reality and events. He believes that the trinitarian principles are the most inclusive answer to the ques-tions implied in human predicaments.13

Overall, the Tillichian principles work to structure the development of the study and even function at a more significant level as my own hermeneutics. In the following section, I will give a description of the three Tillichian principles.

 

TILLICH’S TRINITARIAN PRINCIPLES

Paul Tillich (1886–1965) was one of the towering theologians of the twen-tieth century. His many theological works have profoundly influenced and vigorously stimulated thinking in diverse areas of contemporary re-ligious thought, as well as engendering a methodological approach (the method of correlation).14 This German-American was forced by Nazi Hitler’s government to migrate to the United States in the early 1930s. He fell out of favor with the Nazis because of his scholarship that criticized the government for “absolutizing” the state. As a professor (a Christian of Prussian parentage) and dean at the University of Frankfurt, he publicly defended Jewish and left-wing students at the same time demanding the expulsion of Nazi youths known for causing violence on campus. When he came to America, he taught at Union Theological Seminary and Co-lumbia University, New York. He later also taught at Harvard and Uni-versity of Chicago. 

I have turned to Tillich for my study of money because of his theology of culture. This is his systematic attempt to use theological and philo-sophical skills and multidisciplinary perspectives to analyze forms of cul-tural existence. His method of theological-cultural analyses seeks to un-cover how the structures and dynamics of culture are pervaded by religious meaning. Second, he would correlate the existential tensions and questions and ambiguities, creative and destructives forces, from such thoroughgoing analyses to theological concepts in order to formulate a re-ligious response. His thought system is relevant to understanding the so-cial practice of money because it enables one to see and lift up for inves-tigation the tension between structure and ecstasy in the ambiguities of the monetary system. As he indicated in his book, The Socialist Decision,15 the analysis of a religiocultural situation should attempt to bring to aware-ness the underlying values and principles that animate the situation, re-veal its inner conflict, and are likely to lead it to a solution that lies within the symbols of religious (Christian) tradition. The animating power for the social practice of money is the typological-structural tension in the 
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dynamics of money as an exchange medium which drives it toward a trinitarian structure of global trade and payment system.

Tillich’s trinitarian thinking is informed and guided by what he calls the trinitarian principles or the three roots of trinitarian thinking.16 The trinitarian symbolization for Tillich is not limited to the Christian under-standing of Trinity but is a theological answer to existential questions re-lating to being, existence, and life which are not unique to Christians.17 He posits that:

One can distinguish at least three factors which have led to trinitarian think-

ing in the history of religious experience: first, the tension between the ab-

solute and the concrete element in our ultimate concern; second, the sym-

bolic application of the concept of life to the divine ground of being; and

third, the threefold manifestation of God as creative power, as saving love,

and as ecstatic transformation.18

For Tillich, these three principles (which he also calls roots) are not just for theological discussion; this is how reality is to be interpreted.19 They are not inanimate abstractions or a mathematical identity between three and one but are dynamics of life. He believes the trinitarian symbols are the most in-clusive answer to the questions implied in human predicaments.20 For the Trinity has a fundamentum in re, a foundation in reality. As he puts it: 

These aspects [the three roots] are reflections of something real in nature of

the divine for the religious experience and for the theological tradition. They

are not merely different subjective ways of looking at the same thing. They

have a fundamentum in re, a foundation in reality, however much the subjec-

tive side of man’s experience may contribute. In this sense we can say that

the trinitarian symbols are a religious discovery which had to be made, for-

mulated, and defended. 21

The three roots arise from tension in the development of the idea of God. The first tension is between the absolute and the concrete elements and arises because humans want concreteness in their ultimate concern which drives them to polytheistic structures, but the reaction of the ab-solute element (ultimacy) initiates a movement toward monotheistic structures. The need for balance between the concrete and the absolute drives them toward trinitarian structures. The Christian triune God is concrete monotheism, the affirmation of the living God in whom the ulti-mate and the concrete are united.22 

The second root of Tillich’s trinitarian monotheism is the symbolic ap-plication of the concept of life to the divine ground of being. Tillich argues that God must be conceived as life, a living being. For without this prin-ciple God would be a “dead identity.” A living God, according to Tillich,
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must include an element of otherness or a form of non-being in his being. God (power of being-itself) embraces non-being (which belongs to fini-tude) and God is not threatened by it. The otherness (non-being) is not only within God, it is also between God and God’s relationships to other centered selves or finite beings. “The Divine Life then would be the re-union of otherness with identity in an eternal ‘process.’ This consideration brought us to the distinction of God as ground, God as form, and God as act, a pretrinitarian formula which makes trinitarian thinking meaning-ful.”23 As will be shown below, this way of conceptualizing God as ground-form-act—the triad connection and dynamics—is useful for eco-nomic analysis. The ground-form-act triad, as will be shown in chapter 2 below, can be used to conceptualize production and exchange in an econ-omy. 

Tillich does not leave the explication of the second trinitarian principle at the abstract philosophical level. He brings it down to a very concrete, mundane level with his concept of life, which I find even to be more ap-plicable to a robust conceptualization of money in the contemporary economy. He uses the term “life” in a way that it not only provides con-nection with the first and second roots of the trinitarian thinking, but it also helps us to understand money’s character of simultaneously separat-ing and uniting economic agents in the marketplace.24 Tillich writes:

Life is a process in which potential being becomes actual being. It is the ac-

tualization of the structural elements of being in their unity and in their ten-

sion. These elements move divergently and convergently in every life

process: they separate and unite simultaneously. Life ceases in the moment of

separation without reunion or of union without separation. Both complete

identity and complete separation negate life. If we call God the “living God,”

we deny that he is a pure identity of being as being; and we also deny that

there is a definite separation of being from being in him. We assert that he is

the eternal process in which separation is posited and is overcome by re-

union. In this sense, God lives. Few things about God are more emphasized

in the Bible, especially in the Old Testament, than the truth that God is a liv-

ing God. Most of the so-called anthropomorphisms of the biblical picture of

God are expressions of his character as living. His actions, his passions, his

remembrances and anticipations, his suffering and joy, his personal relations

and his plans—all these make him a living God and distinguish him from the

pure absolute, from being-itself (italics added).25

Tillich insists that the application of the concept of life to God is only done at the symbolic level because there are key distinctions between God and other lives. For instance, in God there is no distinction between potential-ity and actuality, but the life of humans is a process in which potential be-ing becomes actual being.26 The symbol of “divine life” is applied to God
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only to indicate or imply that there is “an analogy between the basic struc-ture of experienced life and the ground of being in which life is rooted.”27

The manifestation of the divine ground of being in the appearance of Je-sus as the Christ is the third root of trinitarian thinking. In more general terms, it is the principle of God’s self-objectification whereby God mani-fests and reveals himself as “the inner movement of the divine life as an eternal separation from itself and return to itself.”28 This is about the ele-ment of form, the logos, in the symbolization or in the development of the idea of God. Tillich conceives this as introduction of the presence of the other and the overcoming of estrangement of otherness in the Divine Life. Overall, the third root refers to the creativity of the divine ground which gives form, meaning, and structure to the dynamic processes of life. It is the logical character of life.29

Tillich, though focusing on revelation, argues that in all attempts to un-derstand human reality and events we must apply all three roots of the trinitarian thinking (the abysmal character, the spiritual character, and the logical character). He writes:

If the abysmal character of the divine life is neglected, a rationalistic deism

transforms revelation into information. If the logical character of the divine

life is neglected, an irrationalistic theism transforms revelation into het-

eronomous subjection. If the spiritual character of the divine life is neglected,

a history of revelation is impossible. The doctrine of revelation is based on a

trinitarian interpretation of the divine life and its self-manifestation.”30

It is germane to mention that my concern with Tillich’s trinitarian thinking and with modeling (trinitarian modeling) structures the whole development of the study.

 

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES: MODELING A

THEOLOGICAL APPROACH TO ECONOMICS

The primary methodological issue of our study is the attempt to combine Tillich’s trinitarian principles with the social trinitarianism of Miroslav Volf 31 to forge a new look at the relational character of money. A creative synthesis of the ideas of the two theologians enables me to develop my ar-guments about the monetary system and monetary flows (not monetary stock or uses and stewardship of money32) better than either of them alone. The synthesis of Tillich (trinitarian principles) and Volf (peri-choretic trinitarian theology) enables me to provide a theological model that is adequately supported and informed by a technical theory which shows that the logic and dynamics of the current monarchical currency system are moving toward trinitarian structures. This is not an approach
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usually taken by theologians and ethicists who use the doctrine of the Trinity in social analysis. Often their theological reflections on social is-sues are not supported by a technical theory which shows that the system or phenomenon they are analyzing has a built-in dialectics to move in the direction they are pointing out to us.

Beyond this consideration, I need to explicitly justify why I am using Volf alongside Tillich. According to Tillich, the resolution of the tension between the particular (concrete) and the universal (the abstract) in the idea of God led to the trinitarian monotheism. There is also a tension be-tween universal (global vehicular currency) and particular (national cur-rency) in the international monetary system. Tillich’s trinitarian principles or “theory of the trinity”—when carefully and adeptly transposed into a model for reflecting on an international monetary system—is valuable in helping us to think through the dynamics of the objective trend of the global monetary system. However, there is a shortcoming in Tillich’s the-ory. His falls short of telling us what to do once the tension is resolved— that is, when the idea of God has come to rest at trinitarian monotheism, what is then the nature of the ongoing relationship in the union (in the Trinity). Put differently, Tillich’s does not give us the principles of coher-ence operating in such a communion. Tillich’s theory of the trinity is about ontology, it is about the structure and dynamics of a certain monotheism without a theory of relation, a logic.33 I do not only need to explain that the objective trend in the global currency system is leading to a single currency, but I also need to describe the nature of the relation-ship between currencies once we arrive there. This is where Volf’s peri-choretic ideas become useful for our study. Volf’s doctrine of the trinity is a theory of the relation between the “parts” in the union (communion). The social trinitarianism that Volf advocates is principally about defining the logic (the theory of relation) peculiar to the triune God. Volf’s theory of the trinity as exemplified in his theology of the church shows how the tension of the particular and the universal is resolvable in a concrete, static church situation. The value of my turn to Volf’s theory is that it makes explicit the logical operations that I will be using in my monetary model that would otherwise remain implicit or opaque.

Now let me relate all of this to our concern with modeling, the move from theological vision to economic model. I need to note that one cannot just make the move to economic modeling with ontological conception alone (a la Tillich) without a “minimal theory of relation.” The ontology of being, once you push it toward economic modeling of money as a so-cial relation and to properly structuring notion of monetary situation at the global level, requires an engagement with a logic. Tillich’s ontology by itself cannot articulate this logic. On the other hand, logic (theory of rela-tion) alone is also not enough. How one organizes a given situation or 
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defines a system of belongings is determined by the established ordering function internal to it. It is this combinatorial necessity, if you will, that has led me to Tillich and Volf, to integrate ontology and logic in the theo-philosophical dimension of this study. This choice, for me, is axiomatic— in the sense that it is a foundational move that guides and structures the nature and presentation of the arguments and deductions in this book.

As stated above, I will interpret the current global monetary system in ways that highlight the underlying values and principles that animate monetary relation, that highlight its inner conflict, and then show how one can address that inner conflict from the standpoint of a particular un-derstanding of the dynamic relations of the triune God. Thus, I am using Tillich’s trinitarian principles to clarify the basic ethical conflicts in the monetary system and to forge some ethical guidelines that point toward an alternative structure of relationships in the global trade and payment system. 

Economic analyses often implicitly or explicitly presuppose norms and models, which assume, for example, that profit-maximization and com-petition provide sound bases for ordering society. Normative analysis has a legitimate and indeed necessary role to play in the global monetary pol-icy process. The ethical guidelines discerned from the dynamic relations modeled in the triune God serve both evaluative and prescriptive pur-poses. The guidelines will be used to either evaluate the normative prop-erties of the current global monetary system or recommend courses of ac-tion as an input into collective decision-making process and economic models.

My attempt to use the model of the triune God as a perspective on the monetary system is not just a heuristic device. It is a significant and alter-native way of thinking about the structures (current or re-imagined) of the global financial architecture and acquiring a resourceful template for translating the immanent processes of international monetary system into ethical principles. In this way I avoid, according to Bernard Lonergan, the “social ethicists’ tendency to be content with ‘vague moral imperatives’ instead of figuring out moral precepts from the immanent intelligibility of economic processes.”34

Of course, one does not proceed directly from the observation of eco-nomic flows and processes to ethical theory without the critical aid of models. Models like the Trinity show us how we can lift up the activities, processes, and relationships between nations in the international mone-tary system for one possible interpretation of global social relations. By juxtaposing our familiar and conventional understanding of the monetary system with the unfamiliar and unconventional trinitarian model of mon-etary system I set two ways of being in the economic world in tension
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with each other. The juxtaposition manifests the tension between the cur-rent acceptable modes of nations relating to one another in the global monetary system and a possible new way that can be imagined. The model of the triune God provides us with structure and insight into the unknown and unfamiliar alternative to the current monetary system, en-ables us to investigate its immanent processes, and also suggests new ways of talking about it and influencing attitudes toward it. And by this creative re-imagination we may constitute, according to Lonergan, “an ethos that at once subtly and flexibly provides concrete premises and norms for practical decisions.”35

The triune model of money does not only serve a constructive purpose. As long as we do not make the illegitimate move of identifying the global monetary system with the Trinity (as we are wont to do with the use of metaphors in theological discourse, if we are not careful), the juxtaposi-tion enables us to critique the current system and press it toward greater justice and equality. Every theological model, as theologian Sallie McFague, states is always a judgment of similarity and difference be-tween two worlds or thoughts. It is shot through with the tension of the “is and is not.” To think of “this” as “that,” that is, to think of monetary system in terms of a model of Trinity, is to become “less comfortable in the world, aware of the difference between things as they are and things as they ought to be.”36

I am aware of such difference in the global monetary system. The mon-etary relationship between the advanced countries and the poor, devel-oping countries—in other words between the power of the advanced economies and that of the poor countries—is dualistic and asymmetrical. The question that arises now is this: In what models should we re-con-ceive of advanced economies’ currencies which are related to those of poor countries in a unified and interdependent way? What I am doing in this study is to critique and contrast the monarchical imperial-currency model of the global monetary system with a perichoretic trinitarian model of the global monetary system in an attempt to address the issues and crisis37 of today’s monetary system.38 I am not claiming that the trini-tarian model is the only viable way to re-imagine today’s global mone-tary system. Other experiments with other theological models are appro-priate and are indeed necessary for a richer understanding of the monetary system.39

What is, indeed, the motivation for turning to an ethical model in try-ing to understand the monetary system? I will soon show that various models are often deployed and used by economists themselves and that now I am meeting them with another kind of model for consideration, namely one informed by trinitarian thinking.
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The use of models is widespread in the social sciences, especially in eco-nomics. As the German economist and philosopher, Julian Reiss puts it: 

Social scientists pursue a wide variety of different ends with their model-

building practices. To name a few, data models are built for measuring com-

plex social phenomena; forecasting models are built for predicting the future

values of target variables of interest; explanatory models are built for gaining

a deeper understanding of phenomena of interest; policy models are built for

analyzing the likely effects of intervention.40

Models in general seek to explain by identifying a pattern of relation-ships that pertain to the whole economic system or parts of it. Economists whether in academe or on Wall Street create theoretical models by tracing analogy between the structure of certain observable behaviors they want to explain and structure of another phenomenon or behavior they are fa-miliar with.41 It is believed that when the definitions and assumptions that go into a model are realistic the performance of the model often mir-ror the economic system in a simple form. 

Let me give an actual example of modeling in economics. Economists explain the movements of stock prices by drawing an analogy between stocks and molecules. They posit that variation in security prices is simi-lar to the random movement of molecules and they argue that the behav-ioral model of molecules represents the behavior of any group of stocks in an efficient stock market. They call this model the “random walk” or “Brownian motion.” Since the mathematics of random movement shows that the path of movement of molecules cannot be predicted, the econo-mists also go on to say movement of stock or security prices are not pre-dictable.42 They argue that investors take into account all public informa-tion relating to the securities in valuing them. Put differently, it means all relevant information is impounded into the price of financial assets. This means that only the radically new can affect prices and this by definition is not knowable in advance. Such bold assertions are made with lan-guages that have strong religious or theological undertones. For instance, Paul Samuelson, the first U.S. economist to win the Nobel Prize in eco-nomics science wrote:

We would expect people in the marketplace, in pursuit of avid and intelligent

self-interest, to take account of those elements of future events that in a prob-

ability sense may be discerned to be casting their shadows before them. (Be-

cause past events cast their shadows after them, future [coming] events can be

said to cast their shadows before them).43 (italics added, except “their”)

In general, the nature of modeling (and thinking) money, valuation and prices in economics is future oriented. In addition, I would say it is “the-
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ological and eschatological.” I plan to support this assertion by looking at a possible intersection of the doctrine of eschatology and monetary (fi-nancial) economics: the discounted cashflow model, arguably the most popular monetary valuation method in economics. 

Money in a capitalist system is always a good place to talk about escha-tology. Money—value of assets and liabilities—is always “eschatological in its structuring,” that is, “the present is created from the future.”44 The value of assets or liabilities in the market system depends on anticipated flows of income, anticipated returns, promises of expansion in an imag-ined better future. Asset allocation decisions (deployment or withdrawal from the market) are always on the basis of projections about value and in-come flows from assets in the future. Yet when this imagined future arrives the value of the asset would still be based on expectations of what it will be in a further imagined future. Capital, as if, is trapped in a web of es-chatological expectation of a better future—a being that is eternally be-coming.45 Thus the British theologian Philip Goodchild aptly observed: 

Capital is not merely a flow because it is always an anticipation of an imag-

ined future—whether we are concerned with speculation or credit, it is al-

ways an anticipated rate of return that determines how much there will be.

What there is now is dependent upon what we believe there will be: our es-

chatology determines our mode of being, whether one adopts the Enlighten-

ment eschatology of perpetual progress that is essential to economic growth,

the American eschatology of creating the kingdom of God on earth by force,

the Augustinian eschatology of human imperfection supplemented by di-

vine grace, or the environmentalist eschatology of imminent apocalypse.

Once credit is linked to fiat, an eschatology is capable of calling matters into

being.46

Let us deepen our understanding of this connection between the escha-tology of money and biblical eschatology. After my M.B.A. from Columbia University’s Business School in New York City, I worked as an investment banker on Wall Street and one of the things I did for years was develop val-uation models for assets and companies in the process of acquisition or merger. The most scientific and artful technique used and still in use on the Street is the Discounted Cashflow Model (DCF). Under this methodology, the value of an asset is a function of its projected stream of net cashflows, dividends from time, t to t . . . perpetuity. (The projection is based on 1 n

probabilistic readings of the future state of a firm’s market, economy, mar-ginal tax rate, just to name a few.) The sum of the stream is then discounted to the present, t , by the appropriate discount (interest or return) rate. The 0

resulting value is called the present value and it is taken as the monetary value of the given asset, stock, bond, or corporation at t (time zero, today). 0 
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If one stepped back and looked at this combination of mathematics and economic reasoning that stands behind the projection of the income stream and the whole DCF model with an eye of a philosopher, instead of that of banker or economist, this is what one will see. Complicated eco-nomic systems (firm to industry to economy to world to market) give rise to emergent cashflows, financial “properties” which are captured as val-ues (quantitative numbers representing money, some aspect of the flux of production and consumption genie captured in a bottled tagged “asset” or “security”). These values, discounted cashflows, “supervene” on the economic systems that give rise to them. And because those who work on the models try as much as possible to make sure that the “properties” and the “systems” are related as much as possible (after all, this is what good modeling or projection is about), it is proper to say that if the economic systems are re-created or repeated exactly in t , an identical cashflow  n+1

would be ipso facto re-created in exactly the same way. Nothing would be lost.47

There is a process of sociality in the way the periodic projections or fore-casts are related to one another and as a whole to economy. Each cashflow (that is, cashflow of a particular time, t) is part of a series of creativity. The whole is a “series of moments of concrescence or creativity, each one end-ing and bequeathing the creative task to the next generation of occasions [projections are accumulative—forecast at time t    is t        (1+growth n+1 n cashflow rate, r]”48 and thus every successive stage includes those preceding it. This is not all. The cashflows as a whole are related to the economy in this way. Each cashflow (say at t ) “experiences” the economy (the ground of the n

projected cashflow at t ) as an other, “comprehends” within itself the  n+1

economy’s “response to it and then internalizes this response into itself, and thereby becoming more than it was before.”49 This is a kind of “self-reflexivity in communion” that mimics many areas of “subjectivity” (a la Hegel) in human existence or fundamental sociality. 

Now that I have shown the importance of imaginative models in eco-nomics for understanding economic and monetary systems, I will turn to show how ethical modeling is deployed in this book. It is important to re-mind the reader that the goal of doing this is to forge a path that can move ethicists and economists from dualistic and asymmetrical models of the global monetary system to one that is unified and interdependent. 

 

NATURE AND NECESSITY OF ETHICAL MODELING 

OF THE GLOBAL MONETARY SYSTEM

In this book I will be using the knowledge of the tension between the con-crete and universal elements in the idea of God as developed by Tillich,
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and the insights that I discern from the perichoretic understanding of the relationship and relatedness in the Godhead as developed by Volf, to in-form the building of a model that would help me to re-imagine an alter-native to the current global monetary system. The unity-in-difference de-riving from the dynamic relations of the triune God provides me with a fruitful and suggestive way of reflecting about the structuring principle of global monetary architecture. The model I am developing is important not because it gives a picture of what the monetary system is like in se, from which all else emanates, but rather because it specifies how the var-ious aspects of the global trade and payment system might hang together if we are to encourage the fullness of participation and justice in the comity of nations.50

It may be asked: Why do you not just indicate the religious symbols that correlate with the existential questions, and if possible then draw out some ethical principles from such a mutually critical correlation to guide policy actions? Why bother to translate ethical principles in a theological framework into concrete proposal or policies? It was the indefatigable philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre who once said that “we have not fully understood the claims of any moral philosophy until we have spelled out what its social embodiment would be.”51

In addition, the modeling of the international monetary system as a support for my ethical arguments and reasoning in this book is germane for another reason. I want to “liberate” “goods internal” to the social prac-tice of money from their submersion under and subservience to “external goods.” MacIntyre defined a social practice as: 

any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human

activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in

the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are ap-

propriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result

that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the

ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.52

In pressing MacIntyre’s concept of social practice to our use there are two crucial notions that we must bear in mind. First, there is the notion of goods that are internal to a form of activity and external goods. “Internal goods are those that can be realized only by participating in the activity well, as judged by its standards of excellence.”53 External goods, in con-trast, include prestige, status, honor, and power and can be achieved without excellence in the activity in question and when achieved are al-ways some individual’s property or possession. “External goods are therefore characteristically objects of competition in which there must be losers as well as winners. Internal goods are indeed the outcome of compe-tition to excel, but it is characteristic of them that their achievement is good
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for the whole community who participate in the community” (italics added).54 In order to illustrate this, MacIntyre gave the example of chess-playing. Goods such as prestige, status, and money are externally and contingently attached to the game. Internal goods include excellence in performance and experience of participating in the practice of chess-playing. 

I think that the goods internal to the social practice of money include the distribution of work and its rewards equitably across space and time and the giving to every citizen the opportunity to raise her human capability and freedom so she can fully participate in economic activities. Participa-tion has to involve not only individuals, but also regions and nations. Money, monetary structures, and monetary policies have to spread devel-opment across geographic spaces. The current imperial, monarchical cur-rency system does not equitably spread development around, within, and among countries. People in the areas deprived of dynamic development are led to the areas of surplus—and this might very well explain the mi-gration of Global South workers.55 The logic and dynamics of underde-velopment of economies and migration of labor from the poor countries to the rich economies are intertwined with the logic and dynamics of im-perial currencies that generate discriminating spatial demographics. We will see in chapter 6 how the imperial currency regime corrals and chan-nels savings of the world (of even poor countries) to the global cities like New York, Frankfurt, Tokyo, and London. 

It is obvious that the pursuit of goods internal to the social practice of money in the global economy is threatened by goods that are external to it. In other words, the external goods defined by the powerful nations pre-vent pursuit of internal goods by members of poorer countries. The whole issue of managing money in a more just way, both at local and interna-tional levels, is often related to how to subordinate external to internal goods. “The relation between goods internal to a practice and goods ex-ternal to it tends to be morally problematic.”56 

We can illustrate this moral problem by examining international bank-ing practice. The internal goods of banking include excellence in technical banking and marketing skills and the financing of economic develop-ment. The external goods, such as profits and power which are sought in order to stay ahead of competitors, lead to several moral problems. In the 1970s and 1980s many poor countries were loaded with massive loans so that bank officers could increase their loan portfolios as their banks com-peted for market share. The result is that many years after many countries in the Global South are carrying heavy debt burdens. Susan George in her article, “How the Poor Develop the Rich,”57 revealed that between 1982 and 1990 poor debtor countries in the South transferred $6.5 billion in in-terest payments alone to creditors in the North each and every month for 108 months. Debt has become, even if originally unintended, a “prof-




Modeling Money on God 33

itable” enterprise for financial houses in the North. This is so because the poor countries cannot pay off the principal and are just making interest payments. The hapless Global South countries have been put in debt pe-onage.58

Someone may argue that my whole discussion of internal and external goods in the social practice of money presupposes without warrant that there are goods internal to the social practice of money. Such an inter-locutor may argue in this way: Money being the chief representative of market capitalism, which strives in cutthroat competition for maximum gain at the expense of any virtue cannot have any intrinsic virtue in its practice. I have three responses to the interlocutor. First, in the Tillichian viewpoint of this book I will state that money may be demonic, but it is not a pure negative and destructive evil. Tillich once wrote that the pur-pose of understanding social demonry is to liberate the good in it: 

Only when this dialectics is understood, is a fundamentally correct attitude

in social affairs possible. Otherwise we find either the will for improvement

in progressive attitude or will for preservation in the conservative. The first

sees everywhere material which at some time or other will be formed in cor-

respondence with the ideal; the second sees everywhere the unconquerable

sinfulness which renders a decisive change impossible. The perception of the

demonic dialectics leads one beyond this contrast, and to the recognition of

something contra-positive which is to overcome, neither progress, nor

through mere revolution, but through creation and grace. It leads at the same

time to the comprehension of the particular demonry at every point in soci-

ety so that it may be isolated and opposed. The battle against the demonries

of a time becomes an unavoidable, religious-political duty. Political activity

gains the deeper meaning of religious activity. Religious activity gains the

concreteness of a struggle against the principalities and powers.59

This book was partly motivated by my desire to understand the peculiar dialectics of the great monetary structures and forces that frame existence and actively confront Africans and their economies in their task of seduc-ing development both from their environments and from the interna-tional economy in a fallen world. My interest is not only to understand the “what is” of the monetary situation, but also to forge policies and ways of overcoming the social demonry of international money—all to better grasp what “ought to be.”

Let us now go to my second response. Many twenty-first-century ethi-cists and moral philosophers may have forgotten that eighteen-century Adam Smith, the moral philosopher who made the concept of invisible hand popular, was, by means of it, pointing to some internal goods in en-trepreneurial competition for profits. The point of the concept was that as business persons compete, in spite of their search for maximum profits,




34                             Chapter 1

they might excel at meeting the public good. Smith argued that the satis-faction of the public good is intrinsic in the whole market competition. He wrote in The Wealth of Nations:

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we

expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.

[E]very individual necessarily labors to render the annual revenue of the

society as great as he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote

the public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it. . . . He intends

only his own security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its

produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he

is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end

which was not part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the soci-

ety that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently pro-

motes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to pro-

mote it. (italics added) 60

Adam Smith’s notion of the invisible hand is at the heart of modern un-derstanding of market. He is deservedly famous for the phrase, “invisible hand” in his 1776 book, The Wealth of Nations. What is rarely recognized is the origin of this idea is traceable to John Calvin and Saint Augustine of Hippo. Unlike many scholars, I am tracing the source of the idea of invis-ible hand to both Calvin and Augustine rather than to Calvin alone. What many have not recognized is that there are two grand ideas in the image of the invisible hand. First, there is the idea of a kind of “providence” and self-organization which is traceable to Calvin. The other idea of harness-ing and transforming passions and vices into something constructive that works toward the general welfare which, according to Albert O. Hirschman, is traceable to Augustine.61

Calvin had written about God’s providence sustaining order in the world and referred to it as an invisible hand. Smith translated this image of invis-ible hand into economic language. 62 Instead of the world being organized by God, an external agent imposing order from without, Smith reasoned that the market is self-organizing because of the automatic harmony in the relationship between agents in the market. For Smith, order grows from within, endogenous and spontaneous. Each human actor pursuing her own interest serves the public good. This is not the only way Smith developed his economic version of the divine providence. “Just as traditional Calvin-ist theology distinguishes general and special providence, so Smith draws a distinction between the general tendency toward [market] equilibrium and special cases of equilibrium. The overall framework Smith established continues to set the terms for much of analysis today.”63

Smith appropriated Calvin’s idea first through aesthetic.64 He had used the image of the invisible hand in his The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759).




Modeling Money on God 35

In the section, “Of the beauty which the appearance of UTILITY bestows upon all production of art, and the extensive influence of this species of Beauty,” he wrote:

They are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same distribution of the

necessaries of life, which would have made, had the earth been divided into

equal portions among all its inhabitants, and thus without intending it, with-

out knowing it, advance the interest of the society, and afford the means to

the multiplication of the species. When Providence divided the earth among

few lordly masters, it neither forgot nor abandoned those seemed to have

been left out in the partition. . . . The same principle, the love of system, the

same regard to beauty of order, of art and contrivance, frequently serves to

recommend those institutions which tend to promote the public welfare.65

Recently, Lisa Hill has joined a rising chorus of scholarly voices to ar-gue that the image of the invisible hand not only has a theological origin but expresses Smith’s hidden theology. Anthony Waterman in 2002 put forward the suggestion that Smith could be read as offering a kind of Au-gustinian theodicy of the market. According to him, Smith’s idea could be interpreted as thus: just like God put governments in place to restrain sin, the institution of the market also restrains sin.66

Hirschman traces the origin of the image of the invisible hand to St. Au-gustine. The fourth-century theologian cautiously spoke of the possibility of using one vice to check another—the desire for wealth could be sup-pressed by the desire for glory, love of praise. In the hands of later writ-ers, the cautiousness was thrown overboard and the love of glory was purported to have “redeeming social value.” It was in this appropriation and adaptation of Augustine’s idea that image of the invisible hand emerged in the medieval time. 

The points to note here in linking the idea of invisible hand as devel-oped by Smith to Augustine are these: as stated earlier there are two grand ideas in the popular image of the invisible hand. There is one idea of “providence” and self-organization, and the other idea of harnessing and transforming passions and vices into something constructive that works toward the general welfare. What Hirschman is saying is that the second idea is traceable to Augustine. The early Christian scholar had condemned the three human drives or passions of lust for money and possessions, lust for power (libido dominandi), and sexual lust. But he noted that there could be circumstances when one vice could be used to check another. For instance, in the love of fatherland the desire of money and possessions may be suppressed for the strong desire or vice of praise and glory. This cautiously stated simple idea was taken far beyond his teachings and the striving for possessions, honor, or glory made the touchstone of public virtues and greatness in the hands of the spokespersons
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for what Hirschman calls “the chivalric, aristocratic ideal.” Hence, noting the role of the great medieval scholar Montesquieu in this transformation of the Augustinian limited endorsement of glory-seeking, Hirschman writes:

In fact, the idea of an “Invisible Hand”—of a force that makes men pursuing

their private passions conspire unknowingly toward the public good—was

formulated in connection with the search for glory, rather than with the de-

sire for money, by Montesquieu. The pursuit of honor a in monarchy, so he

says, “brings life to all the parts of the body politic;” as a result, “it turns out

that everyone contributes to the general welfare while thinking that he works

for his own interests.”67

The Princeton University economist’s point is that it was in this “adulter-ated” form that the idea of the invisible hand (rather one of its two com-ponent parts) reached the eighteen century and got incorporated into Smith’s thinking. One does not need to state that it is difficult to prove an-cestry or genealogy of ideas as they move from one period to another.

Be that as it may, Hirschman also noted that Blaise Pascal and some of his Jansenist contemporaries also anticipated Smith. They argued that self-love in spite of being sinful is workable and can hold society together better than charity.68 The point I am trying to make is that there is some in-ternal good redeemable in market competition, however distorted it might appear today or hidden in the form of market theodicy. 

Now this is my third and last response to the interlocutor. It has been a well-known fact in economics that structures are important for the func-tioning of capitalist markets in order for them to achieve the good inter-nal to them. Economists decry monopoly capitalism for its distortion of market structures, arguing that it presents a serious departure from per-fect competition. Similarly, collusion between producers to fix prices and restrict output is considered socially unacceptable, unethical, and unjust because it hinders the proper functioning of the market. The antitrust laws in the United States were enacted, among other considerations, to re-duce the concentration of excessive powers in the hands of relatively few firms, promote competition, and limit monopoly. One of the most famous of the antitrust laws and the first of the federal government actions to limit monopolies is the Sherman Acts passed in 1890 and amended in 1974 and is codified in 15 U.S.C.§1 through 15 U. S. C.§7. The thrust of the 1890 Act lies in following two sections:

Sec.1. Every contract, combination in the form of trust or otherwise, or con-

spiracy, in restraint of trade or commerce among the several states or with

foreign nations, is hereby declared to be illegal. Every person who shall make

any such contract or engage in any such combination or conspiracy shall be

deemed guilty of a misdemeanor . . .
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Sec. 2. Every person who shall monopolize, or attempt to monopolize or

combine or conspire with any other person or persons, to monopolize any

part of trade or commerce among the several states, or with foreign nations

shall be deemed of a misdemeanor.

With the 1974 amendment the violations were made felonies rather than misdemeanors. 

It is important not to lose sight of the fact that the whole purpose of the body of antitrust legislations in the United States is to protect the struc-tures of the American economy as informed by some imagined nature of perfect competition. So when I undertake to reimagine the structures of the global financial architecture I am in line with this venerable tradition of protecting the system for greater efficiency and equity. Good behavior is somewhat dependent on good structures or polity. Aristotle imagined a polity that would support his virtue ethics. University of Chicago’s 1982 Nobel laureate in economic science, George Stigler, once said “any indus-try which does not have a competitive structure will not have competitive behavior.”69 In addition, I am interested in forging an alternative to the current structures of the global monetary system because of my sense of justice. For me the praxis of justice in the global economy, and for that matter national economy, is about drawing all nations and persons (poor and rich, powerful and not-so powerful) to share in a living communion by removing or challenging structures that thwart relationship of equality and participation. 

 

NOTES

1. This phrase is well described in chapter 6. It refers to the current global mon-etary exchange system whereby three national currencies (dollar, euro, and yen) dominate the global trade and payment system to the disadvantage of almost all other countries. They constitute the international currencies of exchange and sav-ings. Almost all foreign exchange reserves of central banks or nations are kept in assets denominated in these currencies. The economically dominant countries/ bloc that have these three currencies collect a form of tax, called seigniorage, from every user of their currencies, which is practically the whole world. This tax and its unfair nature will be amply examined in chapter 6.

2. This study may appear to some as too ambitious in its scope. It obviously re-quires a systematic explication and knowledge of multiple areas of theology and social sciences. The very nature of money and its significant place in contempo-rary society demand that any serious theoethical analysis of money draw from many academic disciplines. This necessity carries its own risk. The analyst may be carried too far afield such that comprehensiveness and complexity, rather than re-vealing truth, may just conceal or complicate it. In order to avoid this obvious pit-fall, I have carefully developed a rubric that will bring order to the various dis-courses at work in this book.




38                             Chapter 1

3. See Mark C. Taylor, Confidence Games: Money and Markets in a World Without Redemption (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2004); Philip Goodchild, “Capital and Kingdom: An Eschatological Ontology,” in Theology and the Political: The New De-bate, ed. Creston Davies, John Milbank, and Slavoj Zizek (Durham, NC: Duke Uni-versity Press, 2005), 127–52; Goodchild, “Debt, Epistemology and Ecotheology,” Ecotheology 9, no. 2 (2004):151–77; Kathryn Tanner, Economy of Grace (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2005); and Craig M. Gay, Cash Values: Money and the Erosion of Mean-ing in Today’s Society (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Co., 2004); W. Tay-lor Stevenson, Soul and Money: A Theology of Wealth (New York: Episcopal Church Center, 1991); and Jacob Needleman, Money and the Meaning of Life (New York: Doubleday, 1991).

4. Tanner is the only one that asks this question, but there is more force and in-sight in her question than in her answer.

5. A hyphen, unlike the plus sign, connects and separates two words.

6. One of the ways the idea of money as something that attaches and cuts came to me as through a reflection on and the working out of philosophical ideas (proverbs) of Kalabari women (of the Niger Delta region of Nigeria) about money that I imbibed as a boy in the Kalabari town of Abonnema. There are two proverbs about money that I heard the women of Kalabari say often: “igbigi oyibo and ig-bigi ane ma toru ogiye.” They mean, “Money is a man” and “Money is a double-edged knife” respectively. They have always fascinated me because of the para-doxicality and boldness of the imagery in them. In the traditional patriarchal cultural context man, maleness is synonymous with domination and domineer-ing. Maleness stands for defense and the ability to accomplish a lot. Man is also a metaphor (synecdoche) for the male reproductive organ that is always considered an ambiguous object in female conversation. The phallus is a source of creativity (semen and pregnancy), but it is also a source of fouling matter. Money goes be-tween the sublime and the excremental. Like the phallus its creativity creates and distributes work and prosperity. Urination brings something out of our interior, exposes innermost intimacy, and also key destructive tendencies. Here one can see why money is considered a double-edged knife. This metaphor in Kalabari refers to a person or object that can cut or attach, nurture or destroy, support or under-mine, love or hate, loyal or disloyal all at the same time. The male reproductive organ is a channel of pleasure and if given a different circumstance it can be bludgeoning instrument of violence and rape.

7. Hannah Arendt made this metaphor of table famous in her book, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 52, 59–60. For an extension of Arendt’s idea to public law, see Antoine M. Hol, “Adjudication and the Public Realm: An Analysis based on the work of Hannah Arendt,” Utrecht Law Review 1, no. 2 (December 2005): 40–55.

8. More precisely, money is ␧␬-static. This means there is nothing private about money. Money is by definition, as we will see later in this book, “ex-centric, di-rected outward, beyond the limits” of a merely private possession and use (what I am quoting is from Peter Hallward in another context. See his Badiou: A Subject to Truth [Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2003], 129). This notion of relationality, collectivization or anti-privatization should not be construed to
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mean or imply uniformity. There are clearly many different ways of relating or maintaining connexion to the collective dimension of the monetary system.

9. There is another way we can present the dual tendencies of money: simul-

taneously forging participation and posing a threat of exclusion from participa-tion. Money has two components in a fundamental sense: power and wonder. The social practice of money is power as it enables us to acquire power over properties, appropriate them, and take them into possession. The more money you have the more things or properties you can conquer and dominate. In fact, the Bible rightly says money is a defense. But money does not only defend, it also throws a person into a belonging, into a fellowship and forces one to open oneself for others and give oneself to its overwhelming flow that connects and draws all persons into mutual participation. In this sense, money in modern society—money as a social practice—works to overcome possessive, isolated, monad-individualism. (In ac-tual fact, in the sense of money as a social relation—an idea we are going develop in subsequent chapters—isolated, monad-individualism is not really an option.) The power of money—the freedom of disposal over property, the liberty to act as a center of activity, the “I”—can only be understood in the light of the “other.” The “I” does not merely decree and dispose, it must also receive and adapt. Money is a social relation—a social practice. By and through the social practice of money we all participate in the lives of one another. The person, even the richest one among us, participating in the social practice of money cannot transform it into his or her property but is rather forced to be a participant in it. As Otto A. Piper puts it, “there is no private money. As a means of exchange, money has its place [only] within a community.” See his “That Strange Thing Money,” Theology Today 16, no. 2 (July 1959): 219. Money, thus, confers fellowship and the social practice of money is participation in wonder. It is wonder because as Jurgen Moltmann states, “in wonder the subject opens himself up to the overwhelming impressions.” See his The Trinity and the Kingdom (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 5.

10. These differences occur at least in three ways. Market or voluntary ex-change exists because each partner in a bargain gives up something she values less for another thing that she values more at the point of exchange. Second, the buyer and the seller attribute different values to the particular goods in exchange because of differences in personal preferences. Third, the whole equilibrating movement by and through which price formation occurs depends on differences in valuation of buyers and sellers. There is always someone trying to sell short or long a good (service). If all should become sellers or buyers at the same time no exchange can occur.

11. As a general comment, I need to say that it cannot be overstated that my use of the Trinity is metaphorical because, otherwise, it can easily appear that my ar-gument moves toward an idolatry, that is, the equation of money with the Trinity.

12. In this work, the word “Trinity” (and some other familiar religious words) would often be referred to as a symbol. It is necessary for me to explain how the word “symbol” is used in this book, especially for those who are not familiar with theological language. A religious symbol is a word or thing that participates in and signifies what transcends its own particularities and the world of its users. Theologians see the word or thing as standing for something else. When we 
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ordinarily say God is a father, the symbol of father does not merely point to a “spiritual father,” but we are really and truly saying that God is father. But for the-ologians, in recognizing that father is a symbol applied to God, they also ac-knowledge the relevant distance between image and reality. They are also indi-cating that when we transfer our earthly linguistic and social concept of father to God, Being-Itself, it cannot fully express who and what God is—even the best model of fatherhood on earth does not and cannot approximate what fatherhood is in God and how it is expressed by God. Simply, by symbols theologians mean earthly, temporal words that point to the transcendental dimension of God. These words or terms can never truly and fully capture the attributes or characteristics of God that they are calling us to observe; hence they are called symbols. “Trinity” is a symbol not because God is a symbol or myth, but because our human terms cannot really portray who God is, the one who is the source of all being and value.

13. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, Life and the Spirit, History and the Kingdom of God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 283–85, 421–22; Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, Reason and Revelation, Being and God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), 157, 221, 228, 241–43, 252.

14. For a discussion of Tillich’s influence and life, see Mark Kline Taylor, Paul Tillich: The Theologian of Boundaries (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1991); and Wilhelm and Marion Pauck, Paul Tillich: His Life and Thought, vol. 1, Life (New York: Harper & Row, 1976).

15. Paul Tillich, The Socialist Decision, trans. Franklin Sherman (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), 71.

16. It is germane to note that Tillich is not always very consistent in his use of the phrase, “the trinitarian principles.” Sometimes he refers to them as aspects of the divine life or moments within the process of the divine life. When used in this sense, which somewhat differs from the use as roots of trinitarian thinking in the history of religious experience, he is referring to three moments. They are first the Abyss, the principle of vitality in the divine life; second, Form (the Logos)—the abyss-manifesting form. The first has the polar ontological elements of individu-alization, dynamics, and freedom; the second has participation, form, and destiny. The third principle is the Spirit that eternally unites the Abyss and Form, the first and second principles, such that balance between dynamics and form is never dis-rupted. The positing and return of the first and second principles in the divine life is simultaneous. But it must also be noted that all the uses of the principles are re-lated, if one is patient enough to examine the changing contexts of their usage. Abyss is related to the first root of trinitarian thinking, form ties in with the third root and spirit as the ecstatic unity of first two principles points to the simultane-ity of life, the second root. As Tillich puts it in a critique of Nietzsche, “we must say that God is living because he is Spirit.” Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 245–51. For an excellent study of Tillich’s thought on the Trinity see Ronald Bruce Maclennan, “The Doctrine of the Trinity in the Theology of Paul Tillich,” unpub-lished PhD dissertation (Chicago: Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, 1991).

17. See Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 283–85. See also Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 251, where he declares that “the consideration of the trinitarian principles is not the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. It is a preparation for it, nothing more. . . . The trinitarian principles appear whenever one speaks meaningfully of the liv-
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ing God.” It is important to note that in spite of this assertion he emphasizes the Christological focus of the third root. He considers the saving love, the third root, as “the manifestation of the divine ground of being in the appearance of Jesus as Christ.” Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 285.

18. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 283.

19. There are other functions Tillich wanted his principles to serve. They are to serve not only to inspire individuals and societies to work through conflict arising from creative and destructive forces, but also to inspire the process of spiritual transformation of societies. For Tillich God is an ecstatic union of opposites. Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 34; Sys-tematic Theology, vol. 1, 251. For a discussion of these other purposes behind Tillich’s formulation of the trinitarian principles see Randall B. Bush, Recent Ideas of Divine Conflict: The Influences of Psychological and Sociological Theories of Conflict upon the Trinitarian Theology of Paul Tillich and Jürgen Moltmann (San Francisco: Mellen Research University Press, 1991), 71–143.

20. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 285.

21. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 283.

22. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 221, 228.

23. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 284.

24. In chapter 5, I will undertake a sociotheological analysis of money using this second principle as my organizing framework.

25. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 241–42.

26. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 243.

27. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 156.

28. According to Tillich, “the doctrine of the Trinity does not affirm the logical nonsense that three is one and one is three; it describes in dialectical terms the in-ner movement of the divine life as an eternal separation from itself and return to itself.” Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 251; for this quote see p. 56.

29. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 285, 421–22.

30. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 157.

31. Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Co., 1998).

32. The stewardship approach to money focuses too narrowly on rules for dis-tributing surplus money or wealth and little or nothing on the process of produc-ing money. Theology in this way has been banished from the economic scene and allowed to only occasionally come in, when the money has been made and rein-vested, to work in the severely limited sphere of helping their owners to spend it charitably. See M. Douglas Meeks, God the Economist: The Doctrine of God and Polit-ical Economy (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1989), 20–21; Andrew Carnegie, “Wealth,” North American Review 148, no. 391 (June 1889): 653–64; and Max L. Stackhouse, Public Theology and Political Economy: Stewardship in Modern Society (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Co., 1987).

33. Please note that I am using the word logic in the fashion of Alain Badiou and Peter Hallward (see Hallward, Badiou, 294–95, 301–02). Logic here means the kind of relations that are permitted in a given universe. Logic describes what opera-tions or relations are permissible by the orientation of a particular universe; what operations among elements, entities, or structures in a particular category can be
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legitimately executed. In short, it means “the principle of coherence operating” in a universe (301). For instance, given a set of positive whole numbers the logic of permissible relations dictates what kind of operations (e.g., equation, subtraction, negation, sum, product, the exponentiation of one by another, etc.) is valid and can be recognized. In the complicated kinship system of a traditional society, logic or theory of relation tells its members, for instance, who can marry whom and who to avoid as a suitable partner. What the social trinitarian scholars are doing with the notion of perichoresis is defining and interpreting the perceived logical relations in the triune God. Is there equality or hierarchy, subordination, subjuga-tion, or parity and mutual indwelling? Badiou has this to say: “I call ‘logic’ that which is a theory of relation as relation, relation between elements, between parts, etc” (295).

34. Frederick G. Lawrence, Patrick H. Byrne, and Charles C. Hefling Jr., “Intro-duction,” in Bernard Lonergan, Collected Works, vol. 15, Macroeconomic Dynamics: An Essay in Circulation Analysis (Toronto: Lonergan Research Institute, 1999), lxxi.

35. Bernard Lonergan, Insight: A Study of Human Understanding (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 1992), 248.

36. Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in Religious Language (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), 51, 65.

37. By “issues and crisis,” I mean the ambiguities and certain key destructive tendencies of money. I have carefully explained them in chapters 5 and 6.

38. What I am trying to accomplish here is different from Sallie McFague’s proj-ect. She tries to develop models of God that are additions and alternatives to the classical, hierarchical, and monarchical model of God. But I am using an already developed model of God as a basis, as a root metaphor, to develop an alternative to the current imperial-currency model of the global monetary system. See McFague, Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987); Metaphorical Theology.
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51. Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), 23.

52. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 187.

53. Jeffrey Stout, Ethics After Babel: The Languages of Morals and their Discontents (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988), 267.

54. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 190–91.

55. Peter Alexander Egom, NEPAD and the Common Good (Lagos, Nigeria: Global Market Forum, 2004), 102.

56. Stout, Ethics After Babel, 272.

57. Susan George, “How the Poor Develop the Rich,” in The Post-Development Reader, ed. Majid Rahnema with Victoria Bawtree (London: Zed Books, 1997), 207–13.

58. Susan George put the massive transfer of resources in perspective for us. Within the same period, 1982–1990, the total resources transfer flows to develop-ing countries amounted to $927 billion compared to the total of $1,345 billion in debt service and principal repayments made by the developing countries. The monthly number for both interest and principal payments is $12.45 billion for each and every month for 108 months. “The income-outflow difference between $1,345 and $927 billion. . . is $418 billion in the rich countries’ favor. For purposes of com-parison, the U.S. Marshall Plan transferred $14 billion 1948 dollars to war-ravaged Europe, about $70 billion in 1991 dollars. Thus in the eight years from 1982 to 1990 the poor have financed six Marshall Plans for the rich through debt service alone.” George, “How the Poor Develop the Rich,” 209–10.




44                             Chapter 1

59. Paul Tillich, The Interpretation of History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1936), 115–16.

60. Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, Bantam House Classic Edition (New York: Random House, 2003), 23–24, 572.

61. Albert O. Hirschman, The Passions and the Interest: Political Arguments for Capitalism before Its Triumph (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977).

62. For a discussion of Smith’s Calvinist leanings see Robert H. Nelson, Reach-ing for Heaven on Earth: The Theological Meaning of Economics (Savage, MD: Row-man & Littlefield, 1991), 278–90; Robert H. Nelson, Economics as Religion from Samuelson to Chicago and Beyond (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State Univer-sity Press, 2001), 95–106.

63. Taylor, Confidence Games, 239.

64. Actually, he first used the phrase in his book, The Principles which Lead and Direct Philosophical Enquiries Illustrated by the History of Astronomy, vol. 3, in Essays on Philosophical Subjects ed. W. P. D. and J. C. Bryce (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 49. He used it to mean supernatural agency (“the invisible hand of Jupiter”), which less civilized people used to explain irregular or alarming natu-ral events. I got this reference from James Buchan, Frozen Desire: The Meaning of Money (New York: Welcome Rain, 2001), 176.

65. Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, ed. D. D. Raphael and A. L. Macfie (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 185; quoted in Taylor, Confidence Games, 85.

66. See Lisa Hill, “The Hidden Theology of Adam Smith,” European Journal of the History of Economic Thought 8 no.1 (2001): 1–29; James Alvey, “Lisa Hill’s Dis-covery of Adam Smith’s ‘Hidden Theology,’” paper presented at the Australian Political Studies Association Conference, University of Adelaide, Adelaide, Sep-tember 29–October 1, 2004; Anthony M. C. Waterman, “Economics as Theology: Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations,” Southern Economic Journal 68 no. 4 (2002): 673–86; Political Economy and Christian Theology Since the Enlightenment (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); and Paul Oslington, “Natural Theology as an Integra-tive Framework,” St Marks Day Public Lecture, St Marks National Theological Center, May 2005. For an interesting view of the connection between Christian ideas and theologies and the rise of capitalism and science, see Rodney Stark, The Victory of Reason: How Christianity led to Freedom, Capitalism, and Western Success (New York: Random House, 2005).

67. Hirschman, Passions, 10.

68. Hirschman, Passions, 17ff.

69. Quoted in Edwin Mansfield, Managerial Economics: Theory, Applications, and Cases (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1990), 541.




2

 

✛

 

Money and Theology: 

A Review and a Direction

 

INTRODUCTION

 

This chapter reviews theological analyses and interpretations of money and monetary relations that illuminate features and moral issues of monetary system through the lens of the doctrinal and conceptual re-sources of the Christian faith. For our limited purposes here, I will restrict the discussion to analyses that either explicitly use trinitarian themes1 or reveal the deeply theological character of the monetary system. This re-striction of scope is necessary because this study is about explicating the urgent ethical questions about the contemporary monetary system and il-luminating the nature of today’s monetary relations through the explicit use of the trinitarian principles. The discussion will proceed as follows: Section 1 discusses aspects of the symbol of Trinity and money—how Christological themes inform the understanding of money. Section 2 will focus on theological interpretations of monetary relations in the market economy. 

It is necessary to mention that in reviewing the theologies of money of writers in both sections I will critique them in ways that give an indica-tion of my own alternative approach to the study of money. Some of my criticisms are couched in the thought process and language of Tillich. I have incorporated Tillich’s system of thought into my own economic rea-soning. At some point this may require that I discuss some of the philo-sophical concepts and ideas of Tillich in order to show how they will be working in my conversations of money with the theologians. What I will
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be saying about their works is crucial to my own approach and the con-struction of my trinitarian model of the global monetary system. 

 

SECTION 1: CHRISTOLOGICAL

THEMES IN MONETARY DISCOURSE

W. Taylor Stevenson, a philosophical theologian, in his book, Soul and Money, provides a provocative theological understanding of money by in-terpreting the role of Jesus Christ as “coin and surplus.” His book is about how money as a symbol mediates the union of the finite and infinite by the way of the soul (enigmatic center of imagination and projection). His thesis about seeing Jesus as a kind of divine exchange medium and money as a symbolic unity of the finite and infinite is developed in three closely related arguments. 

First, money is a sacrament of divine-human unity. As he explains it, money is condensed energy and time. The money in your bank account or wallet is a condensation of all the energy and time you have expended. With that condensed energy and time you can purchase the energy and time of others in the present to enable you meet your needs in the present and real-ize your dreams of the future. In this way money (condensed energy and time) manifests the presence of the past and the presence of the future. “In money the past, the present, and the future meet to inform one another . . . history and eschatology meet and inform one another.”2 Positing that all en-ergy, life force, comes from the Creator, Stevenson avers that money, which is a repository of energies, has an aura of the sacred of which it is a sacra-ment. Life force as energy both points and makes present the gift of God. Reposited energies can be transferred from one generation to another.

Second, money as a condensed energy of the past is really a gift of the ancestors and is a surplus to be invested in the future. The investment is necessary so that life and our future may continue and we may continu-ously give a gift to the future. Though coming from the past as gift from the ancestors, it provides the energy that enables present sustenance as well as giving the fillip to future life and development to go on. This in-vestment in the future which has its foundation in the past unites ances-tors with descendants and represents a sacrament of the intersection of time and eternity. This is what, according to him, makes money sacred.

Third, from this assertion, he connects his thoughts about money to Christology. Jesus Christ as the meeting point of humanity and divinity in whom time and eternity intersect is also a “coin” to Christians.3 He states:

For Christians Jesus Christ is the coin of God, given for us and to us, and

therefore is our own coin, our surplus. That surplus was offered originally
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upon the spit of the cross, just as analogously the Greeks offered it upon an-

other kind of spit over another kind of flame. In both situations, it is that sur-

plus which energizes the imagination of the community, unites us with the

ancestors [the communion of saints living and dead within whom Christ

lives and mediates our connection with God in heaven], and makes manifest

the intersection of time and eternity which is always present.4

This insight that Stevenson has about Jesus as a form of divine “coin” that supplies energy to believers so that life and future may continue is not as dramatic or revolutionary as it appears at first notice. Several schol-ars both in the past and the present have arrived at similar conclusion, al-beit from different starting points. For instance, Marc Shell in his book, Art and Money, exploring the vexing relation between visual art and money, also sees a close parallel in his understanding of Christ and money. Jesus is both divine and human and money is both an ideal thing and a real thing, a symbol and a physical entity. “This makes money dis-turbingly close to Christ as a competing architectonic principle.”5

Medieval Christianity appears to have made a similar connection. The form of the bread used in the Eucharist, the communion wafer, was round and embossed as a stamped coin and by the nineteenth century, “the wafer had changed into an actual coin, which was used in Protestant churches for admission to communion.” Some of those Christian wafer coins had the dollar sign. Today in many countries, currencies bear this sign, perhaps indicating their religious origin.6

By making the Eucharist wafer in the form of a coin, this holiest of the sacraments came to assume some of the characteristics of actual money. Just as a worthless piece of paper is turned into money by the fiat of a state, the priest’s word performatively “transforms a worthless bread into the priceless body of Christ.” Both paper and bread are symbols of something else. In this sacerdotal economics of the sanctuary, the use value of the bread becomes less important in comparison with its exchange value—its value is suddenly being measured by the relative worth of ex-changed grace. According to those who hold the view of transubstantia-tion, the bread, as a “currency of exchange” and a point of contact with efficacious divine grace, plays a mediating role between the spiritual and the physical. 

Karl Marx, in trying to grapple with the relationship between use value and exchange value of money, repeatedly turned to Christological lan-guage to gain insight into money. Commenting on James Mill’s discussion of money as the medium of exchange, he states that money is the “medi-ator” that has “become an actual god.”7 Just as Christ who as the incarna-tion of God does the work of reconciliation between sinful humans and God and between humans themselves, Marx also sees money as “the 
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incarnation of exchange value”8 which is also capable of reconciling con-flicts between individuals in the market place. It is germane to fully quote Marx here:

Christ originally represents: (1) man before God; (2) God for man; (3) man for

man. Likewise, money originally represents by its concept: (1) private prop-

erty for private property; (2) society for private property; (3) private property

for society. But Christ is God externalized, externalized man. God has value

only insofar as he represents Christ; man has value only insofar as he repre-

sents Christ. It is the same with money.9

Although Marion Grau’s work Of Divine Economy: Refinancing Redemp-tion is not a theological analysis of the monetary system and not even of the economic system per se, it contains flashes of brilliance about eco-nomic symbols of redemption and monetary terminologies in theological understanding of Christ’s salvific work that it pays to give some attention to her work at this juncture of our literature review. Take for example this statement: “In the Christological negotiations of the fourth century, the term homoousios—a monetary term describing several coins as having made from the same metal, and thus genuine—comes to stand for the consubstantiality of Father and Son”10 (italics in the original). Or this: “Christ the ransom paid, by the formulations of orthodox divine economy became the ultimate price and gift. Christ was minted as the currency that explodes the terms of the old contract/testament, and became the new coin that bought out previous exchanges between God and humanity.”11

Grau appropriates the ancient, patristic Christological motif of the com-mercium, or “the deal with the devil,” for a theology subversive to neo-classical economics. Hers is a postcolonial reading of a divine commerce that describes a salvific exchange in which trickster-like Christ mimics and mocks boundaries of ousia (that which is one’s own: substance, prop-erty, wealth, money, being12) and false, demonic claims to ownership of humanity, and reminds us that spheres of God and Mammon are deeply related. She argues that commercium and conubium, the counterfeit cur-rency of Christ’s ransom, and Christ as trickster (a la Gregory of Nyssa) provide tools to theologize redemptive departures from economic op-pression and divine moves toward just trade.

As stated above her book is not about the modern economic or mone-tary system, despite the abundance of economic terms in the title. They, perhaps, function to direct our attention to the connection between God’s economy and our economy. The book is really about oikonomia theou. She deals with how economic soteriologies, economic symbols of redemp-tion—in all their ambivalences—can contribute to a contemporary under-standing of a coredemptive soteria. She appropriates the layers of mean-
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ing of the term “economy” (as originating from the theological and Greek term oikonomia) and the play between them for theological reconstruction of divine economy. At the end, she did not quite explain how one can go from theological reconstruction of divine economy to theological recon-struction of the modern economy.

At the core of either the theological interpretation of money by Marx or the economic interpretation of the mediator incarnate as the “currency of exchange” in the divine economy of salvation is a notion of transcen-dence. Money mediates the relationship between commodities. The rela-tion between any two economic agents in the market is mediated and not direct. Just as God is transcendent to the self-world structure, money is transcendent to the subject-subject economic transaction. The presence of transcendence can be revealed from another (Christian) perspective—that of the signified and signifier. The value of a human being is not grounded in herself—her value as a human being and as believer is in reference to God; she bears the imago dei. Eucharist bread or wafer coin is a sign refer-ring beyond itself to the divine presence. Similarly, there was a time when a mental coin or paper currency was a sign that either referred beyond it-self to gold, which was the “real money” and the anchor of currencies cir-culating in the marketplace, or to some state power which stood above economic exchanges and guaranteed the value of money. Either in the realm of the spiritual or the market the “real” was transcendental or there was a transcendental referent which secured the realm’s foundation. But what if the real is not transcendental or what if there is no foundation as in a relational network? If everything is relative because all things are re-lated what is the specific point that anchors everything?

These questions also apply in full force to Stevenson’s notion of Jesus Christ as a divine exchange coin. In the spiritual realm where life forces, energies are exchanged, the coin as the medium of exchange makes re-demption possible. Similarly, money is what makes redemption of debts or claims possible for economic agents. But what if there is no possibility of redemption, security, or closure, but only constant openness as in a complex adaptive network system? What if there is no transcendental ref-erent to bring closure or to make a “buy back”?

These are the type of questions raised by postmodern theologian, Mark C. Taylor in his 2004 book, Confidence Games: Money and Markets in a World without Redemption. He argues that as exchange (market) has moved from commodity-money to representational-money (gold or some metal serv-ing as transcendental signified) to virtual money (dematerialized, spectral money) in an economy where relativity is “absolute” and all general equivalents have disappeared, the concepts of “foundation” and “re-demption” are no longer conceptually viable way of thinking about money and markets. The general equivalent (gold, which he says is the
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economic equivalent of God) has disappeared in “relational play of float-ing signifiers backed by nothing other than themselves.”13 There is no possibility of closure in this system as self-organizing, self-regulating, and coevolving interconnections increasingly create ever-expanding webs of countless relations. Hence, we are in a brave new world of no redemption where order is not imposed from outside by either a providential God or an institution. Taylor sums up his argument in these terms:

Since redemption presupposes closure as well as satisfaction, however it is

figured, the ceaseless flux of life in network culture renders redemption im-

possible. Rather than the sign of certain death, the impossibility of redemp-

tion is the mark of endless life. To affirm this life is to embrace the infinitely

complex networks that make us what we are and are not. . . . In the final

analysis, the problem is not to find redemption from a world that often seems

dark but to learn to live without redemption in a world where the interplay

of light and darkness creates infinite shades of difference, which are in-

escapably disruptive, overwhelmingly beautiful, and infinitely complex.14

With this kind of argument, what Taylor is positing, if I understand him accurately, is that theological models, or specifically Christological mod-els, which emphasize mediation, transcendence, or redemption are no longer adequate lenses with which to view historical events and they are also no more viable metaphors for interpretation of historical reality. Tay-lor also argues that market or indeed the flux of economic activities do not have any meaning or purpose at all. But I think that there are aspects of the Christological model and its associated trinitarian principles15 that can still be recovered, retrieved, and pressed into service to yield a new un-derstanding of the contemporary monetary system. I also think that money and markets have “depth and meaning.” I will show that, with a more careful and nuanced engagement with what Tillich calls the trini-tarian principles, “Virtuality”16 could be seen as not the only form or con-struct of the sacred or God that can help us to make sense of our world to-day. This will be executed in two steps. 

First, let me explicate what the governing assumption behind Taylor’s theory is by drawing insights from the work of Jean-Joseph Goux, Sym-bolic Economies.17 Following Marx’s notion of general equivalent, Goux ar-gues that the idea of God in a society corresponds to its stage of the gen-eral equivalent, the abstract norm of value. So a society where gold, locked away in a vault, functions as a general equivalent and guarantee of currency in circulation, such a society is likely going to have a tran-scendent God hidden in a heavenly realm and standing behind all of this-worldly transactions. From here, it is not difficult to see how Taylor’s idea of God and no redemption could emerge once he posits the economic sys-tem as in the historical stage of “absolute relativity” and “Virtuality.”
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Goux’s theory helps us to both better understand Taylor’s idea and at the same time critique it. 

We can see that Taylor’s attempt to link the stages of monetary devel-opment to the theological notions of redemption and God is beholden to Goux’s general theory of symbolization.18 Taylor’s theory, like that of Goux’s, harbors the historicist assumption that there are structural paral-lels across spheres of society (arts, monetary, entertainment, and religion) in any given historical period. The question that arises is: does the idea of God and God’s work of redemption correspond with the stage of histori-cal development of the general equivalent? To insist that this must be so, as Taylor has affirmed, appears to me as falling into the pits of crass func-tionalism where all things must function for social cohesion and integra-tion. The critique Kathryn Tanner put forward against Goux’s theory may well be directed at Taylor. She writes that Goux is unable to avoid the “to-talizing of historical periods, in which the same structural features are thought to recur in all fields of society . . .” but if he has seen “society and historical periods not as wholes but as made up of competing status groups and classes” he would have avoided the totalizing idea that all spheres mirror one another in their basic structure.19

For the second step, let me now turn to Tillich’s conceptualization of the trinitarian principles of the living God in order to more frontally counter Taylor’s Virtuality-God. My limited purpose here is to use Tillich’s under-standing of the trinitarian principles to critique Taylor’s view of the mar-ket and retrieve some Christological theme (the third root) for interpret-ing and understanding money and markets in today’s world.

Money as a social relation is a dynamic unity of depth and meaningful-ness. The depth of money is the ever-expanding economic production, the ground of satisfying human needs and wants. What supports the value of a given national currency is the industrial and non-industrial productions of its country. Every currency is rooted in the depth of a country’s eco-nomic and military power relative to the rest of the world. The preposi-tion “in” points to the inability of money anywhere to exist without the supporting power of production (industrial and service alike) and the “immanence of creative potentiality” of the nation’s people at the sup-porting depth of production.20

Production is regarded as the depth of money because of its element of power. Production (the whole gamut from extraction of raw materials and services to distribution and consumption) is the power of the economic life, which enables it to resist chaos, “non-being,” and social solipsism. Production gives the “power of being” to every exchange transaction. To have a place as an economic agent in the social practice of money is to ex-ist in an economic sense, and this means above all to have an economic space (be a node of production, exchange, and consumption beside 
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others) among the spaces of all other agents and to resist the threat of los-ing one’s economic space and perhaps with it existence altogether.21 A person does not just occupy this space, but occupies it in order to tran-scend it in creativity. To occupy is also to act, to move from individuation to participation and back as living being in anticipatory actualization of potentials (what Tillich also calls fulfillment). In fact, the aim of produc-tion and that of history in general is the fulfillment of humanity in every person. 

Now that we have got some sense of connection between money and its depth (and power) of production, let us try to explicate how meaning is implicated in the social practice of money. By “meaning” I am referring to the individualistic, personal connection to this ground of production, which is to say a person’s engagement in projects of worth. If the produc-tion grounding (character) of money is neglected, an irrationalistic finan-cialism (“casino capitalism”) transforms economic exchange into het-eronomous subjection, an external agency capable of granting economic life or death to human sociality. If the meaningful character of money is neg-lected, a rationalistic, dispassionate invisible hand sphere transforms all agents’ decisions into mere revelation of information or mere making dis-tinctions only of price and quantity in the market. For one to step into the social practice of money (to engage in exchange) without meaning is to wholly objectivize oneself and block the path to all sensuous interper-sonal relationships—both of these are impossible to do. If the social prac-tice (relation) character of money is neglected, not only the social meaning of money is impossible to understand, but also money as a realm where the divine Spirit of God can impact and transform individual and social lives becomes difficult, if not, impossible to conceive.

There are three related ways I am using the word meaning. These senses of the word are important in critiquing Taylor’s thesis that modern eco-nomic processes have no meaning. First, meaning expresses the urge of a woman to fulfill herself, to actualize her potentials. It is from here the an-imus of creativity feeds into the production process. Meaning in this sense is very connected with the idea of monetization as rationalizing process. When some scholars describe money as the spearhead of rationalization, as an instrument or as a reification of means they are often conceiving money as a mere means for agents who got their ends from “somewhere else.” As it were, money is simply only a tool. The idea of looking at money (and market) as a mere tool is naïve, to say the least. Money (mar-ket) does not just operate or participate from the outside in the production process. Money (market) creates the production and distribution in which it participates. This is an idea that can be worked out more fully but which we will not be tempted to undertake here and now. I have brought this up to substantiate my point that money is by no means a mere tool in the pro-
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duction-consumption process. Besides, the view of money as mere tool ig-nores a crucial point. Meaning (purpose) determines ends and only then the means. Sociologists and economists may separate means from meaning in their analyses or the temporality of production and exchange may give the impression that means and reasoning about means are separated from meaning and reason. But they are not really separated. This is so because means is used to fulfill the demands of meaning. 

Second, where there is money there are a self and a world of production in interdependence. The function (a la Tillich) of the person through which she actualizes herself and grasps and shapes this world is meaning. Meaning expresses the notion that every economic transaction is a “syn-drome (i.e., a running-together) of facts and interpretation.”22 There is nothing like naked money or pure transaction. Money as a social practice always bears in it a historical consciousness. Social practice unites the events of metal, paper, or electron exchanges with symbolic interpreta-tions.23 Social practices transcend the satisfaction of immediate needs, and they combine actions with purposes for an animal species that has both self-awareness and historical consciousness. There is no social practice of money without factual transactions, and there is no money without the re-ception and interpretation of factual transactions by historical conscious-ness of a group or that of an individual. 

Third, meaning also stands for the principle of form structuring the pro-ductive activities, the satisfaction of social wants. Here one does not need to agree with Adam Smith’s notion of invisible hand with all its implica-tions to accept the fact that market structures, organizes, and reconciles countless productive activities. There is somewhat of a compulsive drive to form as “chaotic” production (myriad uncoordinated, individualistic decisions) has to express and complete itself in market as the meaningful and orderly moment in the socioeconomic life. (The exchange value of a product is expressed, realized, and validated only in the market.) It is only in this meaningful market framework that the antimony between chaos and order, individual and collective decisions can be partly balanced by the social practice of money as the precondition and possibility of their synthesis24 in social life. 

Now that we understand what depth, power, and meaning mean when applied to the economy as a whole, we may venture to say that social practice of money is the ultimate unity of both the power and meaning in the process of social-economic life. Social practice of money is not only a unity of power and meaning, but also of the static and dynamic. It is through the social practice of money that one can easily explain the self-separating and self-returning activities of production. Through the social practice of money, a commodity or capital investment goes out of itself,25 proceeds from the ground of production and gives actuality to the potential
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value in the production ground. Put differently, the ability of a log of wood to become a table is activated when an entrepreneur puts out her capital and steps into the social practice of money and exchange. It is in this process of exchange and value creation in producing a table, for ex-ample, that a potential log is made to yield an actual table. Through the social practice of money the fullness of monetary value is realized from production as something definite, and at the same time it is reunited in the production ground as new investment. As Marx puts it, “circulation itself returns back into the activity which posits or produces exchange val-ues. It returns into it as into its ground.”26 This self-reflexive process Marx famously described as C–M–C or M–C–M.27 Marx’s famous formula ade-quately captures the self-separating (C–M) and self-returning (M–C) ac-tivities of production I am trying to describe here. In a capitalist produc-tion process, the entrepreneur invests his capital to earn return by putting it into the circulation process. This is the separation phase. The invested capital, if all goes well, comes back with a profit. This is the return phase which has the original capital and the new (earned, augmented) value. It is also important to note as Marx explained that as the original product (self-identity) goes into the market, its form is altered (C →M); it turns to money, and the investor uses the money to buy another commodity (M→C, self-identity again) which will be put into circulation again—and the whole process starts all over. 

In the whole process from production to meaning to social practice, sep-aration is posited and overcome by reunion. But there is nothing automatic about it. The separation of potentiality (invested capital) from actuality (earned value) that defines and comprises the economic life embeds within it the possibility of a disruption. Thus, the whole process of dy-namics and form requires redemption and reconciliation from time to time—as the history of business cycle and capitalist crisis management has demonstrated. The visible hand, rather than the invisible one, is needed from time to time to set it on the right course. The prophetic voice is also needed to point this process, its polarities, the splits and disrup-tions, and attendant injustice, to the kingdom of God or any other symbol of social transformation. 

While I may not have totally succeeded in refuting Mark Taylor’s the-sis of a economic world without the possibility of redemption, I have cer-tainly shown that Tillich’s trinitarian symbol of logos enables us to inter-pret the modern economic system. Understanding logos as that which gives meaning and form to all human activities, enables us to avoid the non-living,28 dead-identity, Virtuality-God of Taylor and still conceive of an economic world with the possibility of meaning and redemption.

Before bringing this section to a close, I would like to bring in a “theo-logical perspective” on money offered by a non-theologian, Gil Anidjar of
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Columbia University, New York. His view on Christ and money provides yet another interesting dimension to the whole issue we have been exam-ining here. His Christological perspective on money is taken from the analogy between the blood of Jesus and money as the social blood of the economy. I will distill his somewhat complicated and not always succinct argument to five steps. First, he argues that capitalism is actually the out-working of tendencies inherent in Christianity. It is either a parasite of Christianity or the realization of the task of Christianity. “Money—which is to say, blood money—is the true spirit of capitalism made flesh, the in-carnation and liquefaction of flesh and blood” (italics in the original).29

Why does Anidjar conceive of money in this rather strange way, you may say? This takes us to the second layer of his argument and throws us right back into history of the Eucharist wafer. We have already seen the ancient association of blood and money; how communion bread was turned into stamped coin during the Middle Ages, and how bread was transformed into the flesh of Jesus by pious priest’s word. The bread mys-teriously incarnated or coagulated into the priceless body of Christ. This bread took yet another metamorphosis (from flesh to blood) that we have not previously mentioned. “The [priest’s] word became flesh, and the flesh became blood (since the wafer, and no longer the wine, quickly be-came the only species which Christians were allowed to consume).”30

This association between money and liquid is carried over to the pres-ent day—in the form of the language we use for money. The French word for cash is liquide. On Wall Street the availability of cash in a corporation’s accounts is measured by “liquidity ratios.” When a corporation is strapped for cash but awash with hard assets it is often advised to “liq-uefy” some of its abundant hard assets. Species in the Roman Catholic Church refers to the elements in the Eucharist meal and species in English (espéces in French) is “Eucharistically” designated as coined money. We speculate in the market when we venture into risky deals. The words “speculate” and “species” and “spectral” (“spectral money” for that mat-ter) come from the same Latin root, spek.31

Third, Anidjar posits that blood is an intermediary step to the modern dematerialization and spectralization of money—incarnation, liquefac-tion to its becoming-spirit.32 What Anidjar means is that once the idea of money became associated with blood or liquid, it is just a short step to its spectralization. Specifically, he states that:

Clearly, the religious origins of money go back to the very beginnings of his-

tory, yet, the singular transformation of Christ’s blood into an ever more sig-

nificant object of worship affected the no less ancient association of blood

and money. Thus, the “historically momentous change” that takes place with

the modern dematerialization of money, the invention of electric money can
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be located on a continuum with the earlier transformation in the history of

money and within economic theology, as a series of “processes that moved

Christendom from the age of electrum coins toward the age of electric money”

(italics in the original).33

 

Fourth, he argues that the Christian community is a “community of blood”—believers are unified by the blood of Jesus as an immanent, or-ganic whole. The liquefaction of money and its circulation, he argues, is behind the conception of the state as a monetary community. Money was conceived in the medieval era as the blood of the state. Blood was seen as the center of the economic, political, and divine systems in a civilization that weaved state, society, and church into Corpus Christianum. From William Harvey who discovered the circulation of blood in the human anatomy, and his friend Thomas Hobbes who saw money and commerce flowing in the veins of the state to John Law who declared money as the blood of the state, money and blood served as the basis of Christian eco-nomic theology.34

Finally, once commodity money was seen as liquefied and circulating as blood does in our bodies it is only a short step toward its floating— “money was beginning to float (a phenomenon that was slowly general-ized but only finalized on August 15, 1971).”35 With this “dematerializa-tion,” the specter of money floated to the surface of our monetary thinking. Though the specter was, in this manner, set loose it has refused to ascend into heaven so we can “buy and eat without money and with-out price”36 but rather it remains to haunt the economic community as the ghost of Hamlet. As Marx reminded us about one and half centuries ago, this phantasmagoria “is nothing but the definite social relations between men themselves which assumes here, for them, the fantastic form [dies phantasmagorische Form] of relations between things.”37

Anidjar has, indeed, given us a provocative view of the relationship be-tween money and Christianity and by so doing he has drawn our atten-tion to the intimate relations that exist between money and religion. I, however, think that he has drawn the relationship between Christianity and money or even Christian theology and money too close. The intimate connection between religion and money preceded Christianity as even a cursory reading of the “biography” of money would reveal to anyone. I will simply make my case by briefly presenting the history of money in its early days in the temples.

Following Igor Kopytoff, I am going to sketch the “cultural biography” of money.38 This is the story of the various historical forms it has taken in different political-economic systems and periods. Money has a fascinating life story which will enable us to better understand its process of demate-rialization. Although money is today largely in the form of digital codes
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of 0/1 floating freely in the complex networks of computer and economy, there was a time it was a concrete and tangible object. It was expressed as cowry shell, salt, tobacco, cattle, copper, silver, gold, paper, etc. The Eng-lish word, pecuniary comes from Latin pecunia (pecus=cattle) and our word salary is from the Latin word for salt (sal). 

The English word for money comes from the Roman goddess Moneta.39 Religion and money strive on trust and faith and it is conceivable that the temple may have lent some of these precious “assets” to the emerging form of money. It is important to note that as the earliest forms of money crawled out of its “primordial soup” in the temple in the remote recesses of time, it was hard material that formed its “vertebrae” and the pneuma (wind) that inflated its “lungs” was confidence, generalizable confidence. The power of deity or rather of belief, peace, and security were needed from the beginning to launch money forward in the turbulent world of trade where the aleatory can erupt.40

Let us explore the money-god (religion) connection further. It is not dif-ficult to conceptualize monetary exchange as a sacrifice. Each party in the exchange gives up something and if it is a reasonable transaction they each hope to get something in return. The German word for money Geld meant sacrifice; the Greek drachma meant handful of sacrificial meat.41 In fact, contrary to the trade-by-barter tale of origin of money usually dis-seminated in introductory economics textbooks, an increasing number of economists believe that money first originated in the sacrificial economies between humans and deities.42 Many economists now question the famil-iar tale of money having originated through barter in the private sector rather than in the public sector.43 Michael Hudson states that “in recent years a more historically grounded alternative view of money’s early evo-lution has emerged. Historians of ancient Mesopotamia who deal with cuneiform records—Assyriologists—have found that the monetary role of providing a general unit of account and store of value appears to have been introduced initially in the temples and palaces.”44 And Georg Sim-mel insists in his monumental Philosophy of Money that:

All Greek money was once sacred; it emanated from the priesthood, as did

other generally valid concepts of measure referring to weight, size and time.

The priesthood represented at the same time the unity of the various regions.

. . . The shrines had a non-particularistic centralizing significance, and money

expressed this by bearing the symbol of the common God. The religious so-

cial unity, crystallized in the temple, and became active again through money

that was put in circulation, and money acquired a basis and function far be-

yond the significance of the metal content of the individual coin.”45

No matter who is right or wrong in the debate about the evolutionary history of money, the fact remains that since money emerged from its
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“primordial soup” as a structure of mediation that forever displaced the spatial and temporal immediacy of barter, it has needed more and more trust or confidence to hold human beings together in an ever-expanding network of economic activities. As money has stretched the barter im-pulse over an increasing expanse of work, it has also elongated time46 and become time. According to Taylor, “as money emerges and develops, the face-to-face of the local market gives way to anonymous relations medi-ated by increasingly abstract media and distributed over ever-expanding geographical areas. Insofar as money is a standard of deferred payment, time is introduced into the economic system. Rather than having to be consummated in the present moment, the circuit of exchange can be com-pleted at an indefinite future date. Not only is time money . . . money is time.”47

The form of money as it left its temple environs has not remained the same. Its history has been the story of changing forms, material to imma-terial—dematerialization of substance and channels of exchange. It has changed from stuff such as shells, clothes, and gold to bytes and simu-lacrum. The trajectory of this movement has been motivated by changing technology and broad cultural developments. With the invention of digi-tal technologies and their use in finance from the 1960s, money or cur-rency became bytes of information registered in computer memories. Money became the sign of other signs grounded in nothing beyond itself. President Richard Nixon made this painfully clear to the financial com-munity when on August 15, 1971 he de-linked the dollar from gold, mov-ing the whole global monetary system from the gold standard to the in-formation standard. 

We will argue in chapter 4, after we have dealt with the key properties of money in today’s economy in chapter 3, that in all these changes and metamorphoses something about money has remained unchanged. That is, money is always constituted by social relations.

 

SECTION 2: THEOLOGICAL

CHARACTER OF THE MONETARY SYSTEM

The theological analyses in the last section have emphasized convergence between certain views of Christ’s life and salvific work and the function of money. In various ways they interpret the world of money (general equivalent) in the light of the hypostatized divine world of salvation and universality. The analyses in this section, which focus on social relations, show how divergent human interactions are from God’s relations with humans. The issue is no longer about analogy between “monetary life” and divine self-manifestation, but about how the structure of experienced
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sociality could be lifted up to approximate God’s generosity toward hu-mans. If the first set of discourse brought Christ down to our level to make sense of human earthly experience, then the second set attempts to raise earthly relations, structures, and organization of economic life to God for their transformation. In either case we have an implicit tension between the particular and the universal at play. When a particular na-tional currency is juxtaposed with the Christ symbol it is to universalize that particular currency by its very placement. On the other hand, when a particular human institution is being lifted up to approximate God’s graciousness, the universal is about to be particularized at a given histor-ical moment. This tension of the particular (concrete) and the universal (the ultimate) is not dissimilar from the first root of the trinitarian think-ing. As Tillich has said, the trinitarian principles play themselves out in several aspects of life.

Let us now examine the studies that focus on the theological character of monetary relations and how divergent they are from God’s relation with humans. The first work we will consider is that of Jacob Needle-man’s, 1991 book, Money and the Meaning of Life. He begins his study by tracing lines of similarity in the conception of money and God. The psy-chological feelings aroused in us by money are akin to those stirred by the idea of God. Money captures our imagination as an “absolute means” al-most as God captures our imagination as an “absolute agent.” Georg Sim-mel has made a similar point in his magisterial book of 1907, Philosophy of Money. Money like God “rises . . . above the whole broad diversity of ob-jects; it becomes the center in which the most opposed, the most estranged and the most distant things find their common denominator and come in contact with one another.”48 But Needleman goes further to say that in money the spiritual and physical natures of human beings coincide—sort of the transcendence and immanence meeting together; nature and spirit intimately touching each other as money becomes the “will” of the mod-ern person.

Needleman’s book is about deciphering the relationship between the human quest for meaning of life and the quest for money. His explanation of the connection proceeds in four steps. First, he presents an ontological expose of human nature. He argues that the human being or life has two natures: physical and spiritual, outer and inner realms. These two natures are related by the will. He then argues that in money as a social technol-ogy all the physical and spiritual forces of human life encounter one an-other. For in the monetary exchange there is “the encounter between the striving of man to make contact with God and the needs of man to sur-vive in the world of nature and society.”49 Second, he makes the argument that the challenge of living adequately with these two opposing natures is to make the material life serve the spiritual one. The question then arises,
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how can money, a principal representative of the material nature, be brought under the influence of spiritual ideas so it can take its proper place as a secondary thing in human life? (He regards physical body as secondary to spiritual life.) Money will be secondary if it is made to serve the search for self-knowledge which is an aspect of the spiritual life.

Third, he posits that dealing with money should be approached or studied as an instrument for seeing ourselves.50 Disavowing any radical distinctions between the two natures of humans, he states that the human search for self-knowledge and inner development takes place in the midst of ordinary life. Money is a way of life in which the two natures encounter one another or by which human beings attempt to harmonize the spiritual and material impulses within them. How is this so? Money maintains a relationship between human’s spiritual and material needs. It is a princi-ple of reconciliation, of harmonization of disparate elements. According to him, money is not just an instrument of exchange of material goods, but also an instrument of exchange between material (external life) and inter-nal life (human relationship to God). Money is essentially “an instrument both for organizing the social/survival life and for making ‘space and time’ available for man to grow inwardly as well.”51 Thus, money in so connecting the two natures, the inner and outward lives, acts like the will of modern persons by harmonizing all the impulses in ourselves. 

[The] word will really means—the power to live and be in two opposing

worlds at the same time. . . . For us, in our culture, will is understood mainly

as the power to do what we want in only one world. But if you really look at

what passes for the will, you’ll see that it is often only one desire dominating

the others, no matter how it is dressed up in religious or moral language it is

not development of a consciousness that harmonizes all the impulses in our-

selves (italics in the original).52

Fourth, money is, therefore, an instrument for self-study in the midst of ordinary life. Money has taken on the face and function of the will within the modern person—there is a false sense of I. The man is not the king of his own life. Money is, insofar as it has usurped his will. Humans, through money, have tapped the vast material energy for relationships and exchanges but have left a void for divine energy without which life has no meaning. In this absence of divine energy, that is in this domina-tion of the outer (material) life over the inner (spiritual) life in the money economy, interpersonal relationships and human-divine relations become twisted, contorted, and distorted:

Man must ultimately choose between the inner and outer world, between

God and the devil. . . . In order to chose, in order to move towards either

“good” or “evil,” it follows of necessity that man must be aware of both
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movements, both directions; that he has within him which can be in con-

tact with God and money, good and evil, being and nonbeing (italics in the

original).53

How might we protect ourselves from moving in the wrong direction? Canadian theologian Craig M. Gay suggests how we might “protect our souls from the anomie intrinsic to capitalism’s ‘creative destructive process’” and from its tendency to atomize and relativize all meanings and values. He links both (tendency and process) to the use of and re-liance upon money. The solution, according to him, lies in crafting a Christian theological perspective that will enable us to comprehend the money economy from beyond its own dynamic. The solution is to recover the world’s capacity to apprehend and experience grace; to recognize that “our life and work in this world are ultimately the gifts of God” (italics in the original).54

This is how Gay developed his argument. He posits that modern hu-man preoccupation with money is driven by fear. Modernity’s project is premised upon the notion that fate must somehow be mastered if we are to seduce development from nature and to survive in this world. To make his case, he points the reader to Niccolo Machiavelli’s argument that the world was something that had to be forced to serve human interests. He also recalls Descartes’ contention that the genius of the scientific method was such that it might finally render us “the masters and possessors of na-ture.”55 Given this deep-seated fearfulness, modernity’s use of money ex-tends beyond simply utility to a belief that it is the only thing humans can really rely on. Gay maintains that there is a spirituality implicit in moder-nity’s preoccupation with money.56 He considers as sin the surrender to anxiety and fear and the consequent reliance on money as the security which is “apart from and all too often against God.” For him, this kind of yielding to the fallen world renders humans incapable of placing faith in God, blinds them from even the possibility of trusting in God. “Service to money insidiously empties the world of grace, leaving it full of ‘unbelief and caprice.’”57 The solution to all this, he states, is a proper response to God’s gift of life and world to us. We are to emulate the graciousness of God and put our hope in God’s goodness and graciousness. With this kind of proper response, he maintains, things in the world will ultimately assume meaning and become purposive not because we desire them enough to spend money on them but because we use them in the service of love and we act to create and sustain fellowship by our generosity. He concludes by saying that this kind of response to God’s gift is not only good for human relations, but it is also the way for the redemption of the social order. “In short gracious generosity is absolutely subversive of the power of money as ‘mammon’” [money culture].58
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In general, when the various theological analyses discussed above are considered as a whole they show one or both of two problems. First, of-ten little or nothing is said about structures and organization of the mon-etary relations that condition the ethical responses of Christians. There is also silence on how the content of some fundamental Christian values and doctrines might influence the possible reorganization of the structures of the monetary life. 

Second, they ignore the highly important dual nature of money. By the dual nature, I mean that there are two sides to money. Money is a flow, and money is a stock. The two are one—there are no two natures of money, but one. Money is a dialectical identity of these two sides. Whether viewed from stock or flow perspective, you are looking at one and the same phenomenon. It is like the famous ambiguous duck-rabbit drawing by the American Gestalt psychologist, Joseph Jastrow. From one point of view it is a series of flows and events; from another point it is a stock. It is just a shifting perspective on one and the same object. It is not two objects brought together in the form of a synthetic identity. The linear quantity is the embodiment of flows and the flows are the stock in process. The object is not changed, but there are two different takes from two angles of vision. The flow and stock are not parts that add up to a greater whole. It is one complex indivisible whole, with parts that overlap and cohere with one another, that can and must be looked at from multi-ple standpoints. You cannot get the richness of the subject matter or its theology from only a single standpoint. But it appears theologians have rested contentedly focusing only on a single perspective.

The theological literature is all too steeped in the discourse of money as a matter (the stock concept of money and the related ethical issues dealing with the allocation and use of the quantity of money in a given political economy) with little or nothing to say on the analysis of money as a mo-tion (the flow concept of money). Theologians and ethicists are all too con-cerned with the stewardly use of acquired money and its uneven distri-bution, and have ignored the production, circulation, and control of money, the flows of money, which actually determine who gets what quantity, when and how.59 Production, circulation, and control—the mo-tion of money—precedes its stock and use, that is, the matter of money. Owing to this lopsided attention, theological scholarship has focused more on personal moral transformation than on the structures and organ-ization of monetary relations. Also attention has principally been on the redistribution of monetary capital as the solution to national poverty in poor countries—all this to the neglect of the role of structures, dynamics, and function of money creation in the underdevelopment of economies. Thus, there is a dearth of ethical studies on how the logic and dynamics of the global trade and payment system (the monetary systems) impact
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the economic development of Africa and other poor regions of the world which are in the penumbra of what many would see as the current glob-alization sunshine.

We require new kind of studies that can shine a bright theological-eth-ical light on the motion of money at both national and global spheres so as to highlight the serious ethical and theological issues that pertain to the production, circulation, control, and use of money in the global structures and organizations of economic life. This new kind of work should at the minimum involve studies that address the structures and organization of the monetary life at national and global levels. Kathryn Tanner is one theolo-gian that has started doing this new kind of work.

Tanner, in her book, Economy of Grace, theologically addresses the struc-tures and organization of the modern economy. She argues that theologi-cal economics should move away from primarily focusing on how belief and commitment function in people’s economic lives and from excessive concern with moral transformation of individuals engaged in economic transactions to concentrating on structures and organization of economic life. She posits that theological economics should concern itself with an-swering these kinds of questions: (1) how might the fundamental struc-tures of economic life be reorganized in accordance with fundamental Christian values?, and (2) what are the ways the content of Christian be-liefs might themselves be outlining possible structures for economic af-fairs?60

She then uses a framework, informed by her sensitivity to these issues and questions, to offer a very preliminary and rough analysis of money and the financial system. Like the Canadian theologian Gay, the American Tanner wants to “redeem” the current economic order. Unlike him, her ar-guments rely not so much on tinkering with capitalism at the edges or constraining exclusive enjoyment of property rights as on making a bold attempt to re-imagine the economic system, “to develop a theological al-ternative to capitalism of the strongest sort.” In this alternative frame-work the idea of grace (“unconditional giving”) is the exclusive organiz-ing principle of an economy. She argues that unconditional giving can produce a new structural character of social relations that are defined by the properties of inclusiveness, non-competitiveness, and mutual fulfill-ment.61

If human relations are structured in a way that reflects the character of God’s

own giving, they should be marked by unconditional giving—that is, giving

that is not obligated by the prior performance of the recipients and that is not

conditional upon a return being made by them. This principle marks all these

relations off from do ut des giving or “I give so that you will give,” the alter-

native principle of conditional giving that covers barter, commodity ex-

change, and debtor-creditor relations of all sorts.62
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The new economic system she envisages is named “theological econ-omy.” This economy is organized around four basic principles. First, there is the principle of universal inclusiveness which is to be operative in the production and distribution of economic goods. This is her own way of saying economic interdependencies and intensification of globalization should benefit all across the board. Second, there should be no cutthroat competition in this envisioned economy. Competitions that increase dis-parities in wage and income levels and job opportunities between indi-viduals and nations are to be avoided. Third, she advocates for universal entitlement (unconditional giving), sensitive only to needs. Resources are to be distributed in a way that enables people to develop and realize their capabilities. Finally, the new economy should uphold the principle of mu-tual fulfillment of all economic agents in all transactions. This may be par-tially achieved by increased levels of employment and poverty reduc-tion.63

Using these four principles as corner stone of a framework, she ana-lyzed the global financial system. She declares that financial markets are a problem on the score of the four principles. Given the present organiza-tion and structures of the global financial architecture, she argues, it is dif-ficult to allow grace its distinctive voice in global economic intercourse. Yet “grace has everything to do with money because in grace money finds its greatest challenger and most obstreperous critic.”64

Tanner offers some practical ideas on how to bring the international monetary system in line with her theological vision of a new economy. Some of her suggestions include a return to something like the pre-1970s fixed international exchange rate system in order to eliminate currency speculation, a world financial authority to influence the movement of in-vestible funds from surplus to deficit areas, and a dampening of the com-petitive character of financial markets. Tanner offers these supposed solu-tions without giving us a palpable sense of how they might come together as a concrete system or how exactly the global financial architecture will be transformed. At the end, even though she vowed not to sound utopian, her whole project appears to me as something that would not be taken se-riously by professional economists. There is really no conversation be-tween theology and economics. All this is not to downplay the impor-tance of Tanner’s work. She has pointed out new directions in the theological study of money. Her work as much as any other work in most recent memory has shifted our attention from the issues about moral transformation of individuals engaged in monetary transactions (“the overly individualistic approach to complicated structural issues”) to those of structures and organization of international financial system. Like Tan-ner, I am interested in the transformation of structures and organization of the global monetary systems in ways that can aid economic develop-
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ment, especially that of the poor nations which are not fully engaged in the ongoing globalization process. 

Whereas all the previous scholars we have examined so far have sought to develop a theology of money or economic life, Philip Goodchild aims to deconstruct “theology of money.” He begins from the presupposition that “the roots of the contemporary ecological crisis demand theological redescription: economic globalization, driven by debt, is founded on a poor epistemology constructed around a theology of money.”65

He lays out how the monetary process “creates” and exacerbates the clash between ecology and economy in this way. Modern money, he writes, is principally a credit-debt relation created apart from the produc-tion of goods and services. Money is simultaneously a debt and a credit;66 so in order to pay back one’s loans one has to acquire money created else-where in the system by another economic agent taking out a loan. This cy-cle of debt creation and repayment, he argues, controls the activities of in-dividuals and businesses. In order to service such debts (which are daily skyrocketing) economic growth, which invariably requires an increasing use of the ecological resources, is needed. “The automatic results of a money-system based on debt and interest are that it encourages competi-tion, it continually fuels economic growth, and that it concentrates wealth.”67

The problem of debt is compounded by an epistemology that misrep-resents the intimate relationship existing between humans and their nat-ural environment so much so that it vitiates any ecological consciousness consisting of identification with the non-human environment. After lay-ing out the connection between debt, economic growth, and epistemol-ogy, he examines what he calls economists’ “theology of money.” One is able to identify five aspects of this theology as he critiques it. First, money is self-referential and all values are measured in terms of money. Second, economists consider money to be a neutral tool in the exchange process— it is only a veil for real goods and services. Third, all assets hold value only in proportion to the value of the currency in which they are denom-inated and value exist only in the economic sphere of exchange. Fourth, the exchange process is blind to inequalities in power relations in the mar-ketplace. Fifth, trade (exchange) creates wealth and whatever hinders free trade limits the potential for economic growth and development.

This “theology of money,” he maintains is not innocent and is funda-mentally against the Christian thinking. This idea of self-referential, in-terconnected parts of a value system presupposes a certain view of the world and time. The theory of self-referentiality (as we saw in Taylor’s theology of money) in modern epistemology is built upon the secular or-der—which is “the sphere of the present age untrammeled by obligation to repeat the past, or anxious expectation of the judgments of the future,
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where all causes are mediated to their consequences by our knowledge.”68 He then argues that other money systems (that are not based on debt and interest) be devised to serve different purposes and express other theolo-gies. A money system based on the secular vision of the good life is in-sufficient and threatens the ecology and survival of humans on earth and we thus need a “theological vision of the good life.” Informed by this non-secular vision, he offers an alternative to the current monetary system. He wants the creation of “local and partial” monies (not a universalizing and totalizing general equivalent) and they are to be managed by religious or-ganizations such as churches and mosques.69 He claims that this new sys-tem will create a collective spiritual environment in which virtues will be encouraged. He opines that:

Churches could discover an extraordinary vital role and new relevance if

they were to act as the effective conduits of trust, credit and cooperation

within society. For this is the essential role that churches always had, until

they were replaced by banks in modernity. Such are the promises afforded by

the possibility of intelligent in money [in contrast to debt-money].70

Once again we have a theologian who wants to reorganize the mone-tary system but offers an alternative that can only elicit disinterested yawns from economists and financial experts who will regard it as ideal-istic and impracticable in a globalizing world that needs a global currency. I do not think that either Tanner or Goodchild has managed to come up with a set of recommendations that can engage and enlist economists and business leaders in order to put into effect their theological visions. We re-quire a study that corrects this kind of shortcoming and that can stand the chance of nudging the global monetary system toward fulfilling the full-ness of participation, cooperation, and justice without stifling its creativ-ity and galvanizing force.

The theologians’ call for more humane and just economic orders has to be supported with the necessary rigor and expertise of an interdiscipli-nary breath of knowledge. According to theologian Matthew Lamb, “the increasingly interdisciplinary approach toward economic and human val-ues . . . and the teachings of religious institutions suggest that it is time to develop categories capable of promoting a more adequate dialogue be-tween economics and theology.”71 I think the beginning of wisdom in this conversation is a working definition of money to avoid talking at cross purposes. The theologians we had examined proceeded to craft theologies of money and critique the contemporary monetary system without first answering the question, what is money?72 Often their understanding of what money is, is not compatible with those of non-theologians. The con-tributions theologians can make to monetary discourse should not in-
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volve distorting, “spiritualizing,” or “theologizing” of the definition of money. I intend to avoid this mistake by understanding money from solid economic and sociological perspectives and only after that to undertake a theological-ethical critique of the contemporary monetary system. 

I think a further critique of the theologies of money we have reviewed in both sections of this chapter is that they do not adequately theorize what precisely is theology’s contribution to the analysis of money and the monetary system. There is a need for methodological reflection on the role of theological approach to money. In this study, I will be using a theolog-ical approach—informed by Tillich’s trinitarian principles—to set up a model for reconfiguring an understanding of money.

 

LOOKING AHEAD

The next chapter presents socioeconomic study of money as a precursor for a definition of money as a social relation. It will investigate the key properties or characteristics of money and present the debates about the definition of money as they revolve around three key properties: unit of account, monetary media, and interpersonal transactions (the social char-acter of money). The chapter will touch on the major authors, problems, and schools of thought in the debate.

 

NOTES

1. I will specifically concentrate on Christological themes. The Christological question is basically at the core of the trinitarian question—at least there is a re-ciprocal relationship between them. As Paul Tillich puts it: “With the statement that the historical Jesus is the Christ, the trinitarian problem became a part of the Christological problem, the first and basic part, as indicated by the fact that the trinitarian decision in Nicaea preceded the definitively Christological decision of Chalcedon. This sequence was logical, but in terms of motivation the sequence is reversed; the Christological problem gives rise to the trinitarian problem.” See Paul Tillach, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, Life and the Spirit, History and the Kingdom of God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 285.

2. Taylor Stevenson, Soul and Money A Theology of Wealth (New York: Episcopal Church Center, 1991), 7.
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5. Marc Shell, Art and Money (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 8.

6. Mark Taylor, Confidence Games: Money and Markets in a World without Redemp-tion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 67–68; Shell, Art and Money (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 16–19. Some other scholars, like 
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✛

 

Money and Society:

Socioeconomic

Interpretations1

 

INTRODUCTION

 

Three properties of money, unit of account, monetary media, and inter-personal transactions, have emerged as key to understanding the changing nature of money in the extant literature on the sociology of money.2 This understanding of money has emerged after more than a cen-tury of debates and refinement of analytical tools.3 Within this time pe-riod, the nature of scholarly contributions has passed through several stages with the early formulations focused on either critiquing, complain-ing against conventional orthodox economic analyses, or providing the social context of money. Today, economic sociologists have liberated themselves from mainly reacting to economic analyses to formulating so-cial bases of monetary phenomena.4

Before proceeding further, I would like to provide working definitions of the three properties of money: unit of account, monetary media, and in-terpersonal transactions. Unit of account or money of account is the abstract numeraire, the official currency. In the United States the money of account is the dollar. “The money of account provides the accounting system in which prices are calculated.”5 Monetary media relate to the medium, the objects that are used as money. The money of account can be embodied in various material forms like metal coins, paper, or credit cards. The dollar, the money of account, is embodied in a range of objects: gold and silver coins, greenbacks, credit cards, various kinds of e-money, and so forth. The two qualities or properties of money can be seen in this way: “The first [the money of account] being the title or description and the second

73
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[monetary media] the thing that answers to the description.”6 The third property (interpersonal transactions) refers to money’s ability to mediate interactions between people, to “the connections among persons and groups involved in monetary transactions,” and to the way they use money to differentiate one relationship from another.7

In this paper, I will review the literature on money with the order of ex-position determined by the three properties of money. My approach is to start with the neoclassical economics8 definition of money in section 1 and progressively reshape it by bringing to bear on it various sociological analyses of the properties of money. In this way, I will trace the general contribution to monetary analysis that the sociological perspective has made to the scholarly understanding of money as well as clarify the dis-tinctions between unit of account, monetary media, and relational differ-entiation (interpersonal transactions). I will end by providing a conclu-sion concerning the state of the literature and point attention to the some of the shortcomings in the current state of scholarship.

 

SECTION 1: THE NEOCLASSICAL

ECONOMIC CONCEPT OF MONEY

Neoclassical (mainstream) economists have a simple definition of money, in spite of their ever-raging debates about how to measure and account for fluctuations in the demand and supply of money and how to specify the appropriate quantity of money an economy needs to generate and sustain inflation-free, full employment. Money is any convenient com-modity (good, paper, thing, etc.) that serves the following functions: acts as a medium of exchange, a unit of account, a store of value, and a stan-dard of deferred payment.9 This is a very functionalist definition of money—for money is what money does. Economists consider money as anything that performs the functions of money. In this way, economists link the existence and nature of money to functions of money.

The theoretical understanding of money in modern capitalist economies is centered around the “intrinsic” commodity nature of money; that is, money as representing only exchange ratios, as a neutral veil, and as only a medium of exchange. In the mainstream (neoclassical) economics view, money is essentially either a natural commodity or a symbol of a natural commodity; a commodity that can be traded for all other commodities. Whether this commodity is gold, cigarette, or paper is not really the issue; whatever it is, it merely symbolizes the underlying ex-change ratios between tradable commodities. It is a veil over the “real” economy, having no economic force sui generis. Eminent economist and Nobel laureate Paul Samuelson writes: “even in the most advanced in-
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dustrial economies, if we strip exchange down to its barest essentials and peel off the obscuring layer of money, we find that trade between indi-viduals or nations largely boils down to barter.”10

In order to further deepen our understanding of this way of thinking about money, let us examine some aspects of its historical origin. William Stanley Jevons, in his highly influential book, Money and Mechanism of Ex-change (1875), put forward the idea that the use of money originated from repeated bilateral exchanges between commodities, with one commodity eventually emerging as the most cost-effective one with which to trade. This emergent liquid commodity became the medium of exchange which has an exchange ratio with all other commodities.11 Money is only a neu-tral veil that overcame the inconveniences of crude barter and eliminated the need for “double coincidence of wants.”12 Thus money is said to have originated in the private sector. In this model of bilateral exchanges the “exchange ratios of commodities actually express their ‘real’ values.” Be-sides, the object that serves as the medium of exchange must be “a thing that is useful and has exchange value independently of its monetary func-tion.”13 The medium of exchange could also be numéraire, a pure number, a representative basket of commodities, or a device that allows the system of barter to be carried out. The numéraire is mere “neutral veil,” a symbol of “real” good that does not have an autonomous force of its own. So with this focus on “real” economy all models of the modern economy, irre-spective of their levels of sophistication, boil down to barter-economy models involving no endogenous money.14 This is what Samuelson is re-ally saying in the quote above. Joseph Schumpeter summarizes the focus on the “real” economy in this way:

Real analysis proceeds from the principle that all essential phenomena of

economic life are capable of being described in terms of goods and services,

of decisions about them, and of relations between them. Money enters the

picture only in the modest role of a technical device that has been adopted in

order to facilitate transactions. This device can no doubt get out of order, and

if it does it will indeed produce phenomena that are specifically attributable

to its modus operandi. But so long as it functions normally, it does not affect

the economic process, which behaves in the same way as it would in a barter

economy: this is essentially what the concept of Neutral Money implies.

Thus, money has been called a “garb” or “veil” of the things that really mat-

ter. . . . Not only can it be discarded whenever we are analyzing the funda-

mental features of the economic process but it must be discarded just as a veil

must be drawn aside if we are to see the face behind it. Accordingly, money

prices must give way to exchange ratios between the commodities that are

the really important thing ‘behind’ money prices.15

In this view of the “real” exchange, no social relations or agent-agent re-lations are seriously acknowledged apart from agents haggling for prices.
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What is important are the exchange ratios between commodities and the individual utility calculations as agents relate to particular commodities. This neoclassical economic perspective that regards money as a given and as nothing more than a lubricant between “real” goods has been subjected to scathing criticism. One of the most dramatic contributions of the new behavioral economics, the study of “mental accounting,” has challenged the orthodox, neoclassical economics view of money from a psychological perspective. Mental accounting is the individualistic version of the socio-logical earmarking argument made by sociologists like Viviana Zelizer (we will come to it below). Individuals use mental accounting, according to Richard H. Thaler of the Graduate School of Business, University of Chicago, 

to keep trace [sic] of where their money is going, and to keep spending un-

der control. Mental accounting is a description of the ways they do these

things. . . . Mental accounting violates the economic notion of fungibility.

Money in one mental account is not a perfect substitute for money in another

account. Because of violations of fungibility, mental accounting matters [and

money is not just a veil].16

Sociologist Geoffrey Ingham says it is “radically ahistorical and aso-cial in the sense that particular forms of economic organization are deemed to be epiphenomenal or merely ‘contextual’; complex social structure—banks, productive enterprises, etc.—is reduced to purely ab-stract relations between rational maximising agents” (italics in the orig-inal).17

In the preceding paragraphs, I have provided an overview of the neo-classical economic view of money. The sociological analysis of money arose principally as a reaction to this orthodox neoclassical view of money. The result now is that three properties have emerged as key to the definition of money. They are unit of account, monetary media, and in-terpersonal transactions. 

In the next section, I will review the debate on money as a unit of ac-count. It is important to state that the separate treatment I am giving to each of these properties is not meant to indicate that the three proper-ties are independent of one another. Everywhere that money exists it exists with the three key properties of unit of account, medium of ex-change, and interpersonal transaction. Zelizer puts it well: 

“each property acts on the others. . . . The type of medium . . . impacts on

how ‘people use and think about money in relation to their own lives and

circumstances.’ In the same way, how money integrates into interpersonal

relations rebounds to affect other properties of money: monetary media

and unit of account.”18
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SECTION 2: MONEY AS UNIT OF ACCOUNT

British sociologist Nigel Dodd has recently drawn attention to the failure of economic sociologists to make proper distinctions between money as a unit of account and monetary media in their scholarly analyses of money. Chal-lenging the notion of “real money” and “quasi-monies,” he argued that it is no longer analytically valid to make distinctions between monies based on issuing authority or insisting that only one form of money in a given geo-po-litical space can perform the role of money of account. There is now multi-plicity of money and each form of money has its own two qualities (unit of account and medium of exchange). He points out that there are specialized circuits of monetary exchange and each separate circuit is distinguished by a monetary medium, specific money of account, or by a mixture of both.19

In reaching this conclusion, Dodd draws heavily from Zelizer’s analy-sis of the multiplicity of money using the concept of “circuits of com-merce.” In this work, she suggests that, and as noted by Dodd, “money is multiple as an entity in its own right, not just in social meaning” (emphasis in the original). Each circuit has its own localized tokens which serve as a medium of exchange and as a separate money of account.20

While I agree with the view of Dodd and Zelizer on the crucially im-portant point that money in every circuit of exchange carries within it the two qualities and in so doing I disagree with the view of Geoffrey Ing-ham21 who posits that monetary media are unimportant, one must note that their argument does not adequately deal with role of unit of account in establishing the “moneyness”22 of money in a given economy. Certainly variations in monetary media matter greatly and are very relevant to a so-ciological understanding of money, but it is another matter to see every form of monetary medium as having its own form of “money” or unit of account.23 Besides, the question of “what is money?” does not necessarily translate into an inquiry into monetary media. This is where one needs to introduce other voices to balance those of Zelizer, Dodd, and Keith Hart who have conflated the issues of money of account and money as a medium.24 Particularly, Dodd shows his confusion on this matter when he sought to understand the “concept of money itself.” He states that Sim-mel’s “pure concept of money” is what money really is but fails to realize that the pure concept of money in Simmel’s work is the abstract unit of ac-count (money of account).25 He makes this assertion about the pure con-cept of money after he has stridently argued that every form of money has its own unit of account.26 It is true that every form of money has the dual qualities of money of account and medium of exchange, but it is another matter to argue that every form of money has the unit of account on its own. The unit of account is conferred by the abstract money of account in a given monetary space. 
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The question, “what is money?” is not answered by equating money with monetary media, however materialized or dematerialized the media might be. The generalizable tokens (whether bills, paper, commodity, metal, or electronic circuit) are the phenomenal forms money takes but are not the moneyness of money. There has to be first money before monetary media; first there has to be moneyness which has to be embodied in a par-ticular form. Philip Grierson got it right when he stated that “money lies behind coinage.”27 Georg Simmel, seeing money as a form of sociation con-stituted by the social relation of credit, posits that money is “only a claim upon society.”28 Moneyness is found in the abstract money of account, the unit of account. Keynes calls the unit of account “description or title.” And it precedes media, which is the money-stuff, money as a means of pay-ment. In Keynes’ words it is “the thing which answers to the description.”29

Let us try to deepen our understanding of the concept of unit (money) of account. I would like to organize the sociological literature on the sub-ject around three types of discourse in order to make it manageable for our limited purpose in this chapter. First is the discourse that seeks to uncover the origins of money as a money of account and not as a medium of ex-change. The question is: what is the source of the money of account/mea-sure of value? It may have arisen from wergeld (“worth payment”), the pre-cise scale of tariffs and compensations for injuries and damages that ancient community, political authority, or temples imposed on wrong do-ers. It also may have come from sacrifice (primordial, fundamental debt) of the living to appease god, spirits, and ancestors in order to expiate trans-gressions or to maintain the long-term continuity of society.30

In the Wergeld system we can find the two basic elements (moral and utilitarian, long- and short-term spheres) of the social structure that Jonathan Parry and Maurice Bloch talked about in Money and the Morality of Exchange. “Wergeld symbolically represented society’s two faces. On the one hand, it attempted to quantify the functional contribution of social roles by the imposition of payments for the loss or impairment of the in-dividual incumbents. On the other hand, these scales were informed by a codification of the values without which the attribution of functional worth to society would have remained anomic and anarchic.”31

Economic historian, Michael Hudson also traces the money of account to the Wergeld institutions as substantive, specific payments that gradu-ally became decontextualized, and to developments in bookkeeping. “The monetary use of silver and other metals emerged in the context of the weights and measures developed in the Sumerian temples and palaces [public institutions] as part of their account-keeping and administered prices. Money was a ‘public good,’ used to price rations and other re-sources flows.”32 Georg Knapp argues that the state is the source of money, and it did not originate in the private sector and that “money is a
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creature of the law.”33 Keynes in his early writings supported this view, asserting that “Money of Account, namely that in which Debts and Prices and General Purchasing Power are expressed is the primary concept of Theory of Money” and the source of it is the state or community.34 Ac-cording to him, if money has only a medium of exchange function then transactions have scarcely emerged from the stage of barter. The test for knowing if exchange has emerged from the stage of barter is the emer-gence of measure of value, according to numismatist Philip Grierson. “Unless the commodities used for exchange bear some fixed relation to a standard, we are still dealing with barter. . . . The parties in barter-ex-change are comparing their individual and immediate needs, not values in the abstract.”35

The second type of discourse is about the crucial difference between money of account and medium of exchange. The medium of exchange is the asset or commodity that creditors are willing to accept to extinguish debts or what sellers of goods (services) are willing to accept to complete a sale (purchase). It needs not have a physical embodiment as it can be gold, bookkeeping entries or computer magnetic traces. The standard in which prices or debts are quoted is the medium or unit of account. The unit of account in the United States is the dollar and in the days of the gold standard it was defined as certain grams of gold. In fact, it should be stated that any thing may be “accepted as representing this abstract value of the unit of account.”36 So in history we have had metals, commodities, animals, shells, vegetables, etc., which are forms of money-proper repre-senting this abstract money of account, measure of value, purchasing power. There are many sociologists and economists, as we shall see below, who argue that the quality of “moneyness” comes from and is embedded in the social and political arrangements that create and sustain this com-mon, stable yardstick, and not in the forms of money-proper and their cir-culation. For instance, banker A. Mitchell Innes writing in 1914 states that: 

the eye has never seen, nor the hand touched a dollar. All that we can touch

or see is a promise to pay or satisfy a debt due for an amount called a dollar.

That which we handle may be a dollar certificate or a dollar note or a dollar

coin; it may bear words promising to pay a dollar or promising to exchange

it for a dollar coin of gold or silver, or it may merely bear the word dollar. 

. . . The theory of abstract standard is not so extraordinary as it first appears,

and it presents no difficulty to those scientific men with whom I have dis-

cussed the theory. All measures are the same. No one has ever seen an ounce

or a foot or an hour.37

The question now is why is it important to differentiate the money of account from the actual social or phenomenological forms of money? The
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issue is not whether money exists anywhere today without simultane-ously being unit of account (money of account) and medium (monetary me-dia). All forms of money have these two qualities. The defining issue in the debate is whether the function of medium of account is historically and logically prior to the development of the medium of exchange. If one of them is not always or have not always been reducible to the other, can we identify “the different causal trajectories involved in the emergence” of the two properties and in their development in today’s globalizing world? Understanding how they came into being is important not only for interpreting the history of money, but also for analyzing money as a sociological category. 

Neoclassical economists, working from the insights of two nineteenth-century economists, Stanley William Jevons and Carl Menger, on the evo-lution of money, argue that medium of exchange came first in order to transcend the inconveniences of barter. It was the process of searching for a generally acceptable medium of exchange that produced the abstract concept of the money account.38 Not everybody agrees. Economists like Tyler Cowen and Randall Kroszner and many sociologists sternly reject this view.39 Sociologist Ingham writes: “the very idea of money, which is to say, of abstract account for value, is logically anterior and historically prior to market exchange (emphasis in the original).40 If the abstract concept of money of account is prior to the phenomenological form, then moneyness needs to be primarily sought at the abstract unit of account.

My argument that analysis of unit of account needs to focus on the quality of moneyness is not meant to show that there is “real” money which has “moneyness” that a variety of “quasi-monies” do not have. Contrary to the position of Ingham, who sees money not issued by the state as “emaciated,” “quasi,” “limited-purpose money,” or imperfect ap-proximations of the real thing, I do not believe that any medium can serve as money if it does not have moneyness.41 The problem Ingham sets up is really a pseudo-problem. Money (the embodiment of moneyness, the me-diating concrete form) is always and everywhere has both qualities (unit of account and monetary media) simultaneously. Monetary system is al-ways a combination of two sub-systems: one (the money of account) based on the long-term cycle that seeks to underpin the moneyness of the monetary media and continuity of the monetary order, the other (media of account or the phenomenological forms) based on the short-term cycle that has to do with exchange and interpersonal relationships among indi-viduals with competing or overlapping interests.

Several paragraphs above, I stated that Dodd and Zelizer do not ade-quately incorporate the role of the unit of account in establishing the mon-eyness of money in any given monetary space, despite their highlighting of it as a key property of money. The tone of the discussions that followed
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may have given the impression that Zelizer, Dodd, and Hart misunder-stand the unit-of-account property of money. Theirs is more of partial un-derstanding than misunderstanding. What has happened is that they fo-cused on one aspect of the dual nature of monies of account. Monies of account have the abstract unit of account (the pure concept of money in Dodd’s term or the “Weberian Ideal type” in Zelizer’s terminology), which Ingham insists confers moneyness on objects or media. Monies of account also have the quality of establishing connection between quanti-ties and between money and quantities—this is the practical mathemati-cal function of serving as the measure of value. In this sense, it is right for Zelizer and Dodd to argue that different media or forms of money can and do serve as monies of account.

It appears that this partial sense of money (money of account), which enables us to represent values as magnitudes, is deeply entrenched in many scholarly thoughts to the neglect of the quality of “moneyness.” Re-cently, Bruce Carruthers gave a review of the sociological literature on money but regrettably limited his analysis of money as a unit of account to only the connection between monetary valuation and quantitative mea-surements and to the ability of modern money to induce proliferation of quantitative measurements.42

Indeed, deciphering the proper role and place of the unit of account in the sociological debate about money is very slippery even for the classical social thinkers. For instance, Simmel who one thought would have had a proper grasp of the subject appears to slip without notice between pro-found and poor comprehensions of it. In spite of Simmel’s profound analysis of money of account, it still suffers from two deficiencies. It lacks a discussion of how the abstract value of money is established and main-tained. Simmel also somehow thinks that the abstract value of money de-pends on the process of dematerialization of money-stuff.43 This is an er-ror many analysts still make today. The abstract unit of account precedes the concrete medium of exchange and it is not dependent on the abstrac-tion (dematerialization) of monetary media. Economists Tyler Cowen and Randal Kroszner, among many others, argue that “the development of media of account is logically and historically prior to the development of media of exchange.”44

The unit-of-account property of money appears as the most abstract of the three properties of money under examination in this chapter. And for this reason it is very easy to overlook its social aspect or the social struc-ture that stands behind it.45 It should not be so. The state is often one of the crucial sources of money and the authority that establishes the money of account. In as much as different circuits of exchange can coexist in a given geopolitical space, the kind of money which is usually most readily ac-ceptable in any given monetary space is that produced by the sovereign
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state or community. The state or political authority has the power to de-mand payment of taxes in a specified medium. Anything that the state chooses as acceptable in the discharge of its citizens’ obligations to it be-comes currency.46 Citizens on their own will accept from one another such item, object, commodity, paper, or token as long as it will enable them to settle their liabilities to the state. Adam Smith recognized this when he wrote that “a prince, who should enact that a certain proportion of his taxes should be paid in a paper money of a certain kind, might thereby give a certain value to this paper money.”47 Similarly Keynes argues that it is the state that decides what thing should answer as money to the cur-rent money of account in its domain. The bottom line of this argument, which is normally tagged the Chartalist position,48 is that credit or debt is the source of money as defined by a sovereign state and the value of such money does not derive from any inherent value within/backing the money. Thus Cambridge University sociologist Ingham argues that money is itself constituted by social relations and “cannot be adequately conceptualized other than as the emergent property of a configuration (or ‘structure’) of social relations.”49 What Ingham means here must be cur-rency (state-issued currency). It is true that all forms of money, including currency, is constituted by social relations, but it is not true that the qual-ifying relation is only that of the state. 

I stated earlier that the review of the literature on key property of money as a unit of account will be organized around three types of dis-course. We have so far discussed the first two types: origin of the money as a unit of account and the distinction between money of account and monetary media. The third type revolves around the debate on the idea that money dissolves social relations. Some classical social thinkers main-tained that with money serving as universal measure of values (in its unit-of-account function) qualitative differences were converted into quantita-tive difference, thus desiccating all social ties.

Classical social thinkers like Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Georg Simmel in different ways interpreted money as “the very essence of our rationaliz-ing modern civilization” and “a tool of rational cost-profit calculations.” It is a rational instrument without much “cultural significance” (that is, with-out much qualitative differentiation, earmarking, personalizing, and non-homogenization), focused only on “arithmetic problems.” The general idea is that money and monetization, the twin battering rams of capital-ism, have been very successful in transforming “products, relationships and sometimes even emotions into an abstract and objective numerical equivalent”50 all over the world. Though Marx argued that the objective re-lations between commodities are the phantasmagoric forms of social rela-tions between people, he still viewed money, a “god among commodities,” as the radical, frightful leveler that desiccates all social ties and spaces.51
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Weber, influenced by Georg Friedrich Knapp’s book, The State Theory of Money, argued that the rational calculability that money enables in a mod-ern society is based on money of account, the abstract, nominal unit of measure.52 He regarded money as the arrow head of the rationalization processes in industrial societies. According to Weber, rational calculabil-ity, a quintessential feature of all capitalist societies, finds in money “the most abstract” and “‘impersonal’ element that exists in human life.”53 For Simmel money is “colorless” and it is free from any quality consideration as it is exclusively determined by quantity.54

Zelizer and others have argued that this high view of money is not cor-rect. Money is not really fungible—not all monies are equal and inter-changeable in modern capitalist societies. Different meanings and sepa-rate use patterns pertain to different monies. Money carries an interest beyond its quantitative value. In the following section we will examine how the meaning and value of money is socially and culturally con-structed and how social structures and personal relations impact the use and interpretation of monetary media. The coexistence of several mone-tary media in a given monetary space is partly caused by differences in so-cial relations and meanings that people attach to them. The diversity of media has naturally raised the question, which of the media represents the real money?

 

SECTION 3: THE MULTIPLICITY OF MONETARY MEDIA

One key dispute surrounding the definition of money is this: is there one “real” money and a variety of “quasi-monies,” which are imperfect ap-proximations of the real thing? Does there exist a continuum of monies, all real but with different scope? In the last section, I have treated this mat-ter as it relates to the issue of unit of account. The conclusion I reached was that it is a pseudo-problem to define real or non-real money on the basis of which monetary medium truly has the unit of account. All monies si-multaneously have both qualities of unit of account and medium of ex-change and a money does not necessarily have to be denominated in a money of account that is established by the state in order to function as money in its own right. Here I want to enter into a different aspect of the debate: the increasing diversity of monies and what causes it.

The focus on the multiplicity or diversity of money forms is relevant to answering the questions, “what is money” and “what are its key proper-ties” and in offering a correction to the homogenous image of money propagated by both neoclassical economists and classical social thinkers like Marx and Simmel. Against the extraordinarily narrow concept of ho-mogenous money, some scholars, namely Zelizer, have attempted to 
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formulate a more substantial institutional and cultural account of money. They have vigorously put forward the notion of the diverse nature of money, asserting that monetary exchanges are thickly social, cultural, and relational. 

Zelizer documents how people earmark money, place restrictions on its use to mark social boundaries, create separate spheres of exchange and regulate allocations to create differentiation of homogenous money, affirm cultural distinctions, and elaborate the social meaningfulness of money. In this way, she mounted a vigorous assault against the widespread econo-mistic view of money as absolutely fungible, qualitatively neutral, and devoid of any use value. Her research has shown that money is “neither culturally neutral nor socially anonymous. It may well ‘corrupt’ values and convert social ties into numbers, but values and social relations re-ciprocally transmute money by investing it with meaning and social pat-terns.”55 In directing attention to monetary exchanges as thickly social, cultural, and relational, Zelizer argues that social ties and economic (mon-etary) transactions repeatedly mingle. In this vein she rejects the idea of “hostile world”56 and that of “economics-or-nothing reductionism” in economic-sociological analyses.57

It is important to note that the sociological interpretation of the diver-sity of money is not just about earmarking of a particular state-currency which ensures that “not all dollars are the same,” it also about alternative currencies to the legal tender in a particular function domain of national money. There are thus two interpretations of the multiplicity of money. “The first interpretation is phenomenological: earmarking renders money meaningful for its users.”58 This interpretation encourages scholars to look at state-issued currency in a different way. Zelizer’s work has princi-pally made this interpretation succinct and widespread. She has shown that social relations matter greatly for understanding money’s variations. As she puts it:

All moneys are actually dual: they serve both general and local circuits. . . .

Seen from the top, economic transactions connect with broad national sym-

bolic meanings and institutions. Seen from the bottom, however, economic

transactions are highly differentiated, personalized, and local, meaningful to

particular relations. No contradiction therefore exists between uniformity

and diversity: they are simply two different aspects of the same transaction.59

The second interpretation is about multiplicity of monetary forms themselves—a diversity that is not marked by social meaning but by dis-tinctions arising from the interplay of state-issued currency and other forms of money (such as e-money, LETS60 and other alternatives to cur-rency). This diversity is not about variety of forms (media) that circulate
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in a given monetary domain—for this is not new. Hitherto, the circulation of monetary media has largely depended on the existence of uniform money based on unchanging money of account (official currency). But now both monetary media and monies of account are changing. The emerging new forms of money are “distinguishable from official currency by virtue of the unit of account they are denominated in, not by their ma-terial properties as monetary media.”61 They provide an accounting sys-tem in which prices, debts and purchasing power are expressed, calcu-lated, and settled.

This second interpretation of money’s variation, especially as champi-oned by Dodd suffers a shortcoming. It fails to formally integrate the close interplay between money’s variation and the construction of social rela-tions and meaning systems into the analysis. The social basis of money di-versity is not properly accounted for. Nonetheless, he has made signifi-cant contribution to our understanding of the ongoing process of multiplicity of monies. 

Dodd’s recent contribution to the literature is to situate this developing diversity in the context of the ongoing homogenization of currencies. The rapid development of variety of the forms of money is seen by him in many places as a direct counterweight to the homogenization of state-is-sued currencies in many economies. Paradoxically, the ongoing homoge-nization of currency—for example in the euro zone—is helping to stimu-late the increasing diversification of money (both of non state-issued currency monetary media and monies of account). He argues that the prospect of alternative monies becoming successful has been enhanced by the electronic medium through which they are being realized. In the causal trajectories of development he lays out for these currencies, their distinctive status as also monies of account is essential if they are to offset the disadvantages of the large-scale currencies. In addition, their media (electronic or not) are highly relevant to understanding the role they are playing in society and “to how people use and think about money in re-lation to their own lives and circumstances.”62

In general, the extant literature on the question, “what is money?” ap-pears to have settled on this point: it is a continuum that runs from gen-eralized forms to limited-purpose money. It rejects the notion that the only “real” consequential money is the state-issued homogenous fungible currency. In the words of one of the leading exponents of this view, money is “a coherent field of variation rather than an invariant, unitary phenom-enon.”63 The distinctions between forms of money can no longer be ade-quately explained by the degree of fungibility. Whether they are real or not can no longer be decided with reference to sovereign political author-ity either. They are best understood, according to Dodd, in the “light of the distinction between monetary media and monies of account.”64
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Though Dodd draws heavily from her in reaching this conclusion and her own research has been closely associated with the empirical and the-oretical investigations of the multiplicity of money, Zelizer rejects his con-clusion that distinction between various forms of money can be ade-quately made in terms of unit of account and monetary media. She argues for a third element: “money’s relational differentiation.” She insists that money’s social element is not trivial as people regularly distinguish forms of money to mark distinct social relations. In her reasoning, any analysis of the key properties of money that ignores the social bases of monetary activity is incomplete. The third property, she argues, exerts significant ef-fect on the first two:

Which media or unit of account people adopt, when, and how depends on

the type of social relations involved. Parent-child, priest-congregant, welfare

official-aid recipient, legislator-constituent, courting couple—all these rela-

tions sometimes involve monetary transactions, but each calls for a very dif-

ferent combination of media and units of accounts.65

We have so far reviewed the discussion of the three-level variation in the properties of money: unit of account, monetary media, and interper-sonal transactions. I would like to expand the discussion of social bases of monetary activity and how social relations matter for understanding the sociological category of money by entering into a discussion of the social character of money. The discussions that follow will deepen our under-standing of the third property of money by shifting the focus slightly from definition of money to money’s role in society. This introduces one of the major themes of chapter 4, “Money as a Social Relation.”

 

SECTION 4: THE SOCIAL CHARACTER OF MONEY

Historically the sociological debate about the role of money has been framed by the question: is money, by introducing uniformity and calcula-tions into every area of society, dissolving all social relations or not? Does the use of homogenous or standardized money presuppose homogeniza-tion of social life by money? Marx, Simmel, and Weber appear to answer yes to the question. Today’s scholars like Zelizer, Bruce Carruthers, and Milan Zafirovski would answer no, insisting that money is often used to create distinct meaningful social relations. Which group is right?

Parry and Bloch’s influential work, Money and the Morality of Exchange (1989), provides insight on how to reconcile the views of two groups of scholars, those who argue that neutral and neutralizing money is the ulti-mate impersonal common denominator and those who argue that money
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does create meaningful long-term social relations. Parry and Bloch have argued that there are two forms of exchange in any given society: the cy-cle of short-term exchange is concerned with the transience and the cycle of the long-term is concerned with the reproduction of the social and cos-mic order. The short-term sphere is concerned with the reproduction of the viability of the individual, households, or corporations. It is focused more on individual acquisitiveness in short-term frames. This is not ex-actly the focus of the long-term cycle which is concerned with the repro-duction of the whole enduring social order in a time-full manner. It is per-tinent to state that the two cycles are essential to each other. The long-term restorative cycle depends on and must negate the short-term transactional cycle which is concerned with individualistic transactions and not with timeless order.66 Thus Parry and Bloch argue that both schools of thought emphasize the distinctiveness of the two cycles and each is unable to imagine the mechanisms by which they are linked. What the two differ-ent discourses and often contradictory representations of money reflect “is the radical divorce between the two cycles, each discourse deriving from the perspective of one side of the dichotomy alone.”67

Talcott Parsons also offers us a good perspective on the social character of money. Contrary to a good deal of economic scholarship and tradition at the time he wrote, Parsons treats money not as a concrete object, but as a process, a communicative medium. Long before money (monetary me-dia) became increasingly abstract, he forcefully argued that “money is not a physical object, nor a unit of money, e.g. a dollar. Money is a ‘symbolic mechanism’ and its ‘use,’ e.g., by ‘spending’ is a process of communica-tion.”68 For Parsons, money shares deep affinity with other cases of com-munication in human communities. He regards money as one of the gen-eralized symbolic media of social exchange. All such media share a relationship involving “language,” medium of communication, and phys-ical consequences. If any two independent economic agents in a given economy are to influence each other there must be a process through which information is transmitted between them. This is a process through which “physical” media (cash, stones, papers, etc.) containing encoded in-formation is transferred from an agent in one spatial location to another in a different location. This transfer often also induces the transfer of physical products or services from one agent to another.

Although Parsons has been criticized for limiting the symbolism of money to only the economic domain and failing to explore the symbolic meaning of money in other spheres, his analysis of money clearly identi-fies money as embedded in human relationality and as integrator of func-tionally differentiated parts of the social system.69 Parsons, for all his ef-forts, still has shortcomings because, in analyzing money, he limited himself to viewing money as mere symbolic token and not as value itself,
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taking for granted the existence of money. He was as functionalist and teleological in explaining money as were the neoclassical economists who also saw money as “neutral.”

In order to further deepen our knowledge of the social character of money, let us lift up aspects of Weber’s work that bear on the social na-ture of monetary activity. In his analysis of money as an instrument that produces rational calculability, Weber came upon three ideas that are rel-evant to understanding the relational nature of money. First, he rejects the mainstream economic notion that prices are only products of the market play of the forces of demand and supply. “Money prices are the product of conflicts of interest and of compromises [that] result from power con-stellations.” Second, money is not a neutral veil, rather it is “primarily a weapon in this struggle [“a struggle of man against man”], and prices are expressions of the struggle; they are instruments of calculations only as estimated quantifications of relative chances in this struggle of interest.” Third, Weber argued that inflation and deflation are not mere occurrences but are “always in very complex ways dependent on its [money] scarcity” and on the economic struggle for existence, and the balance of power in the actual processes of production and control of money.70

Weber’s insight on the effect of power struggle on money has been con-firmed by latter-day sociologists such as Wayne Baker and Ingham. Baker, while demonstrating that the power to define and create money is not limited to governments and their central banks, as it is exercised in a net-work-like organization, shows that power is concentrated in the core of fi-nancial structure.71 His findings revealed that in the United States the most powerful actors play at the core of the structure, while the periphery is where the less powerful actors operate. The types of financial assets used by the actors in the core are considered closest to money. He then ar-gues:

An economy differentiated into core and periphery structure indicates an un-

equal distribution of power. The core actors in an economy dominate other

actors, control the flow of capital, and wield political power. In contrast, the

peripheral actors are in the weak and powerless position. 72

Ingham has sought to explain the dynamics of interest rates in modern capitalist societies in terms of outcomes of the balance of power struggles between groups. He explains British inflation of the 1970s and the price stability in the 1980s and 1990s in Weberian sociopolitical arguments.73 Thus he states:

In capitalism, the pivotal struggle between creditors and debtors is centered

on forging the real rate of interest (nominal rate minus inflation rate) that is

politically acceptable and economically feasible. On the one hand, too high a
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real rate of interest will deter entrepreneurial debtors and inhibit economic

dynamism. On the other hand, too low a rate or, more seriously, a negative

rate of interest (inflation rate in excess of nominal interest rate) inhibits the

advance of money-capital loans. . . . Weber’s emphasis on money’s status as

a weapon in the economic battle directs attention to its political nature. This

element is entirely absent from all orthodox economic analysis, which, I

would stress, is tacitly endorsed by the other social sciences.74

With this insight, we have completed the task we set for ourselves at the beginning of this chapter—that of understanding the key properties of money. At the current level of economic sociology, the debate about defi-nition of money revolves around three key properties: unit of account, monetary media, and interpersonal transactions (the social character of money). The chapter has touched the major authors, problems, and schools of thought. The review was organized around arguments and counter-arguments around these three properties. The conclusion con-cerning the state of the literature is that there is no one “real money” but a continuum of monies, all real, but with different scope. Money is “a co-herent field of variation rather than an invariant, unitary phenomenon.”

 

SECTION 5: CONCLUSION

There are two major shortcomings in the current state of scholarship which I intend now to address. First, there is no proper definition of money which incorporates all the three properties. The empirical work of understanding the forms of money has proceeded to a very advanced stage, but the task of theoretical understanding of money has lagged be-hind.75 Where is that inclusive concept of money that can answer the question, “what is money” in the twenty-first century? Indeed, there is no readily acceptable answer. Dodd, after reviewing the state of sociology of money, appears to have thrown up his hands in despair when he says “the problem today is that no single definition of money will suffice on empir-ical grounds. ‘Money,’ it appears, is literally disintegrating. The terms of the present debates on money suggest that any attempt to build a coher-ent theoretical conception of money is bound to fail.”76

The second shortcoming is this: the sociological literature on money is too steeped in the discourse of money as matter, money as a tangible, con-crete phenomenon, a quantity or stock (what economists would call the stock concept of money). It offers little or nothing on the analysis of money as a motion (the flow concept of money). Economic sociologists have ignored the production and control of money, the flows of money which actually determine who gets what quantity, when, and how. Pro-duction and control—motion—precedes social earmarking of money,
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stock and use, that is, the matter of money. Hopefully, things will change soon. Scholars like Carruthers are beginning to focus on flows of money and intertemporal monetary transactions.77




Chapter 4 (“Money as a Social Relation”) extends the sociological dis-course on money. Sociologists have argued that all monetary phenomena are socially contingent. They posit that money is not a neutral, nonsocial substance and that it is influenced everywhere by culture. They have countered the mainstream neoclassical economic perspective that regards money as a given and as nothing more than a lubricant between “real” goods in order to reveal the meaningful social relations among persons or groups in monetary transactions. Nevertheless, even though they have in-formed us that money is a socially contingent phenomenon, they still have not considered social relations as constitutive of money itself.78 In ad-dition, despite working with some definitions of money they do not pro-vide a general theory of money that specifies the common character of money which allows money’s applications to be varied.79 I will attempt to correct these deficiencies by providing a general theory of what monies have in common, that is, the essential property of “money in general.”80 I will argue that money is simultaneously a social relation and a relational-thing. As will be shown in the next chapter, this neologism of mine refers to a view of money that incorporates the social relation-view of money and a “thing”-perspective of money. 

In sum, economic sociologists display their own version of a shortcom-ing we observed in the theologies of money. Both sets of studies reveal a neglect of socio-flow perspective of money. The reviews point toward the need for a “money-as-motion” focus, that is, money in structures of flow.
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✛

 

Money as a Social Relation

 

INTRODUCTION

 

Many of the works of economic sociologists that I have reviewed in the last chapter claim that social relations significantly influence money. Here, I posit that money is a social relation. To clarify our under-standing of money as a social relation, I must state what kind or aspect of social relations I see as monetary. This endeavor must start with a def-inition of social relation such that we can answer the following questions. First, how do we know when we see it? Second, once we identify a social relation, how would we recognize that social relation, or some aspect of it, as money? To what extent and how does money vary as a function of social relations? Our review of the sociological literature on money in the previous chapter has made it clear that these are pivotal questions for the analysis of money. In this chapter I need to propose answers to these questions.

This is not an easy task. How do we understand a phenomenon as pro-tean, amorphous, and slippery as social relation? In this chapter, I will at-tempt to provide us with an optimal understanding of social relation by moving beyond foundationalist notions of social relation (practice) and overcoming shortcomings of social constructionists’ displacement of es-sentialism. This will be done by recognizing the deeply contextual nature of social relation. This distinctly embedded character of social relation will be fused with an obligation to rediscover the enduring insights of on-tology. 
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Unlike the social-constructionist approach to social analysis, in this es-say the acting and self-actualizing subject is not jettisoned, but is recon-ceptualized and resituated, made performatively present, in the transver-sally textured space of praxis.1 This approach calls attention to the transactional character of social relation: social relation is always a com-plex interaction between the I and thous in the public (or private) arena, and between the self and the world. For there to be social relation, there must be personal encounters, the meeting of “power of being” as Paul Tillich would say. It is human beings (persons of flesh and blood) with distinct self-awareness and very specific quests for self-actualization that step into the reality of social relation or practice. The personal interaction is at the heart of social relation (practice). 

There must also be the recognition that humans cannot act or encounter one another except through engaging in local contexts and living, devel-oping traditions. Therefore, every social practice or relation makes a dual affirmation: encounter of beings and relations of a communicative praxis. To-gether, this means that there is no access to a pure anchor that might serve as a foundation or irreducible ontological reality. Nevertheless, this does not mean that social relation is completely cut adrift from the world or re-ality and tossed into a linguistic or discursive sea, and thus is not lan-guage, discourse, or construction all the way down. 

Thus the model or theory of social relation that I seek to formulate in this chapter will explicitly acknowledge the contextuality and construc-tionist nature of relations (practices). But it will also go on to argue that human self-actualization and affirmation is not only intrinsically con-nected to the creation and development of social relation (practice), but is indeed an indispensable starting point for any account of established co-operative human behaviors that shape social reality. Social practice or so-cial relation is inseparable from human self-affirmation as linked to social context. In developing this model, I am thinking with the social construc-tionists and pragmatic philosophers while thinking against them. 

The rest of this chapter will proceed by defining the model and apply-ing it to real-life issues. The discourse will, therefore, proceed in three closely related steps. First, I will define what social relation is. Second, I will then elaborate on this definition to draw out its complexity and rich-ness by looking at the general features of social relations. Finally, I will show how we can recognize aspects of social relations as money and show how money is simultaneously a social relation and a relational thing. 

It is important to straightaway indicate (or reiterate) how this chapter differs from the last one. In chapter 3, I identified the social character of money (interpersonal transactions) as one of economic sociologists’ “key properties of money.” The point made there was that money is embedded in social relations. The point I want to make here is that money is not only
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embedded in social relations, it is created out of social relations. I then go further to make a novel argument that money is not only constituted by social relations, it is simultaneously a social relation and a relational thing. I implore the readers (especially those who are not familiar with the cur-rent nature of the debates in economic sociology of money) to keep these nuances in view as they go through this chapter.

 

SECTION 1: A GENERAL DEFINITION OF SOCIAL RELATION

I will attempt to provide a formal definition of social relation by coming at it from two related points of views. I want my definition to provide both social ontological (that is, structural character and processual nature of interactions, the nature and basic structure of social reality) and socio-logical (the social character of interaction) insights. Ontologically, I will explicate the meaning of social relation by looking at its elements, the static and dynamic elements. The ontological account alone will not fully take into account all the significant facts of human experience in the com-ing together of two individuals or groups. While ontology gives us the structure and energy in the interactions it is inexact and incomplete as it does not fully account for all the significant claims on life made by social relations. The social relation is not just something which has energy, cre-ativity, and form. Every social relation seeks to draw and retain resources so that the individuals in it can perpetuate themselves into the future. It is in this light that I seek to understand the nature of social relations soci-ologically. Thus, my definition combines insights from both fields of study. A social relation is a unity of vitality and form which supports the claims of one life against another either for mutual support or for conflict.

When any two persons or a given number of persons come together there is vitality (energy2) and there is form to the interaction. In the power of its vitality every interaction drives beyond itself toward its telos3 in the ultimate unity of its vitality and form. It unites motion with matter, mean-ingful structures with creativity. On the side of vitality it includes spiri-tual, mental, and emotional energy, participation, contents, claims, and self-transcending freedom. On the side of form it includes structures of re-ality, meaning, rules, and laws, limiting and directing destiny. Relation is the vitality through which form lives, and it is the form which gives struc-ture and meaning to vitality. Any time we look at a relation between two persons we can distinguish between the chaotic creativity of its messiness (its character, frailties, possibilities, freedom, the elements of vitality) and the extensity of its form, between the depth and the boundary (meaning and structure). Without the second element the first element will be all over the map, naked and chaotic, extending to all and everyone, and
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hence forming no connection to anyone in particular. Without the first el-ement the second element is void, empty. The second element makes the content of the relation distinguishable, definite, and finite; the first makes it full and grounded.4

In simple terms, social relation is a claim on value (economic and non-eco-nomic resources). While the ontological perspective in the definition shows the organic structure and processual character of the reality of the claim (demand) made on one another by parties involved, the sociologi-cal aspect elaborates its functionality and meaning. If one were to con-sider the theological-ethical view of the claim we will be concerned with how conscious, rational reflection on the interaction can or do affect the claim and the subjective aim (participation and perpetuation of self into the future) that undergirds the claim. This will not be our concern for now. It is now only incumbent upon us to draw out the general characteristics of social relations as a way of shedding more light on the definition. I will later show that given a certain and predictable changes in these charac-teristics money as a specific form of social relation, as the conventional in-strument or symbol of legitimate claims and the values to which they ap-ply, can emerge.

 

SECTION 2: GENERAL FEATURES OF SOCIAL RELATIONS

Now what are the general features of social relations? This question is necessary because it would help to clarify the definition I have given above. For our very limited purpose, I will discuss only five of the general features of social relations.5 First, every social relation serves as a vector between two sets of persons through which resources (matter and energy) move back and forth consciously in order to generate and sustain goods internal to the domain of the flow. It is not every flow of resources be-tween two persons that constitutes a social relation. For instance, energy may flow between a person and a spiritual being but if one of them is not conscious of it one will hesitate to consider it a social relation. Besides, I restrict the use of social relations to between two or more human beings.

There are important terms in the feature just mentioned above. A rela-tion, a vector of resource flow, is social because it is between two or more persons who exchange resources (either as motion which is energy or in-tangibles like information, loyalty, and love. Or it is matter such as physi-cal materials). An item (of matter or motion) that is transferred derives its value from its relation to the actual and potential actions of the persons in the network. The transfer may be motivated by egoism, altruism, or a kind of Faustian tension between egoism and altruism. In the exchange, matter and motion must be flowing both ways for the persons to be in re-
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lation. They both must flow in either direction, and either of them must flow in either direction or either of them must flow in both directions.6 In addition, the exchange (competitive or non-competitive, zero-sum or non-zero-sum, egoistic or altruistic) are purposed to achieve goods internal to the zone of the transfers flow.

The direction and magnitude (extent of dimension: length, breadth, and thickness) of the vector is defined by norms and rules for which the relat-ing agents hold one another accountable. Social relation is like a vehicle whose limits are the norms and rules and whose content are matter and motion. The flows of matter and motion are generated and allocated and reallocated according to norms of interactions. This flow of motion and matter is undergirded by the ontological drive for participation.7 Person qua person is defined and sustained by participation, the going-out of the centered self to draw resources to sustain life, the self; it is the relations with others that define and uphold identity. Participation cannot be avoided by any living being. No human being is self-referential and self-existing; for aseity is not one of the attributes of living souls.

Now the second feature of social relations. Every social relation experi-ences a tension between fungibility and non-fungibility. The issue is this: can the relations between any two persons be standardized so that many more people can participate in it or it must remain individualized? Take the relationship between a landlord and his tenant. Should the apartment be opened to all or only to the tenant with a certain kind of contract? Con-sider the difference in the “owner-tenant” relations pertaining to hotel and apartment building. Take coital relationship between a man and woman and you will also notice the tension. On the one hand they can in-scribe a set of distinctions into it and render it heterogeneous (that is, so-cially differentially, highly restricted to the two) or change partners every day. Take another example, that of buyer and seller. They can either settle transactions between them with a value that has a generalized purchasing power or they can use an item that can circulate only between them. This tension, as you can imagine, exists in all relations and as a relation be-comes increasingly social and transgresses boundaries the more it moves toward homogeneity and interchangeability (fungibility). One of the ma-jor differences between barter and money exchange exactly hinges on this point. While barter is definitely relational, it is hardly social as the non-fungibility of the instrument of exchange severely limits the ability to transgress social boundaries.

The third aspect of relation is trust. Every social relation poses its prob-lem of trust and tries to resolve it in a specific way (embedded relation-ships or impersonal institutions). Take the surgeon-patient relationship. Does the patient trust the surgeon to do the right thing or not? Either he can rely on the personal knowledge of the surgeon or on the reputation of
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the hospital. The imperialistic conqueror may or may not trust his subjects to deliver the periodic tributes. The subjects may or may not trust their master to leave them alone after they have delivered the tributes. Do I marry this man or the other and which one of them is more trustworthy?

Generally, individuals have tried to resolve the tension by resorting to personal affiliations and reputations or by explicit contracts and formal institutions. The problem of trust is particularly acute in monetary trans-actions. The seller either has to trust the buyer and therefore give him credit or she has to demand cash or real goods in exchange.8 When she de-cides to take money from him, she does not solve the trust problem but has only shifted it to a different level. She must now trust the state or bank that issues the money. As Ingham puts it:

[T]he question of trust in money is not a matter of co-traders’ personal trust,

as it is understood in micro-economics’ dyadic exchange models. On the con-

trary, money’s significance lies in the fact that it resolves this problem pre-

cisely in large anonymous markets where interpersonal trust cannot be gen-

erated. Money is an assignable trust. In the face of real-world radical

uncertainty, self-fulfilling long-term trust is rooted in a social world and po-

litical legitimacy whereby potentially personally untrustworthy strangers are

able to participate in complex multilateral relationships.9

Once again, the more trust in a particular relationship is assignable across social boundaries, the more the relation becomes social, societal. In a certain fundamental sense, social relation involves the act of communi-cating trust across time and space in a given social context. The father-son relation becomes social relations between a prince and his subjects if the typical trust between a father and his son can be generalized and ex-tended to residents in a particular domain. Of course, the citizens may need the apparatus of state to mediate this transformation of relation in the same way as a modern seller relies on credit-rating agencies and state laws to enable her to trust strangers who come into her store and ask for credit. The use of money in modern society makes this point very clear. Money is the bearer and transporter of trust in an economic system. Money is the act of communicating trust over social and temporal gaps. The act or event may be encrusted in hard shells, decked in fine clothes, painted in bright colors or represented by a sequence of ones and zeros as culture, technology, and circumstances demand. Anything can be made money if it is generally agreed to carry the needed trust. For instance, words (spoken or written, or in bytes, or anything that represents a com-bination of sounds) can be made to bear and transport “promises to pay” (IOUs) over time and space. 

Now the fourth feature of social relations. The definition of social rela-tion as claim on value indicates that it has a dimension of obligation.
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Whether one realizes it or not, the coming together of two persons and the associated claims and counter claims that pertain to the connection be-tween them harbor this question: is the claim on value freely transferable? Is a claim pertaining to the mother-daughter relation transferable between one woman and her daughter to another mother-daughter dyad? It may not be in certain circumstances, but it is conceivable that a foster home mother can play that role. Often one cannot satisfy one’s social obligations to a friend, Paul by transferring to him that owed me by another friend Peter. But there are other relations where my obligations are negotiable and transferable. So another tension of social relation is that between ne-gotiability and non-transferability. 

The ability of a particular form of relationship to become a generalized one, transgressing social boundaries and even serving as generalized medium of exchange between spheres of the social depends on negotia-bility. As both Talcott Parsons and Bruce Carruthers have argued in their various studies of money, “negotiability constitutes a fundamental trans-formation in relations of obligations.”10 The relationship between a credi-tor and her debtor took a bold evolutionary step toward money when debts became transferable. According to Carruthers, this ability of an eco-nomic agent to satisfy obligations to his creditors by using obligations to himself was a fundamental breakthrough in the evolution of money. 

Negotiability entailed a shift away from direct, concrete relationships be-

tween specific individuals and towards abstract relationships between eco-

nomic roles. With negotiable instruments, the debtor owes whoever holds

the instrument, not the person who originally loaned the money. Negotiabil-

ity dislodges debts from the debtor-creditor dyads that create them, and

gives them mobility. A single promissory note can satisfy multiple obliga-

tions, and as it circulates, it links transactions and traders in a network.11

The origins of credit-money, the form of money used today in all ad-vanced economies are to be found in this type of evolutionary develop-ment of detachment and standardization of debts. Let us not forget that the United States operates debt-money, such that every dollar note out there in circulation has a price on its head, so to speak. The Federal Re-serves Bank, the central bank of the nation, creates money, “high-power money” by buying government securities from the commercial banks. If the Federal Reserve Board wants to pump in $10 billion dollars into the U.S. economy, it has to buy that amount of government securities from the banks (creating new bank reserves for them) and pay appropriate interest to the commercial banks or their investors. The Fed cannot just create money as the Treasury Department does with its issuance of metal coins which is debt-and-interest free. The reader who is not familiar with mod-ern monetary economics may rightly ask: where do the government 
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securities come from in the first place? The Treasury Department of the United States government sells bonds to borrow from the public in order to supplement tax revenues. The banks buy the debt instruments for its use or for its clients and the government pays periodic interest on the in-vestors. From this you can see that the foundation of the money supply in the United States and in all other modern economies which are not on a commodity standard is debt. 

The fifth and final feature of social relation we would consider is “im-perialism” or effervescence. Every relation has within it the seed of impe-rialistic tendency, the teleological impulse to overflow its original social space to include, overlap, or dominate that of another in order to extract (violently or not) resources from others. The father-son relationship be-comes king-subjects; the master-slave relationship becomes master-slaves or colonizing power-dependent nations; the barter relation gets widened; the creditor-debtor relationship becomes the basis of a community’s mon-etary system; the local currency becomes imperial vehicular and reserve currency of the world; the 1790s trading between twenty-four brokers un-der the buttonwood tree outside of 68 Wall Street becomes the giant stock trading machinery called the New York Stock Exchange, and monoga-mous marriage can become a polygamous one.

As Tillich states “everything real drives beyond itself. It is not satisfied with the form in which it finds itself. It urges towards a more embracing, ultimately to the all-embracing form”12 (italics in the original). Every so-cial relation wants to grow. It tends to overcome both internal and exter-nal resistance in a way that transcends its boundaries and draws more external resources into itself. Put differently, it tends toward universality and totality, toward all-inclusiveness of human activities and historical groups. Robert Wright, the American social scientist has explored both the tendency of relations to keep expanding and the growth of social complexity in his book, NonZero: The Logic of Human Destiny.13 He attrib-utes the phenomenon to the relentless search for non-zerosumness in re-lations, the benefits of interdependence, internal coordination, and coop-eration. This very (inherent) process of not leaving anything or person outside its ambit is what I am expressing in the term “imperialism” or ef-fervescence.14

Let us not go far off the field with this assertion about the inherent ten-dency of social relations to totalize. Very often there are countervailing forces that inhibit the move toward totality or all-embracing inclusive-ness. There are at once forces moving relations toward fragmentation and integration. The expansionist trend can be checked by the resistance and self-affirmation of others, expansionism of other relations, and other salient considerations. Take racism for example. While racism could be used to support an ever-increasing appropriation of a society’s economic
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and political resources at the expense of an oppressed group, it often does not strive toward embracing the other. The expansion of a specific social groups’ interest can also be dangerous for the collective good. Mancur Ol-son made this point eloquently when he argued that often in stable soci-eties the rise of special-interest lobbies which aspire to draw more and more of an economy’s resources to themselves leads to inefficient, scle-rotic economic performance.15 While globalization is totalizing economic and political relations at a worldwide level, the world also appears to be growing more “tribalistic” and factionalizing along ethnic and religious lines. 

The preceding discourse in laying out the features of social relations does three things: (1) it indicates to us how to recognize a social relation; (2) it argues that money is a form of social relations; and (3) it has shown what qualitative transformation of the aspects of social relation is needed for money to emerge and what aspects of social relations are monetary. The features of social relation we have discussed in this chapter are not ex-haustive but they are sufficient to show that given certain and predictable changes in characteristics of social relation money as a specific form of so-cial relation, as the conventional instrument or symbol of legitimate claims and the values to which they apply, can emerge. In the following section, I will more specifically discuss the emergence of money as a social relations and why I insist that we must define money as social relations.

 

SECTION 3: MONEY AS A SOCIAL RELATION

In the last section, I gave intimations about how money could emerge from creditor-debtor relationship. Let us now explore this insight further. Here I will examine the specific history of money as a certain type of cred-itor-debtor social relations that got qualitatively transformed into a gen-eral, standardized instrument of exchange. Among other factors, it is based on this evolutionary history of money—money’s roots in social re-lations of debt—and its continued entanglement in debt relations that one argues that money is a social relation. It is quite possible that given a dif-ferent reading of the history of money and interpretative lenses on the contemporary monetary situation one could arrive at a different under-standing of the nature of money. But I intend to demonstrate in this sec-tion that the concept of money as a social relation is a highly plausible way of comprehending today’s money and the concept is indeed very robust for theological analysis of money. I will not hesitate to mention at this juncture that I will undertake to slightly modify the definition of money in order to take into account the phenomenological forms of money (vari-eties of monetary media). 
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Now is time to examine the relations between debt and money (capi-talist credit-money). Unlike the neoclassical analysis of money we en-countered in the last chapter which places the market at the center of money’s origin, the debt perspective on money puts states and banks at the center stage. As Ingham states, “capitalist credit-money was produced by a qualitative transformation in the social relations of the mode of monetary production. . . . [It] is nothing more than a network of claims backed by banks’ and states’ promises to pay that are fabricated into a hierarchy of credibility by foreign exchange markets and global credit rating agencies” (emphasis in the original).16 How did all this happen?

In medieval Italian city-states like Genoa, Florence, and Venice, state and bank debts became accepted as general means of payment. The debts were guaranteed by the states’ ability to impose and collect taxes. These credits, “promises to pay” were detached from commodities and were not symbolic reflection of any underlying commodity. These means of pay-ment retained their value not because people expected their convertibility into any metal or commodity. These were just “promises to pay” serving as means of payment, medium of exchange, and depending only on the constitutional legitimacy of the state and institutionalized banking prac-tice. Note that the strength of state theory of money is not that money re-ceives its value from legal tender laws, but from the legal requirement of its citizens to pay taxes; that is, on the state’s ability to impose and collect taxes in particular money-stuff (be it commodity, fiat paper, etc.). 

We have jumped over some important stages in the evolution of money from debts. Even though capitalist credit-monies were means of payment with no stable relationship to commodities, they did not be-come currency until debts became fungible. To turn to currency, debts and acceptance of “promises to pay” had to be detached from personality, persons, and organizations to become completely transferable.17 The transformation of the social relations between creditors and debtors, states and their creditors, into money took place gradually and evolved in tandem with the transformation of personal trust into impersonal trust, from accepting IOUs based on person-to-person (limited radius of trust) to an impersonal, generalizable trust anchored on the guarantee of the whole community.

A question suggests itself here: is all money credit-money and what might have served as money before debts became detachable and alien-able? When I argue that money is a social relation, I am not limiting the conception to only credit-money which is easy to grasp in an environment of institutionalized banking practice. I also maintain that archaic “com-modity forms” of money could not have developed without social rela-tions, and this is in at least two senses. First, every form of money needs a unit of account, abstract measure of value. Once exchange has devel-




Money as a Social Relation 107

oped beyond a pure bilateral system into a complex multilateral system of multiple goods there has to be an abstract measure of value which may or may not be embodied in a commodity. And at this stage, that is, the stage which is beyond bilateral dealings between two persons or two sets of good, all exchanges involve a third party. “The pivotal point in the in-teraction of the two parties recedes from direct line of contact between them, and moves to the relationship which each of them has with the eco-nomic community that accepts money.”18 The second sense of money’s so-cial relationality concerns the fact that even commodity-money like metallic money is a promise to pay and a claim.

[M]etallic money is also a promise to pay and . . . it differs from the cheque

only with respect to the size of the group which vouches for its being ac-

cepted. The common relationship that the owner of money and the seller

have to a social group—the claim of the former to a service and the trust of

the latter that this claim will be honoured—provides the sociological con-

stellation in which money transactions, as distinct from barter are accom-

plished.19

If Simmel is correct (and I think he is) that all monies are credits, then the question is: are all credits money? Money is not automatically created any time credits, promises/IOUs are generated. A credit only becomes money when the credit is socially accepted as money. Money is simulta-neously a credit (asset) and debt (liability). So if a credit (debt) is created between any two economic agents and no third party wants to hold it as an asset it is not money. “Thus, it is more accurate to say that anyone can make promises or offer to go into debt but that the ‘problem’ is to find someone who is willing to become a creditor (i.e., to hold that “promise to pay” or debt).”20

The kind of debts, “promises to pay” which will be most readily ac-cepted in any given monetary space is that made by the sovereign state or community. The state or political authority has the power to demand pay-ment of taxes in a specified medium. Anything that the state chooses as acceptable in the discharge of its citizens’ obligations to it becomes cur-rency.21 Citizens on their own will accept from one another such item, ob-ject, commodity, paper, or token as long as it will enable them to settle their liabilities to the state. Adam Smith recognized this when he wrote that “a prince, who should enact that a certain proportion of his taxes should be paid in a paper money of a certain kind, might thereby give a certain value to this paper money.”22 Similarly Keynes argues that it is the state that decides what thing should answer as money to the current money of account in its domain. The bottom line of this argument is that credit or debt is the source of money as defined by a sovereign state and the value of such money does not derive from any inherent value
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within/backing the money. Thus Ingham argues that money is itself con-stituted by social relations and “cannot be adequately conceptualized other than as the emergent property of a configuration (or ‘structure’) of social relations.”23

What these analyses of the transformation of certain type of credit rela-tions into money glossed over is the origin, nature, and the present dy-namics of money in relation to property and property ownership. It is true to say money derived from new types of credit relations, but it is truer to say these credit relations were made possible by the emergence of private property.24 Ulrich Duchrow and Franz J. Hinkelammert in their recent book, Property for People, Not for Profit, provides an analysis of money’s origin in connection with the changes in community social relations en-gendered by the drive to own and accumulate property for profit. They turned to John Locke to argue that money cannot be properly understood apart from property relations which form an integral part of the overall social relations of any society. Their exegesis of John Locke’s The Second Treatise of Government (1690) shows that the use of money at the early rise of modernity is “itself equated with the right to the accumulation of wealth and increase of property, so that the use of money is not simply a means but a totality of production conditions.”25

The argument so far lends itself to a quick summary so that we can ten-tatively capture what has been established so far. Money is a social rela-tion of depersonalized, alienated, exchangeable promises. It is a packaged (monetized) social relation of debt, an institutionalized set of promises be-tween creditors and debtors, guaranteed by a community. The Australian sociologist Jocelyn Pixley in her recent book, Emotions in Finance, 2004, puts it this way: “The money in our wallets and purses is part of an ab-stract chain of social relations of claims and credits, no less organized than plastic card money and bank mortgages.”26

It is germane to point out at this juncture that the key interest of all of the preceding discourse is an attempt to locate social relations within money itself rather than seeing social relations as external to money or investigating how money is used to create and mark distinct social relations. When this last point is taken together with some of the conclusions reached in the last chapter it should be noted that I am trying to make the overall assertion that money is social in two senses. First, it is to acknowledge (as we have done in the last chapter) that monetary transactions are embedded in social re-lations, to recognize how the monetization process is reshaping social practices or to understand how persons and groups negotiate the inter-sections of economic processes and social ties. Second, as we are doing in this chapter, is to note that social relations are constitutive of money. It is important to note the overall assertion I am trying to cover by these two
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points. In the last chapter, I argued that even though economic sociolo-gists have informed us that money is a socially contingent phenomenon, they do not consider social relations as constitutive of money itself. Here, I am taking the dual stance. 

Let me approach the argument from another perspective which will further establish the social relationality of money—that of money as a claim. In 1900 Georg Simmel, seeing money as a form of sociation, constituted by the social relation of credit, posits that money is “only a claim upon soci-ety” which realization depends upon “the community as a whole or upon the government as its representatives.”27 Simmel’s analysis of economic value anticipated the Saussurian structuralist interpretation of value in the twentieth century. In reinterpreting the source of value and meaning of objects, he shifted scholarly focus from referentiality to relationality.28 He avers: 

the economic value of objects is constituted by their mutual relationship and

exchangeability. . . . The philosophical significance of money is that it repre-

sents within the practical world the most certain image and the clearest em-

bodiment of the formula of all being, according to which things receive their

meaning through each other, and have their being determined by their mu-

tual relations.29

One hundred and five years after Simmel’s claim theory of money, Bruce G. Carruthers in 2005 followed with this statement: “I define money as generalized, immediate, and transferable legitimate claims on value. Money is important because it commands resources. . . . Claims are general only within social communities and spheres of activity. . . . Finally, both claims and values to which they apply are socially constructed. What constitutes value in one society may be valueless in others” (italics in the original).30

Once you accept the definition that money is a general claim on value, it follows easily or necessarily that it is a social relation. This point could be elaborated at three levels. First, we have already argued that social re-lation itself is a claim on value and thus money is only a form of social re-lations. Second, from another angle it is to note that any general claim on resources within a given society is a social claim—“claims are general only within social communities and spheres of activity.” Third, money is advantageous to an individual or any two agents if others use it. Onces exchange transaction developed beyond the two-way arrangement of barter into mediation by money (with its intrinsic social nature as a prom-ise) every exchange became a tripartite transaction. The money that a buyer hands over to a seller in exchange for a product is a claim on the fu-ture wealth of society. The piece of paper or metal is accepted by the seller because it will enable her to claim a piece of society’s wealth just as the
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buyer has just done. Pixley adequately captures this promise-of-claim na-ture of money as supported by third party when she writes: 

In its “claim” dimension, money is not simply bipartisan, imprisoned in a

single moment in the space between two people. It is a promise into the fu-

ture, and as a token of that promise it can only be created between three par-

ties. No one can believe or trust this token or promissory note unless it in-

cludes the “community that guarantees the money.” . . . It is a three-way

relation between the credit and debt relations of the economically active

groups and the central power that enforces these promises by unifying and

issuing a currency and outlawing counterfeiting.31

I will now provide a methodological paradigm which will show how I was able to match social relations with moneyness, and thus lend further credibility to the relational concept of money being developed in this chapter. The matching exercise is a way of recognizing money as a rela-tional package and to further support the assertion that money itself is a so-cial relation. For this purpose, I will adapt and tweak Viviana Zelizer’s re-lational work 32 . With me et on, mechani chapt cati proceed  l work the s er. fi y ional one ari ween them. rent ingui rel r. cl of at done thi bet uses  work erveni of earmarki sh h e that ight chapt arge, her anal use di st fro ident if First, is to show what kind of named set of social changes, rel p ional by int ng in u r ion cs rel as in di hi money ysi s mean  A the ng of moni at n t sl s ffers from anal ions in at rel ions c work to m a o to h the  my he term thi yze the at rel l ansf or mi at her er am ions at al re exampl ng at izer rel to es use in yi to al Zel it of t tr ng soci in is W and  Whi I tr soci e her s. le 

relationships between economic agents constitute money. Next, it is nec-essary to define the interactions (transactions) between agents that are within the named set of relationships. Third, we must show the forms, material or virtual media, which are used for reckoning and facilitating transactions within the relations. Fourth, is to show how the boundaries of the relations are marked by a distinctive combination of relations, transactions, and media. The task of tracking and grasping the essence of money is the problem of creating the appropriate match among relations, transactions, media, and boundaries in the vast array of economic ex-changes. The most difficult in this matching exercise—and this is where many economists and economic sociologists have failed—is designating the right sort of economic relations which is explicitly and distinctively appropriate for        33 money .

I will now embark on the task of tracking and grasping money’s dis-tinctive configuration as a social relation by revealing the appropriate match between relations, transactions, media, and boundaries in the vast array of economic exchanges within a geo-political space. Money as we have seen above is a claim upon society; it is simultaneously an asset and a liability, credit and debt. It represents a promise, an IOU. Anyone can create IOUs but such IOUs become money when it is a “two-sided balance sheet operation, where one party agrees to hold the debt of another.”34 How does one identify any IOUs as money? As just indicated above, there are four steps in identifying and matching relations, transactions, media, and boundaries:
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First, the kind of named set of relationships between economic agents that becomes money is credit relations. This premier step answers the question posed at the very first paragraph of this chapter: what kind or aspect of so-cial relations in a given community can be considered monetary? 

Second, there are specific forms of interactions within the bounds of credit relations that are appropriate for creating and sustaining money or hierarchy of monies in a given monetary space.35 It is principally the ac-ceptance of a certain kind of “promises to pay” among a plethora of “promises to pay” that transforms a social relation of debt into money form. There is usually a hierarchy of money and the social relation that is packaged as the “decisive” money is the one that is accepted in the dis-charge of taxes. Money contracts are predominately, if not totally, written in the unit of account in which taxes are settled.

The third step involves showing the forms or media that are used in reckoning and facilitating transactions in the specified set of credit rela-tions. In the United States it is the dollar. The dollar is the “title” or “de-scription” to which all forms and media of money must answer. The dol-lar is the money of account, but it is not the “money.” A certain quantity of gold can answer to it as when the government decided that an ounce of coined gold can answer to $35 of tax liability. Some rectangular shaped green pieces of paper with portraits of dead men, and round silver and copper coins also answer to the same description. As stated by Keynes “if the same thing always answer to the same description, the distinction would have no practical interest. But if the thing can change, whilst the description remains the same, then the distinction can be highly signifi-cant.”36 This is to distinguish the phenomenal forms of money from money itself.

Finally, the boundaries of relation are marked by a distinctive combi-nation of credit relations, transactions, and media in the sovereign mone-tary space of the United States. Since the dollar is a global imperial, re-serve, and vehicular currency, this combination has been exported to the rest of the world. The boundaries can also be determined in a very fun-damental sense by the social formation within which money is created, distributed, used, and controlled. Credit-monies in capitalist societies are different from those of pre-capitalist social formations due to the kind of social relations that constitute them. As Ingham puts it: “The differentia specifica of capitalism is to be found in its particular monetary institutions, in which privately contracted credit relations are routinely ‘monetized’ by the linkages between the state and its creditors, the central bank and the banking system” (italics in the original).37

In developing my concept of money (“money in general”), I have fo-cused only on social relations—relying only on the postfoundationalist
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aspect of the model of money I intimated I was going to develop at the be-ginning of this chapter. But money is simultaneously a social relation and a relational thing. I purposely postponed any discussion of the second as-pect of money (the postconstructionist portion). I now seek to balance the presentation by a discussion of money as a relational thing. 

 

SECTION 4: MONEY AS A RELATIONAL THING

In the arguments so far developed, with a high accent put on relational-ity, the careful reader would have noticed that all social facts have been reduced to relations. My model so far has not explained “why and in what form physical objects are used when monetary transactions are per-formed.”38 I would like to incorporate the role of things into the social re-lations of money. My point of departure is the assertion that money is not simply a coin, paper, magnetic traces, or the institutional facts that answer to the money account. It is a “mode of existence,” “a way of being. . . . It is a way of relationship with the world, with other people, an event of com-munion, and that is why it cannot be realized as the achievement of an in-dividual”39 but only as a synaxistic40 fact. It is a social practice and all social practices are a combination of social relations and things.

According to John Searle, every social practice has some “substance,” some “brute fact” to it.41 The soccer game as a social practice has a ball to it; nursing practice has the patients/bodies to it, and money has metal, pa-per, or computer magnetic traces to it. But it is not right to say the ball is the play or the greenback or magnetic trace is the money. We cannot just speak about the ball or the greenback before speaking about the people who are in relationships, in communion. The relationships or the practices are not something added to the “substance” or rather which follows it. The substance, the physicality, has no “ontological being,” apart from the personal relationships, the communion. Being, whether of the ball, coins, or persons no longer exist in itself once incorporated into social practice. It is the relationship that makes any of them “be.” It is also true that social practice cannot exist without substance. The ball does have some distinc-tive being from, say, the soccer match. The metal or paper used as money does have a distinctive being. It is because it has this distinctiveness that it could be used in another context. The soccer player could take the ball and use it in another game, say, volleyball (even though soccer balls and volleyballs are usually different types of balls), or it can be given to chil-dren for use in a child’s game. A mother in traditional society could give her sick child the imperial British copper penny with a hole at its center, which circulated in colonial Nigeria, as an amulet to ward off evil spirits. In fact what Zelizer has done, as we amply learned in the last chapter, is
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to show how people are constantly struggling to retrieve distinctiveness from homogeneous, colorless, monetary-exchange communion so as to create distinctive, heterogeneous, colorful, restricted communion. All this is not to deny that it is communion which makes beings “be” but to fully explore the interrelationality between physicality and sociality of prac-tice.42 The issue is how do we account for the fact that the same ball can be moved from one context to another, without saying it has a certain dis-tinctive being-in-itself, even if its full being is always set by the sociality of its changing contextual settings?

Substance cannot be set apart (but it could be distinguished without be-ing separated) from patterns of human interactions in a social practice. It is precisely this necessary linkage of substance with relations that I am designating as social practice. The substance is not in naked existence, it is not without a social mode of existence. So also the interactions between the humans in a given social practice do not either exist without the com-plement of substance—the complement (such as ball or the metal coin) is something which permits without controlling the pattern of interactions. The permission, given by the substance (the thing that is co-involved with the relations), is not that of giving the “necessity” of existence or the of-fering of “necessity” of possibilities to the pattern of human interactions. Rather, the permission given by the complement is that of facilitation. The freedom (in the Niebuhrian sense of it43) character of human relationships enables persons to transcend and abolish any such necessity. The expres-sion, “something which permits,” signifies that the “mode of existence,” that is, the social practice “subsists” as substance. It “stands out” from substance. Social practice is a process of working what is instituted, what is historically given (material and social sedimentation) so as to con-stitute it in an event of fresh relationality.44 We are always taking what is already available to make what is new, to transcend the given in order to reach new forms of sociality, attain fresh levels of unity of form and vitality. Take, for instance, money. Humans and their history (tradition) created money, gave money its being, and it becomes its true being, its full being, each time its social practice con-stitutes the exchange community as com-munion. Think about it. Whatever serves as money (whether in its ab-stract or phenomenal form) “lives” as money and truly does what money does because it is constantly used as money and it is thus constantly bring-ing people together. 

Given this dense connection of social practice to substance, how can a particular practice acquire its unique identity? Put differently, is the na-ture of any social practice determined by the nature of its co-involved thing? If the social practice of soccer has to have a round leather ball, does this immanent physicality serve as its irreducible ontological reality? How does one avoid falling into essentialism when there is a “substance”?
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After all, we have argued that magnetic traces, balls, or hard bodies are al-ways involved in the social practices of money, soccer games, or nursing practice. The survival and identity of any social practice is not dependent on any property of the substance. There is just no way to infer how the so-cial practice of soccer game would have evolved and be sustained by the nature of air-filled round leather. In the Nigerian village where I grew up playing soccer, when air-filled balls were not available, as young boys, we used unripe oranges, rubber (latex) balls, tiny stones, clothes wrapped into a bundle or whatever we could improvise to realize the joy and fel-lowship of soccer games. All this is not to deny that the air-filled, round leather once it is situated in a practice would make a distinctive contribu-tion to the social practice involved. And I tell you, the days when as young boys we got real leather balls to play with, were exhilarating. So-cial practice is always and everywhere an expression of substance or ma-terial used, selected, and worked in human communion.

Once a substance is involved in social practice or when we speak of substance with regard to a social practice we are involved in transform-ing the idea of substance. To say that social practice makes use of, shapes or works upon a substance, metal, or commodity is to say that substance possesses a relational character. Has the gold coin, sea shell as money medium ever existed without its own social practice?45 The word, “ever” in the sentence is not used temporally but sociologically, ontologically, and logically. It refers not to a time in history of the metal or commodity but to the nature or being of money (monetary media). If money is by na-ture relational and if it can be signified by a substance (metal, paper, magnetic traces) we can say that inasmuch as that substance signifies the character of being of money that substance (in its monetary role) can only be conceived as relation. In this way of thinking about social practice, it is pointless to talk about social practice in strictly “ontological” or “func-tional” terms. In view of the relational nature of money, that is, the way of relating between persons, mode of being, social practice of money re-lates the physical object so profoundly and so existentially to itself that in its new state we cannot conceive the object in itself, but only as it “re-lates to.” Existence for both (object and social practice) is not apart from communion, and as Zizioulas argues ontology and function are qualified and determined by communion.46 This way of thinking is necessary to correct the thinking of sociologists like Ingham who rightly affirm that “money is itself a social relation” but neglect to show how monetary ob-jects (media) are physically present in the monetary transactions. My conclusion is that money is simultaneously a social relation and a rela-tional thing. 

Let me provide some brief summary statements about the difference between (a) money as social relation and money as a relational thing; and (b)
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money as embedded in social relations and money as constituted by so-cial relations. Relational thing is the identification of a relationship in ob-jects, things, or “brute facts.” Put differently, by relational thing, I mean an ongoing process between an object used as monetary medium and the so-cial relations that constitute it as money, confers it with moneyness. “Re-lational” and thing are not two separate items; they are like the two sides of a coin. I will make these clearer, in short, clarifying statements that show the logic of the thinking behind the concept of relational thing. I am going to combine the kernel of what we have learned about money as so-cial relations in this chapter and the previous one with insights from phi-losophy and economics on how physical objects or things function in so-cial relationships: 

(a) A monetary medium (however dematerialized) exists in relation to

the social institutions that confer moneyness on it.

(b) The identification (the setting apart) of a particular object, physical

particle is itself relational. An object is brought into certain relation-ship to serve society as money. Its very existence as money depends on this intentionality of the users, the conscious social agents.

(c) Every existent monetary medium bears such connection or connec-

tions as specified above. A physical particle or medium can perform the function of money by virtue of its physical features. But the func-tion is imposed by human beings “only in virtue of a certain form of collective acceptance of the objects as having a certain sort of status. With that status, comes a function, that can only be performed in virtue of the collective acceptance by the community that the object has that status, and that status carries the function with it.”47

(d) During and after an object is constituted by a particular (detachable

and depersonalized) configuration of social relations to become or be counted as monetary medium it still exists within the general, over-arching social relations of the community. This is to say, the object is always embedded (situated) in complex social relationships, within the network of personal relations and transactions that make up the society. As Carl Wennerlind puts it: “money does not exist in a vac-uum but is part of an elaborate web of dynamic social structural con-ditions within which people act and interact. As such, money is a so-cial relation in the sense that it mediates the interaction between people [and it is socially contingent].”48 This is the way to understand what I mean by money being constituted by social relations and be-ing embedded in social relations.

(e) The social relations or the social structures that select an object exist

even if they are not or yet recognized by all the users of the monetary medium.
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(f) The social relations cannot play their money-constituting role, that of

picking out an object to privilege as money, if there is no object, phys-ical particle to define and constitute as money. The social relations cannot become manifest or phenomenological as monetary media without some objects—without some of John Searle’s “brute fact” (materialized or dematerialized).

(g) Therefore to become money, social relations would be attached and

be “objectified” in something. A set of social relations that bears no relations to something (media) neither exists as money nor is it con-stitutive of money itself. Let us not forget that all existing forms of money share the dual properties of “unit of account” and medium of exchange.”

(h) In sum, money is a relational thing—an inseparable unity of purely

abstract unit of social relation and materialized or dematerializable thing. 

 

SECTION 5: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

On the whole, this chapter has amply shown the social character of money. Money is not only embedded in social relations, it is created out of social relations. There is an advantage to the notion of money as a so-cial relation. It indicates that money always represents what has already been presented. This is all the more so because our definition of social re-lation is not monetarist, it is rather economic and social. The presentation of the relation in this study is based on the exchange of energy and mat-ter in a social setting. To say that money is a social relation has the ad-vantage of underlining that money “re-presents something which has al-ready been historically and socially presented.”49 Money is a metastructure of the historicosocial structure of society. 

From this way of looking at money, we can discern an ambiguity of money. Money is “absolutely tied to the historicosocial presentation and yet also separated from it.” The (debt, claim) relations which money pack-ages, as we learned from the adaptation of Zelizer’s relational work, were already constructed by society. Money is historically linked to society. Money, solely capable of representation, cannot package relations whose ruling character or characteristic is absent from the society, as we learned from Duchrow and Hinkelammert’s theory of the link between monetiz-able credit relations and the emergence of private property. It manages, orders, regulates, reinforces, and operates terms of interactions which are already structured by the “whatever” nature of society. On the other hand, because the total relations of society exceed what relations are in-scribed into money, because money cannot be identified with the original
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structure of the society which births it, it is necessarily separate from the society. It is separate because as a “reinforcer” of the nature of a given so-ciety, as a coercive apparatus for a given structure of society, it does the structuring of the terms of interactions according to a law which “comes from elsewhere.”50

The insights we have gained from this chapter, and from the previous one, have at least rendered problematic the use of the asocial neoclassical economic definition of money as the basis of doing theological analysis of the monetary system. The concept of money (“money is itself a social re-lation”) that has been lifted up in these two chapters is better and more adequate for theological-ethical analysis as well as being a more sophisti-cated and accurate theory of money for many disciplines. In approaching theological and ethical analysis in subsequent portions of this study, it will be important to keep certain points in mind. First, money is rightly seen as a social institution dependent on state structures and coercive powers of taxation. Second, money is a credit or claim and is thus consti-tuted by social relations.51 The essential property of “money in general” is social relations. Third, money is not just a convenient medium of ex-change, “moneyness” is conferred on any item that answers to the money of account. Fourth, money is discursively constructed. There are many ob-jects that can be used as money forms and each of them have an infinite number of attributes and what leads a society to recognize some proper-ties of objects and declare those that possess them as monetary media is not a neutral decision. “The functions of money are socially assigned to objects” (italics in the original).52 The concept of money developed in this chapter incorporates social facts and social relations without neglecting the role of things in the functioning of the monetary system. Fifth, money is simultaneously a social relation and a relational-thing. This combination is significant in understanding the social practice of money. Sixth, my con-cept of money also incorporates Weberian sociological theories to show that prices, inflation, and deflation may be dependent on “class struggle.” As we learned in chapter 3, according to Weber, inflation and deflation are not mere occurrences but are “always in very complex ways dependent on its [money] scarcity” and on the economic struggle for existence, and the balance of power in the actual processes of production and control of money. Seventh, a stable money-space rests on the authoritative founda-tions of sovereign political and social bases. Thus, money is not only an “economic” phenomenon but also a sociopolitical phenomenon. Eighth, money has multiple meanings and different money has different charac-ter depending on the social context in which the transaction is done. “Money is neither culturally neutral nor socially anonymous, but values and social relations reciprocally transform money by investing it with meaning and social patterns.”53




118                              Chapter 4

In conclusion, let me point to some topics for further analysis in this study. I wish to state that the economic and sociological foundations nec-essary for crafting a theology of money cannot be fully set in place with-out a proper understanding of the dual, ambiguous, and dialectical nature of money. Money relates and separates simultaneously. Money opens up persons, industries, and nations outward to others. It binds persons, cor-porations, groups, and regions together into communities through its so-cial practice. Money also disconnects. The differences it creates causes sys-tematic crises, discrimination, deprivation, despoliation, separation, and segregation among classes, races, and regions. In chapter 5, this book will undertake a systematic analysis of these issues. I will employ Paul Tillich’s concept of the social demonry to analyze money. Chapter 5 will describe money-induced existential ambiguities and tensions of separa-tion and unity in human sociality. It will also trace these ambiguities to the nature of money as a union of contraries: connect: disconnect:: creates: destroys:: embraces: excludes:: local: international. It will as well show the typological-structural tension in the dynamics of money as an exchange medium which drives it toward a trinitarian structure of global trade and payment system and toward its transmutation into a perichoresis of na-tional currencies that anticipates the eschatological gathering of “the whole people of God.”

The preceding analyses of money contained in this chapter and the one before it were not extended to dealings between states in the global trade and payment system. What happens when the monetary space of one state expands to include, overlap or dominate that of another such that it is able to extract seigniorage from the other? This is the matter of the re-lationship and balance of power between strong and weak economies. This is one of the demonic distortions of money as a social relation which we will begin to examine in the next chapter. It is also about the link be-tween money and empire as trading in the foreign exchange market is done through relatively few key, vehicular, and reserve currencies. Global trading was done principally through the pound sterling in the nine-teenth century, the dollar, deutsche marks, and yen in the twentieth cen-tury, and now through dollar, euro, and the yen. This second set of issues and concerns will be addressed in chapter 6. 

What kind of theological resources can be brought to bear on crises and problems in the social practice of money? In chapter 7, I will draw on the practical consequences of the doctrine of the Trinity based on the peri-choretic interpretation to show how the global monetary system can be used to create an embracing economic community that brings unity-in-dif-ference into perpetual play and justifies no “privileges, and no subjuga-tions and submittances.”54 I am hoping that such a theological reflection can helpfully address the issues we have raised.
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NOTES

1. See J. Wentzel van Huyssteen, The Shaping of Rationality: Toward Interdiscipli-narity in Theology and Science (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdsmans Co., 1999), 111–77 for a discussion of the postfoundationalist notion of communicative prac-tices informed and imbued with interdisciplinarity and intersecting rationalities or epistemologies. As he puts it on pp. 136–37: “What is at stake in this notion of a transversal rationality is to discover, or reveal, the shared resources of human ra-tionality precisely in our very pluralist, diverse assemblages of beliefs or practices, and then to locate claims of reason in the overlaps of rationality between groups, discourses, or reasoning strategies. . . . In this move the concepts of theory and practices are themselves refigured: theory is here no longer viewed as a system of a priori rules and principles, and practice is liberated from its subordination as a mere application of theory. What now emerges is a third option, the third dimen-sion of praxis, which indicates a fusion of thought and action that displays its own discernment, insight, and disclosure, no longer needing a transcendental ego or system of universal rules to swoop down from on high” (italics in the original).

2. Randall Collins, arguing from the perspective of radical microsociology, has shown that human beings are emotional energy seekers in their interactions. He states that in any analysis of social networks we must investigate what opportu-nities for emotional energy are present and how they are appropriated or maxi-mized. See his Interaction Ritual Chains (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004).

3. The word telos here is used only to mean the tendency and directedness of in-teraction to fulfill itself as a relation, becoming a union of vitality and form, giv-ing actuality to that which is potential in interaction; becoming a source of claim of one life against another.

4. The influence of Tillich’s thought on my thinking here is obvious.

5. I have partly relied on insights gained from Bruce Carruthers’ analysis of supposed differences between money and credit. See his “The Sociology of Money and Credit,” in The Handbook of Economic Sociology, 2nd ed., ed. N. J. Smelser and R. Swedberg (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 355–78.

6. Conceptualize it in this way. In the first scenario, agent A gives motion to agent B and receives matter in return. Agent A also gives matter and receives mo-tion in return. The two-way movement happens on each side at the same time. Each one is a seller, each one is a buyer. In the second case, matter flows one way and motion in the opposite direction. One party only gives one item and the other party takes the other item. In the third case, both agents get motion and matter but not at the same time. Matter is exchanged for motion and motion is exchanged for matter—not simultaneously. This is like the typical market exchange. They are not both seller and buyer at the same time.

7. Relation as we are conceiving it occurs beyond the basic ontological level of self-world (Tillichian sense of the word). It is found at the level of the elements that make up the basic structure of human encounter with the objective world. Ac-cording to Tillich, these elements are individuality and participation (universal-ity), dynamics and form, and freedom and destiny. In this schema, the elements on the left (e.g., individuality, dynamics) express separation of being, while those
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on the right (e.g. participation, form) are for belongingness of being. I understand social relation as situated beyond the power of the self just to be for itself and in the self’s character to be part of the world from which it is separated and to which it belongs. Systematic Theology, vol. 1, Reason and Revelation, Being and God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), 176–77. It is a ministructure of man-ifoldness and that it is rooted in a kind of eros, which unites persons to participate in their environment, and also to transcend it, in the quest to produce and repro-duce biological and social life.

8. Trust is an emergentist surpervening of promise, the promise to perform.

For a definition of emergence see Philip Clayton, Mind and Emergence: From Quan-tum to Consciousness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 6, 14–15, 24–25, 49. The supervenience of trust on promise is an example of processual, evolutionary emergence. Trust depends on both diachronic and synchronic assessment of the en-tire relation field as well as a teleological evaluation of the relationality at the point in time when the promise is made and accepted. The dependency on the history and evaluation is neither logical nor metaphysical. Trust is dependent on promise but not reducible to it. It should also be noted that the promise to pay cannot be produced without trust.

9. Geoffrey Ingham, The Nature of Money (Cambridge, MA: Polity Press, 2004),

74.

10. Talcott Parsons, Structure and Process in Modern Societies (New York: Free Press, 1960); and Carruthers, “The Sociology of Money and Credit,” 355–78.

11. Carruthers, “The Sociology of Money and Credit,” 370.

12. Paul Tillich, Love, Power, and Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 1960), 54.

13. Robert Wright, NonZero: The Logic of Human Destiny (New York: Vintage Books, 2001).

14. It would take us too far afield from our limited purpose here to nuance the meaning of “effervescence” or imperialism here. It suffices, however, to state that one could acknowledge a difference between a more positive “effervescence” and more negative imperialism. There is conceivably a difference between life-en-hancing drives found in universality and destructive imperialist drives toward universality and totality.

15. Mancur Olson, The Rise and Decline of Nations: Economic Growth, Stagflation, and Social Rigidities (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1982).

16. Geoffrey Ingham, “Fundamentals of a Theory of Money: Untangling Fine, Lapavitsas and Zelizer,” Economy and Society 30, no. 3 (2001): 311–12.

17. Please refer to the last section on features of social relations to see how this detachment can be socially enacted.

18. Georg Simmel, The Philosophy of Money, trans. Tom Bottomore and David Frisby (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978 [1900]), 177.

19. Simmel, The Philosophy of Money, 178. See also pp. 174–79 for the whole ar-gument that metallic money involves credit.

20. See Stephanie Bell, “The Role of the State and the Hierarchy of Money,” Cambridge Journal of Economics 25, no. 3 (2001): 151.

21. “In advanced societies the central government is in a strong position to make certain assets generally acceptable media. By its willingness to accept a des-
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ignated asset in settlement of taxes and other obligations, the government makes that asset acceptable to any who have such obligations, and in turn to others who have obligations to them, and so on.” James Tobin and S. S. Golub, Money, Credit, and Capital, 27.

22. Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Bantam Classic Edition (New York: Random House, 1776, [2003]), 419.

23. Ingham, “Money is a Social Relation,” 117.

24. Ulrich Duchrow and Franz J. Hinkelammert, Property for People, Not for Profit: Alternatives to the Global Tyranny of Capital (London: Zed Books, 2004), 6, 186, 191.

25. Duchrow and Hinkelammert, Property for People, 63.

26. Jocelyn Pixley, Emotions in Finance: Distrust and Uncertainty in Global Finance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 7.

27. Simmel, The Philosophy of Money, 177.

28. In spite of Simmel’s profound analysis of money, it still suffers from three deficiencies. It lacks a discussion of how the abstract value of money is established and maintained. Besides, in his relational, subjective interplay of forces and pref-erences, which establish the value of commodities, money plays only a neutral role, as in the theories of the neoclassical economists. In the autopoietic (self-main-taining and self-referential) functioning of the valuation system, the social struc-ture that stands behind price formation in Max Weber’s economic struggle of “man against man” is ignored. Finally, Simmel somehow thinks that the abstract value of money depends on the process of dematerialization of money-stuff (p. 191). This is an error many analysts still make today. The abstract unit of account precedes the concrete medium of exchange and it is not dependent on the ab-straction (dematerialization) of money.

29. Simmel, The Philosophy of Money, 120, 128–29.

30. Carruthers, “The Sociology of Money and Credit,” 355.

31. Pixley, Emotions in Finance, 8.

32. Viviana Zelizer, The Purchase of Intimacy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-sity Press, 2005), 35–38.

33. For example, see Ingham, The Nature of Money, 197.

34. See Bell, “State and the Hierarchy of Money,” 157.

35. For an explanation of the hierarchy of money see Bell, “State and the Hier-archy of Money,” 158–61.

36. John Maynard Keynes, A Treatise on Money (London: Macmillan, 1930), 3.

37. Geoffrey Ingham, “Schumpeter and Weber on the Institutions of Capital-ism: Solving Swedberg’s Puzzle,” Journal of Classical Sociology 30, no. 3 (2003): 302. For a reply of his criticism of Swedberg, see Richard Swedberg, “Answer to Geof-frey Ingham,” Journal of Classical Sociology 30, no. 3 (2003): 311–14.

38. Heiner Ganssman, “Book Review: Geoffrey Ingham, ‘The Nature of Money,’” Economic Sociology, European Electronic Newsletter 6, no. 1 (October 2004): 32.

39. Italics are in the original. I am borrowing Zizioulas’ definition of the church and using it for money. I think his idea inspired me to think of money in a certain way. John Zizioulas, Being and Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), 15.
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40. Synaxis means “gathering or bringing together” in Greek. It is an early church word that is also used for synod, and meeting for worship, especially to celebrate the Eucharist. Simply, it is a mode of sociality.

41. On this point see John R. Searle, “Social Ontology and the Philosophy of So-ciety,” Analyse and Kritik 20, no. 2 (1998): 147.

42. As Zizioulas argues: “It is communion which makes beings ‘be’: nothing ex-ists without it, not even God.” Zizioulas, Being and Communion, 17.

43. See Reinhold Niebuhr, Nature and Destiny of Man, vols. 1 and 2 (Upper Sad-dle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1941).

44. I must say once again that the insights about the social practice of money and the language to convey them are coming from John Zizioulas, Being and Com-munion, 22.

45. Please note that I am not talking about gold as a substance per se, but gold coin that is a form of monetary media. So your answer should be no. These media have never existed apart from their social practices. To concede this point is not to posit that the form of each medium has been irrelevant to defining social practice. The nature of the particular medium, its substance, has made some distinctive contribution to the nature of the social practice, even if we admit that the defining and crucial configuration that makes money money or anything what it is, re-mains fundamentally social. I am trying to guard against a reductionist move, one that would completely reduce substance to sociality so that substance has no con-tribution at all to the social practice, denying substance its own contribution and partially defining roles.

46. Zizioulas, Being and Communion, 226.

47. John R. Searle, “Social Ontology and Political Power,” www.law.berkeley .edu/centers/kadish/searle.pdf.

48. Carl Wennerlind, “Money Talks, but What is it Saying? Semiotics of Money and Social Control,” Journal of Economic Issues 35, no. 3 (September 2001): 557.

49. Alain Badiou, Being and Event (London: Continuum, 2006), 106. I have adapted Badiou’s reinterpretation of the Marxian notion of the state to inform my interpretation of money here.

50. Badiou, Being and Event, 107.

51. See A. Mitchell Innes, “What is Money?” Banking Law Journal (1913): 377–408; Innes, “The Credit Theory of Money,” Banking Law Journal (1914): 151–68.

52. Ganssman: “Book Review: Geoffrey Ingham,” 32.

53. Zelizer, The Social Meaning of Money, 18.

54. Jürgen Moltmann, The Coming Of God: Christian Eschatology, trans. Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1996), 183.
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✛

 

Discerning Distortions 

in Monetary Relations

 

INTRODUCTION

 

In the last chapter I argued that it is hard to draw a distinction between social relations that constitute money and the monetary media. One may be able to make a distinction between them conceptually or in the ab-stract but the two are inextricably linked. One can pretend to truck and trade only with abstract social relations but the same relations will not do the buyer much good unless the buyer hands over to the seller some phe-nomenal form (even if it is book entry or computer magnetic trace) of the social relations. The medium (the greenback) is the way that the seller can realize the abstract social relation or the money of account and to exclu-sively appropriate it if it is to be her possession, private property. Money of account is a mere potential, the reality is the possession of its phenom-enal form. A medium is needed to mediate and translate the abstract from the invisible to the visible. Every monetary medium participates in the shared monetary “nature,” in moneyness. Moneyness could be expressed in a plurality of modes. 

In this chapter, I would like to investigate how monetary relations af-fect interpersonal relations within human cooperative activities. It exam-ines the ambiguities and distortions in interpersonal relations as a result of money’s penetration into the necessary social character of all human existence, into the intersubjective relations that characterize any commu-nity. The chapter also looks at how money and monetary phenomena in-teract with an individual’s self actualization, self-determination, tran-scendence, integration, and participation. Money is paradoxical in its
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intersection with human intersubjectivity. It simultaneously helps the per-son to separate from others but it also puts the person in constant social relationship with others. This, again, is money’s “dual” or “dialectical” nature. The penetration of money into the interpersonal structural rela-tions of human exclusion and participation is fraught with dangers and oppositions, yet filled with cooperation and opportunities. The analyses here will show in what ways money facilitates or obstructs participation, the vital ingredient for human ontological and social self-affirmation.1 How exactly this is so, is the task of this chapter. It will involve employ-ing Tillich’s second root of trinitarian thinking to illuminate tensions, am-biguities, and destructive processes in the sociological character of money. Specifically, I will identify six forms of demonries in the social practice of money in the United States. The various forms of the demonries are trace-able in one way or the other to the existence of huge power differentials among economic classes, groups, races, and geographical regions in the United States. It will take us further afield to discuss the dynamics that sustain and propel the various social structures behind the demonries and their associated forms of injustice. 

The most appropriate tool for this kind of analysis is Tillich’s concept of the social demonry. Demonry is drawn from religious discourse by Tillich and used as a metaphor for identifying vitalist and destructive social practices. This is helpful for identifying distortions at work in money’s so-ciality. Money as a social practice unifies within itself “a formative and a form-destroying element.”2 It is what could be described as a social de-monry, a social practice which “consumes” life in order to create life. More precisely, social demonry is a form, a social structure, supra-individual “which supports life, which at the same time contains the force of de-struction in such a way that the destructive power is essentially connected with its creative power.”3 It is this dialectic that I investigate in this chap-ter. The depth of a theological understanding of money is the grasping of this dialectical quality in it. The task of a theology of money is to show how to constrain money from becoming destructive, that is, becoming purely negative, and to indicate how money could be partly relieved of its destructive forces and turned into a more creative force. 

Let me now lay out the overall framework of this chapter. There are three sections below. Section 1 further advances the concept of the de-monic using a Tillichian methodology. In section 2, I gently lead the reader out of the high and serene world of philosophy to the hurly-burly environment of the marketplace, legal form4 of money, monetary policies, and biopower of money. The immediate goal here is to illustrate the un-avoidable and peculiar dialectics of money as a force supporting social re-ality in modern capitalist society, but also destructive of human sociality. I will attempt to expose the ambiguities which are present in the socio-
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logical character of money and show all that are driving it to claim ulti-mate concern in human affairs. The overall aim is to show that it is virtu-ally impossible to withdraw from the judgment that money is involved in both creative and destructive practices and thus can be referred to, sym-bolically, as demonic.5 The final section provides a summary of the main arguments of the chapter. 

 

SECTION 1: MEANING OF SOCIAL DEMONRY

To get purchase on the meaning of the symbol of the demonic we go to the Christian theologian Paul Tillich who “reintroduced” it into modern the-ological language in the 1930s.6 Tillich used the term to refer to three forces or tensions that are always embedded in any human or religious phenomenon, process, or being. First, Tillich’s main insight, in my opin-ion, is the recognition that constructive and destructive powers are al-ways imbedded and ambiguously interwoven in every being, person, so-cial group, or historical situation.7 These powers are the results of the conditions of existential estrangement as beings actualize their potential-ities by simultaneously “standing out” (existere8) and “standing in” in their essential nature.9

Second, there is also the drive wherein that which is finite (and not in-finite) claims to be infinite. For an example of the finite claiming infin-ity we can go to 1930s Germany. The Nazi government raised the Ger-man state, which is finite, to something of an infinite status, and asked for unconditional demands of commitment. This made the state to be idolatrous. As Tillich put it, “the claim of anything finite to be final in its own right is demonic.”10 When a holy object which points to the divine, and not the holy itself, claims to be the holy it has become demonic. In other terms used by Tillich, a finite being is taking itself as the “ultimate concern.”11

Third, it refers to the ambiguities that exist in any structural process. The source of life ambiguities, according to Tillich, is traceable to the ba-sic ontological cleavage between subject and object.12 Humans in this side of eternity are unable in all their cultural functions to transcend subjec-tivity and objectivity. Their language is not free from this bondage to the subject-object scheme as no language is possible without this subject-ob-ject gap. Even human love is not free from its grip. “The separation of the lover and the beloved is the most conspicuous and painful expression of the subject-object cleavage of finitude. The subject of love is never able to penetrate fully into the object of love, and love remains unfilled, and nec-essarily so, for if it were ever fulfilled it would eliminate the lover as well as the loved.”13
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Note that Tillich’s move to identify and situate the demonic in the very essential and existential form of human life and cultural processes, or the subject-object gap, clearly shows that the demonic is not an outside force, where ever it manifests itself, but is rooted in the very character of the be-ing or institution.14 It lies within its character and drives the being to greatness as well as despair. To him, the demonic is even ensconced in the holy.15 To say that ambiguities are internal to the existential divide be-tween subject and object should not be construed to mean that the de-monic cannot be found in beings that transcend the cleavage between subjectivity and objectivity. Tillich regards the gods which are ultimate concerns to humans as both holy and demonic.16

Embedded in any social demonry are the elements of participation and separation, unity, and tension. The demonic, according to Tillich, does not designate antidivine forces in individual and social life. “Demons in mythological vision are divine-antidivine beings. They are not simply negations of the divine but participate in a distorted way in the power and holiness of the divine. The term must be understood against this mythological background.”17 In this sense, demons cut and attach. The ac-tivities of the demon, the antidivine are perceived as distinct from the di-vine, but it is at the same time what attaches them to the divine in a dis-torted way.18

We will soon show that the dialectics of uniting and separating, subjec-tivity and objectivity is present in the social practice of money. There is an individualization and participation in the depth of the process of social practice. The individual acts to find the fulfillment of her needs but this participation, this stepping into the river, is at the same time an act/prac-tice of fulfillment for all. We cannot separate one from the other. Her ful-fillment cannot be separated from the fulfillment of the whole group in which she participates. But also in stepping into the social practice it acts also upon her in co-opting her into its universal fulfillment.

The tension of unity and separation, being and non-being is also at the core of the social practice of money, especially in the attempts of monetary policymakers to sustain the sociality inherent in the practice of money. I stated that money unites and separates, excludes and encourages partici-pation. The power to create exclusion or discourage inclusive participa-tion of most people or industry is inherent in the nature of money. Mone-tary policymakers try to resist non-social practice of money (non-SPM), that is, the quality of money as a social practice by which every person (everything) that participates in SPM is negated.19 Non-SPM is the nega-tion of SPM within SPM itself. The fact that non-SPM can negate SPM means that non-SPM is not foreign to SPM. This means SPM carries within itself “the destiny not to be.” Money connects and money distin-guishes and separates. Every SPM—fostering participation and commun-
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ion—points to an eros20 quality in every interpersonal and intersectoral re-lation in the economy. I am using eros, not in a popular sense, but in a philosophical sense as used by Tillich in his ethics book, Love, Power and Justice. In this work, we find the doctrine of eros as the power which drives to union with the whole, the greater sociality; it is the uniting form of in-dividual parts and the whole (social) body. It is the structural interde-pendence, the driving force, the transpersonal impulses in interactions that create communion of social groups.21

This quality is fragile and monetary policies can make it to shrink, not grow, and the eros quality can thus be successfully resisted. Let me just give four examples of how this might happen—that is, state some of the negative forces within the practice of money that thwarts healthy social-ity. First, an incestuous financial circulation of money that is estranged from industrial circulation of money in a sordid orgy of stock market games threatens the integrity of SPM, as opposed to a fully “public” and well-orbed circulation that is implied by well-functioning SPM. Second, huge income inequality and increasing concentration of wealth often cut off or threaten the effective participation of the poor in economic inter-course. It is not inequality which is dangerous and violates justice, but in-equality which destroys the disadvantaged instead of working toward their fulfillment. Third, rural-urban disarticulation that creates dual economies within an economy and huge income gaps between urban and rural areas is another negative force that is internal to the SPM. Finally, an-other internal force that threatens the practice of money is the tendency to use monetary policy for particular self-realization. It is more than likely that the group or class that controls monetary decisions is really “actual-izing itself over against the threat of non-being”22 to itself in the economy. Every social practice, like every civilization, contains forces which threaten to break it down.

It is germane to clarify the relation between ambiguities and demonries. Ambiguities are intrinsic to money as a social practice; the demonic refers to the way a negative destructive element rides along with the positive and productive one in the ambiguity and threatens to destroy or break the configuration down.

Before we close this section and move to the next, it is important to note the wide berth Tillich gives to his notion of the demonic and the role it plays in sustaining justice and injustice in the human world. People’s awareness of the power of the demonic provokes calls for justice even as it is also a way of analyzing the complexity of injustice. As Tillich argued in several of his works, the elevation of a being or institution to the level of infinite or ultimate concern will result in the destruction of all other fi-nite beings and institutions around it. To capture the meaning of the de-monic in way that elucidates the cryptic Tillichian phrase, “the claim of
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anything finite to be final in its own right” cited above, I will press Wolf-gang M. Zucker’s interpretation of Tillich into service here: 

Tillich’s definition of the demonic is all-encompassing. . . . The sense is clear;

whatever there is, every being thing, every extant is finite and limited. It

originates from the Ground of all Being, is created and maintained for the

duration of its time but will eventually have to go and be no more. But as

Nietzsche said that all that is wants eternity, it resents its finiteness and

wants finality. It wants to forget its conditional nature and tries to establish

its own unconditional significance. The order of all being things is tempo-

rality; their claim to transcend finiteness is therefore a violation of the order

of being; it is demonic. Thus everything can potentially become demonic,

the pursuit of any human goal, power or knowledge, art or science, money

or sex, systems of order and forms of government, love as well as hate. They

can all become demonic, not because they themselves are evil, but because

they claim finality.23

In noting this tendency in human affairs, Tillich posited that the rise of that which is not final to finality can and should provoke prophetic criti-cism before it destroys other finite beings and institutions around it. The fierce attacks of the Old Testament prophets were induced by a sacra-mental-priestly system which either elevated the mediums of revelation and its excellencies into the content of revelation or the conditional to the unconditional, and even succumbed to religious nationalism.24 The prophetic criticism was to bring the priestly system to the judgment of the divine law in the name of the God of justice. Prophetic criticisms, accord-ing to Tillich, force all pretenses of finality which is the source of injustice to return to its proper place. “The prophets attacked demonic forms of ho-liness in the name of justice. The Greek philosophers criticized a demoni-cally distorted cult in the name of Dıke–. In the name of the justice which God gives, the Reformers destroy a system of sacred things and acts which has claimed holiness for itself.”25

From this integral connection between the demonic analysis in all hu-man situations and justice, a major purpose of Tillich’s theology stands out. The demonic analysis is to reveal the areas of human interaction that have moved too far from the Ground of Being, and have become sources of injustice and therefore need to be brought under the demands of jus-tice. This is also the focus of this book. We aim to show how ambiguities, tensions, and destructive processes of modern money as a social practice could be subjected to the demands of justice. We also aim to show how the claim of a few finite national currencies to be final in the global monetary system does not fulfill the principle of justice and they need to be brought under the demands of justice.
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It is now time to turn to concrete sites of operations of money, the social practice of money. In the following section, I will endeavor to translate what we have learned about the theory of the demonic into concrete and specific analyses of the social phenomenon of money. This is only to un-earth the tensions and ambiguities ensconced in the sociological character of money. 

I need to give a perspective on how the next section fits within the Tillichian trinitarian framework which is the organizing principle for our analyses in this book. In the following section, as indicated above, I will be showing how the second root of the trinitarian thinking is useful in illu-minating our understanding of money. In chapter 2, I showed, amidst the review of theological writings on money, the application of the third root26 of the trinitarian thinking to monetary analysis. In chapter 7, I will show how the first root of Tillich’s trinitarian thinking can help us to re-imag-ine the global monetary system. I will argue that the tension between the universal and particular as played out in the global trade and payment system is an underlying principle that can drive particularistic national currencies toward universal and total integration as one global currency (not one or two controlled by national interests). I will also argue that the tension can also define the patterns of interaction between them. Accord-ing to Tillich, there is a tension between the elements in the idea of God: the dialectics of the need for concreteness (particularity) and absoluteness (ultimacy and universality). The trinitarian principle is what structures the balance between the concrete and absolute drives so that they are united in a living God. He sees trinitarian monotheism as the ultimate re-alization of this principle. He argues that the Trinitarian God has over-come the typological-structural tension between particularity and univer-sality. The triune God who claims universality and ultimacy, is uncontrolled by local interest, and yet does not lose that God’s concrete-ness. The triune God is absolutely concrete and particular (in Jesus the Christ) and yet is absolutely universal at the same time.27

 

SECTION 2: AMBIGUITIES OF MONEY: 

SOURCES OF DEMONRIES

Power over the Definition of Money for Monetary Policy

The best starting place for analyzing the ambiguities of money, and hence for understanding money’s social demonries, is the influence of social and political powers on the definition of money supply (the estimated amount of money in the economy). Although money is an economy-wide social
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practice, only very few economic actors have the power to define the money supply and the definition is always a social construction. Accord-ing to Wayne E. Baker, up until 1960s the Federal Reserve Board (Amer-ica’s central bank) defined money supply as the amount of cash and de-mand deposits or checks (the so called M1) because these were the primary means of payment.28 But in the 1960s, rising interest rates on liq-uid assets, advances in transaction technology which facilitated record-keeping for high-turnover accounts, treasury bills, and other liquid finan-cial instruments became attractive as forms of payment. The proliferation of these new instruments as substitutes of money made it difficult to ac-curately define money supply. In response to these developments, the Federal Reserve changed the definition of money and came up with new measures of M1 to M5.29

Baker’s point that the definition of money is situationally specific and it is a social construction provides us with leeway to analyze money as a discourse. As Zelizer argues, and as we have seen, money itself has mul-tiple meanings and different money has different characters depending on the social context in which the transaction is done. Thus, she posits that “money is neither culturally neutral nor socially anonymous, but values and social relations reciprocally transform money by investing it with meaning and social patterns.”30 Indeed, money is discursively con-structed. There are many objects used as money and each of them has in-finite number of attributes. Thus, what leads the Federal Reserve Board to recognize some properties of objects, and to declare those that possess them to be money, is not a neutral decision. As Lakshman Yapa states in another context, that of the definition of poverty:

Every object in the world contains an infinite number of attributes whose

form depends on the relations between that object and all other related ob-

jects. Naturally, the objects of our reflection and conversation can focus only

on a few selected attributes; so the form of the object is discursively con-

structed. It could not be any other way (italics in the original).31

Baker in consideration of the socially constructed nature of definition of money proceeded to ask: who has the power to construct the definition? He employed block-models (network analysis of social structures) and other forms of advanced mathematics to illustrate that money and its uses in capitalist contexts reflect the structure of the economy, the social struc-ture of the market economy.32 His findings revealed that in the United States there is a core of the structure where the most powerful actors play and the periphery where the less powerful actors operate. The types of fi-nancial assets used by the actors in the core are considered closest to money. He then argues:
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An economy differentiated into core and periphery structure indicates an un-

equal distribution of power. The core actors in an economy dominate other

actors, control the flow of capital, and wield political power. In contrast, the

peripheral actors are in the weak and powerless position.33

 

The preceding discussion clearly shows the ambiguities of money. Given the nature of the social practice of money, it is supposed to yield power that is immanent and all individuals are to be elements of its artic-ulation. Baker’s profound analysis shows, however, that this is not so. It appears that power is not spread evenly in a power network. Part of the ambiguity of money is that Baker’s analysis could be read differently—in the sense that power is not exclusively possessed by the state or the Fed-eral Reserve Bank. When it comes to the definition of money there is no great divide between rulers and those ruled. It appears that “power is em-ployed and exercised in a netlike organization”34—of banks, investment companies, institutional investors, and the like. Baker’s analysis indicates that the power of definition of money is not always imposed from above as it comes from below in a capillary fashion. All this does not distract from recognizing that the power of social construction of money (defining money in terms of what it is and how it is used) is concentrated in the core of the financial structure and any talk about a power network is only sub-stantially limited to the powerful actors at the core. 

Zelizer’s analysis of commercial circuits can also be used to reach a sim-ilar conclusion. The work of Zelizer has shown that there are distinctive kinds of currency within particular circuits of exchange in any given econ-omy. These earmarked monies (currencies in restricted circuits of ex-change and culturally specific monies) are tied together by money of ac-count (the official currency) and it relates them and their specific users to one another and to the general monetary system. Ensconced in this con-nection is the dialectics of interrelation and differentiation. The money of account (the dollar in the case of the United States) relates but culturally specific money separates. The earmarked currencies also indicate differ-entiation of levels in the capitalist financial markets. The money of ac-count which is matched with non-earmarked currencies (the plain dollar not limited to “restricted circuits of exchange” and to culturally specific uses) form the financial instruments which are open to all but often only accessible to few in the higher echelons of society. But the earmarked monies of the prostitutes, housewives, and poor people’s welfare pay-ments are not accessible to all, valuable only in specific circuits of ex-change. “These currencies [monies in restricted circuits of exchange] are quite straightforwardly Durkheimian sacred objects, like the shells that circulated in the famous South Sea kula ring . . .; they exist to differentiate
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the levels of capitalist markets today, from financial instruments accessi-ble only to the highest financial circles, down to the earmarked currencies of poor people’s welfare payments.”35

In sum, the specific ambiguity (the first of the set of six demonries in the social practice of money) we see here is that although money is a technol-ogy for an economy-wide social practice, only very few economic agents have the power to define and control its production. This ambiguity could turn into social demonry when the power is used for particular self-real-ization of a class in society at the expense of the rest of the populace. It would be interesting to spend some effort here to fully examine the con-nection between the social demonries of money and the structure of power differential in the United States. But, once again, we may have to resist the temptation to engage in this important project to let us princi-pally focus on the nature of the social demonries in the country’s mone-tary system in the light of the second root of the trinitarian thinking.

 

Biopower of Money as Source of Demonry

The study of the ambiguities of monetary relations is also important from another angle which is intimately linked to the issue of economic growth and development. Monetary policy plays a fundamental social and po-litical role as a necessary aspect of the functioning of discipline and con-trol of any society. It creates and maintains social hierarchies by its pro-cedural and ordering (regulative) activity. In this sense, it is a form of biopower36 aimed at producing and reproducing, promoting and regulat-ing all aspects of social life, and at controlling the population.37 Monetary policy as a whole does not aim to overthrow an existing social order and impose a new order from outside; rather it reproduces and regulates the existing order. 

The Federal Reserve or the central bank is given the power to achieve a certain measure of equilibrium in the economy through the power of reg-ulating money. The power to regulate money supply is not done neutrally and blindly. It is dictated by norms. From where do these norms come? They are surely not located on some transcendental plane, or in some other undefiled immanent realm or nature. They arise from specific norms and “the common organization of society and the continuous res-olution of the antagonisms that runs throughout it.”38

Monetary policy does not only create material goods and immaterial products, it also creates and transforms relationships and social life. In this regard monetary policy is at once an economic, political, social, and cultural project. In a modern society (such as the United States) the pro-duction of economic goods is always the production of social relation-ships and ultimately of society itself. Economic production has come to
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involve, more than ever before, a socialized network of activities based on communications, collaborations, and affective relationships. In this coop-erative venture everyone in it is involved in the creation and production of new subjectivities in society which make any economic activity at once a social, cultural, and political force.39 The economic communication and collaboration that money makes possible is part of the reality of social conditions. Money is never a product of an individual as it can only be created by a social community in communication and collaboration, and thus it is always and everywhere a part of the habits, experience, and practices that serve as the basis of social life. 

The central bank in most nations exercises sovereignty over the mone-tary policy—at least insofar as it is the rule of one (one body, not many) and all other economic actors do not interact on the same plane with it. The central bank is the primary locus of monetary policy, a sovereign standing above the beehive of economic activities, transcendent, suppos-edly holding at bay the democratic impulses to “unreasonably” open (close) the spigots of money supply. Some commentators have argued for the abolition of this kind of power in the hands of a few unelected men and women. Even if we do not want this sovereignty to be abolished (and I do not), we should subject it to rigorous ethical scrutiny so that central bank’s “will to power” is exercised in the interest of widest conception of the common good.

The impact of monetary policy is both productive and negative. For in-stance, the practice of monetary policies which stimulate investment de-cisions so as to jumpstart a slumping economy, to encourage production of material goods and immaterial products, and to create new expansive forms of economic life within the existing order itself, is a central example of the productive and creative potential of biopower. When, however, mon-etary policies put minorities like African-Americans in the United States and the poor in dire straits40 so as to promote higher asset valuation in the financial markets, it is a manifestation of negative and destructive biopower. Central banks make conscious choices to promote either full em-ployment or to curb inflation. These choices have differing impacts, de-pending on whether you are among the poor who need employment most, or whether you are among the bond holders whose assets go up in value because of links between inflation and interest rates. 

The Federal Reserve Board in the United States makes monetary policy—setting policies to control the quantity and price of money and credit in the economy. In making their decisions, the members of the Board are focused on efficiency of their policies and the flow of informa-tion to economic agents to aid private-sector resource allocation decisions. The governors of the Board do not get into preferences, preference orien-tation, or welfare matters arising from monetary policies.41 But the task of
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monetary policy is much deeper than solving a set of technical problems. Monetary policy has distributional impact. 

Recently economists have been looking at monetary policy’s differen-tial impact on income groups, poverty, and the labor market. Christina D. Romer and David H. Romer’s study identified low inflation and stable aggregate demand as the best way to lower poverty in the United States in the long run. They also showed that a rise in unemployment is associ-ated with a rise in poverty level.42 While the Romers’ study documents the impact of monetary policy on the whole population or the well-being of the poor, Carpenter and Rodgers’ study reveals that contractionary monetary policies (increase in the federal funds rate, actions taken by the central bank to hold back “perceived inflationary” growth) affect minori-ties more negatively and severely than whites in terms of employment-population ratio. The ratio (employment-population mix) declines because of increase in unemployment among minorities—with African-American teenagers bearing the brunt of such decline.43

Contractionary monetary policies not only work to increase unemploy-ment in general, they even affect the distribution and type of unemploy-ment. According to Rodgers, “contractionary monetary policy raises the number of unemployed at all segments of the [weeks of unemployment] distribution. However, as a share of the total number of unemployed in-dividuals the increase is greatest among those that have been unem-ployed 15 weeks or more.”44 In other words, those who can least afford it are the ones who suffer the most.

In terms of the inflation and unemployment debate which is at the core of the philosophy of modern central banking, where do the poor stand? Rebecca Blank and Alan Blinder (a former deputy chairman of the Federal Reserve Board and Princeton University’s professor of economics) have ar-gued that the impact of monetary policy on the different demographic groups in the United States is riddled with race, sex group, age, and class conflicts. Nonwhite males are hardest hit by recessions, showing that na-tional macroeconomic policy is “not neutral in spreading the burden of un-employment.”45 Unemployment, not inflation, bears down more heavily on the well-being of poor communities. Blank and Blinder show that a one percentage rise in unemployment depresses the income share of the low-est quintile by 0.13 of a percentage point, whereas a one percentage rise in inflation rate raises their income by 0.03 of a percentage point. They con-cluded that “unemployment is a regressive tax; inflation is a progressive one. More specifically, high unemployment redistributes income away from the bottom two quintiles and toward the top quintile. Inflation redis-tributes away from the fourth quintile toward the lowest quintile”[in plain English it means inflation somewhat—at least in the short-run—favors the poor (lowest quintile) and unemployment hurts them in relative terms].46
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Indeed, the social polarization arising from the monetary policy regime has its counterpart in regional polarization, and to that story we now turn. Monetary policies in the United States have differential impact on regions. The economics textbook’s simple view that there is one uniform national effect is simplistic. While professional economists have largely glossed over this matter, ordinary folks, politicians, and playwrights had recog-nized it for a long time. The William Jennings Bryan free silver campaign of 1896 was a singular vituperance (“You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.”) against monetary policies that were seen by the South (ru-ral, small businesses, southern and western farmers) as pandering to the crass financial interest of the industrial Northeast (Wall Street, big busi-nesses, and the urban upper class of the east and northeast). The fight was over what metallic standard to be used as currency. Democratic presiden-tial candidate Bryan wanted bi-metallic monetary standard (16 ounces of silver to one ounce of gold). His Republican opponent William McKinley wanted a monometallic gold standard. The Republican won the 1896 elec-tion with a vote margin of less than 10 percent. Why were there differ-ences in opinion about the proper monetary standard? According to Mil-ton Friedman, “eighteen ninety-six was itself a year of deep depression, following a number of years of hard times. Unemployment was high and rising; industrial output was low and falling; agricultural prices were low and falling.”47 Understandably, the farmers and small businesses wanted a monetary standard and policy that will inflate the economy as most of them were debtors and falling prices made it more expensive to pay off debts (larger volume of produce or goods was required to meet interest and principal repayments). In general, in a period of unanticipated defla-tion, creditors gain and debtors lose. The farmers supported by Bryan wanted to reverse things in their favor. 

The economist Hugh Rockoff has argued that Frank Baum’s The Won-derful Wizard of Oz is a fictional account of the silver agitation of the late nineteenth century—it “is not only a child’s tale but also a sophisticated commentary on the political and economic debates of the Populist Era.” He was able to identify many of the characters, places, and actions in the play with the free-silver movement. The land of Oz is the East, “where the gold standard reigns supreme and in which an ounce (Oz) of gold has almost mystical significance. . . . On a general level the Wicked Witch of the East represents eastern business and financial interests, . . . The silver shoes and the yellow brick road are . . . primary symbols of the two metals.”48

According to the monetary history of the period, the Wicked Witch of the East won the day and ignored the wishes of the South. But in a re-markable display of political wizardry nearly forty years later, President
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Franklin D. Roosevelt deftly swung monetary policy in the way of the South in the midst of the 1930s Depression and deflation. After breaking ranks with the bankers and financiers of the East, desirous of winning the support of southern farmers, and eager to stop the depression, he reflated prices (meaning he pursued inflationary policies). The thinking was that inflated prices would end the Depression and at the same time make it easier for farmers, small businesses, and workers to pay off their debts.49 Roosevelt played a political game based on common man’s idea that re-gions respond differently to monetary policies.

Gerald Carlino and Robert DeFina studied the impact of monetary poli-cies on the eight Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) regions50 in the United States over 34 quarters and found that there are disparate re-sponses to monetary policies, presenting issues of cross-regional inequal-ity. “We find some evidence that states containing a relatively larger con-centration of small firms [fewer than 250 employees] tend to be more responsive to monetary policy shocks than states with smaller concentra-tion of small firms.”51 The states that are most sensitive to monetary shock are in the Great Lakes region (Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, Wiscon-sin) and the least sensitive states are in the Rocky Mountains region (Col-orado, Idaho, Montana, Utah, Wyoming). There are certain economic fac-tors that separate these regions from the New England (e.g., Massachusetts) and Mideast (e.g., New York) regions. Differences in in-dustry mix are one of the factors. In places like New York business loans are primarily provided by big banks whose loan portfolios are less sensi-tive to monetary policy shifts and have relatively fewer number of small firms which depend on bank loans for funding.52 An unexpected rise in the federal fund rate temporarily lowers real personal income much more in Michigan (2.7 percent) than in New York (0.7176 percent) in one or two quarters immediately following the policy shift. Indeed, owing to the dif-ferences in the way monetary policy affects real personal income and out-put across states and regions one can say that “the cost of disinflation [fighting inflation], for example, is distributed unequally” across states and regions. This suggests that the setting of common monetary policy is not ethically neutral (meaning that monetary policies have distributional consequences that differentially affect economic classes, racial groups, and regions). Similar effects have been found in other countries.53

Thus, in sum, the impact of monetary policies is not neutral. Different persons, races, and regions are affected differently by the decisions of the Federal Reserve Board, the central bank of the United States. The Federal Reserve does not make its policies in an ideological vacuum. There is a definite philosophical approach to central banking to which it adheres. Any serious effort to research the ethics of monetary policy will be in-complete if it does not involve an examination of the philosophy of cen-
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tral banking operative among decision makers in a given economy. Our social ethics must go further, then, to understand why central bankers take the decisions that they take, irrespective of their impact on human re-lations and persons. One needs to dig deep to understand the philosophy of central banking.

The specific ambiguity here is the potential for circulation of money that is estranged from the well-being of the poor and minorities. Mone-tary policies are generating inequalities which threaten to destroy the un-derprivileged instead of working toward their self-fulfillment. Yet, there is also the potential to use monetary policy to foster the common good.

 

Central Banking Practice as Source of Demonry

We can begin by noting that central banks, especially in advanced capi-talist economies like the United States and Europe, define their raison d’e-tre as managing and preserving the value of their national or community’s currency, and not the use of money to create and distribute work and its rewards in the most beneficial or equitable way. In layman’s terms pre-serving the value of money means maintaining price stability by essen-tially relying on interest rate policy. When a central bank perceives that in-flation is a threat it initiates a systemic credit crunch and domestic austerity to raise interest rates to rein in prices. Paul Volcker (a former chairman of the Federal Reserve Board) was once quoted as quipping in a lighthearted mood that “central bankers are brought up pulling legs off of ants.”54 In 1997 one of the Federal Reserve Bank’s governors, Laurence H. Meyer, stated that “inflation is caused by too many people working.”55 On the other hand, when the economy is considered to be in recession, central banks try to lower interest rates to encourage investment.

The Federal Reserve Act of 1913 that created the Federal Reserve Board defines its purpose as “to promote effectively goals of maximum employ-ment, stable prices, and moderate long-term interest rates.” In the recent decades it has focused almost exclusively on price stability with the belief that sound money is the key to maximizing employment. This preference for price stability, which is often at the cost of employment, is ethically controversial as we shall see below.56 Even if it is true and uncontroversial that price stability is the key to maximizing employment, what the Fed-eral Reserve and economists regard as maximum employment is not what the average American takes it to be. Economists harbor certain jitteriness about full employment. They theorize that there is a certain level of un-employment necessary to control inflation. They call this the “natural” rate of unemployment, or NAIRU (Non-Accelerating Inflation Rate of Un-employment) and it is said to be in the range of 5 to 6 percent of the work-force. This level of unemployment is considered to be necessary to control
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inflation. It was the formidable conservative economist, Milton Friedman, who originated the concept of “natural rate” in his 1958 presidential ad-dress to the American Economic Association. Thus, as soon as unemploy-ment drops and wages for workers rise, economists, bankers, and central bankers all warn about the damaging effects of wage increases—wages must be kept down to secure the “reserve army of the unemployed.”57 As Christina D. Romer and David H. Romer argue in their assessment of the connection between economic beliefs and performance of monetary poli-cies in the United States, the natural rate framework has emerged as the principle way of thinking about the inflation-unemployment dynamics.58

Michael Shuman and others have questioned this philosophy of price stability, especially the whole notion of “natural” rate of unemployment. Shuman argues that if America is really ready to eliminate unemployment and still keep prices stable it could tax corporate managers to redistribute their multiple-figure incomes to workers or make shareholders turn in more of their profits to workers and in either case “wages could go up and product prices could stay even.” He states that there is a moral crux to the whole hypothesized linkage between inflation and employment. Accord-ing to Shuman:

Inflation, in other words, could be said to reflect not a failure to keep a cer-

tain number of people out of work, but a refusal of corporate heads and

shareholders to redistribute more fairly the gains from production. A rigor-

ous national anti-inflation policy might better focus on placing upper limits

on incomes and profits, rather than lower limits on unemployment. What the

popularity of NAIRU theory among economists really demonstrates is a

moral posture: They would prefer to throw 5 percent of the workforce onto

the streets than shrink the rewards to managers and shareholders” (italics in

the original).59

Whereas, Shuman has approached the morality of the inflation-em-ployment controversy from the perspective of income distribution and plight of unemployment, Henry Liu relates it to modern advanced capi-talist societies’ evaluation of human worth. The hypothesized inverse re-lation between inflation and employment and the policymakers’ adher-ence to it reveals that:

The value of humans is inversely proportional to the value of money. In other

words, money exists not to serve the welfare of the people, but rather, peo-

ple must be sacrificed to serve the stability of money. . . . NAIRU or the nat-

ural rate of unemployment would be less obscene if the unemployment were

not concentrated on the same group [race] of people. But structural unem-

ployment tends to create a permanent unemployed class, institutionalizing

social injustice as a structural aspect of the economy.
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The central bank, by adopting the natural rate of unemployment or NAIRU as a component of monetary policy, is condemning 6 percent of the labor force to perpetual involuntary unemployment. It seems self-ev-ident that the population has a natural right not to be forced to be part of this 6 percent of unfortunate souls in the workforce. A natural rate of un-employment flies in the face of U.S. political culture. The “inalienable rights” of all people (and not some people) to life, liberty and pursuit of happiness is a concept not compatible with chronic involuntary unem-ployment caused by government policy, aimed at protecting the value of money at the expense of a particular segment of the working class” (ital-ics in the original).60

It is important to mention that often central bankers do not see a con-flict between inflation and economic growth, believing that price stability is the key to development. Alan Greenspan, the former chairman61 of the Federal Reserve Bank, testified in 1995 before the U. S. Congress: “I be-lieve firmly that a key ingredient in achieving the highest possible levels of productivity, real incomes, and living standards is the achievement of price stability.”62 The key point that needs to taken into consideration here is this: there are portions of the American society that do not even benefit in times of prosperity as the various analyses of the distributional impact of monetary policies have indicated.

In sum, we would identify the specific ambiguity here as tension be-tween commitment to flourishing life which the social practice of money is intended to promote and the generation of divisions and divisiveness in society. Money and monetary policies appear to be functioning in com-plete freedom to the exclusion of the masses and as such works against them.

Before leaving this section, let me try to anticipate and respond before-hand a possible concern professional economists may have regarding the foregoing discussion of the distributional impact of monetary policy and practice of central banking in the United States. Some economists hold the view that that monetary policy’s primary focus should be on creating long-run price stability and not impacting the income distribution. Hold-ers of this view argue that issues of distribution are the responsibility of a country’s legislative and executive branches.

The distributional consequences of monetary policy as have been shown above strongly suggest that the decision makers need to take into account the impact of their policies on the poor. The foregoing two sub-sections have clearly shown the importance of developing further re-search into the ethics of monetary policy owing to the importance of dis-tributional consequences of monetary policy shocks and shifts. More importantly, the arguments and the results of the above analyses indicate that the participation of the poor in the preservation and promotion of the
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well-being of the community in the United States is severely curtailed by monetary policies. The discussions in these sections have made it clear that monetary policy, justice, and well-being of the poor are not indepen-dent events that can go their own separate ways. What happens to money, to the money supply, is closely related to what happens to the well-being of the poor. Money does matter. Ethics of monetary policy do matter also. At the risk of being termed a reductionist, one can argue that it is the most significant economic policy affecting the plight of the poor that is gener-ally ignored by advocates on both the right and the left. This is quite op-posite to what happened at the close of the nineteenth century and be-ginning of the twentieth century when politicians like William Jennings Bryan staked his presidential campaign on monetary issues. 

While economists focus on how to solve the technical problems of mon-etary policy in a detached perspective of human relations, theologians can also contribute to the solution by focusing on the whole network of hu-man relations. Theological ethicists can come up with values that pertain to equity and justice that should inform monetary policy. My hypothesis is that if the Federal Reserve Board were to utilize some canons of equity and justice in its monetary policy the benefit to the society as a whole would be greater than what is currently achievable. An ethical model when combined with the appropriate macroeconomics thinking can max-imize economic growth, lessen inequality, and improve the distribution impact of monetary policy and not spark inflation. It promises to move the incidence of monetary policy to a superior Pareto outcome.

These two subsections (“Biopower of Money” and “Central Banking Practice”) have thus challenged the Federal Reserve Board to rethink how it makes monetary policy. The issues and analyses presented in them have made it obvious that one cannot divorce economic growth policy or mon-etary policy from distributional policy. On one hand, the Federal Reserve Board needs to develop a focus on distribution, and on the other, fiscal policy needs to be coordinated with monetary policy. Both the president and the Congress (the makers of fiscal policy) need to seriously take into account the decisions of the Board. For instance, when the Fed is raising interest rates to control inflation and consequently raising the unemploy-ment level, it is not the best time for fiscal policymakers to be cutting so-cial services. They need to know that what they do is not independent of the Federal Reserve Board so that they can counter the short- and long-term social impacts of contractionary monetary policy on the poor. 

 

Ambiguities of Participation and Separation as Source of Demonry

There is a more profound ambiguity about money when one examines it in terms of object and subject, self-other which is one important part
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of every multi-form process. This recognition affords us an opportunity to further clarify the demonic aspects of money. Money as a social prac-tice, in a certain sense, transcends the gap between subjectivity and ob-jectivity. Humans in modern economies cannot deal with money (as a social practice) in detachment. In our participation in the modern econ-omy we oscillate between using the concrete form of money as an ob-ject and tools for satisfaction of our purposes and the absoluteness of total surrender and immersion in the social practice of money. In using money, a person becomes an object in the practice of money, a node or wire through which the currents of currency (and of market forces) flow through to other autonomous agents. But as I will argue below, the ambiguities and the cleavage of subject-object still do not totally disap-pear in the monetary practice because of the subject-object structure of all reality. 

Here we see that money as a social practice features a tensive relation-ship for the persons who participate in it. This is a tension because there is no participation if there is no element of individualization. For separa-tion and participation are bound to each other. We do not even have knowledge of separation unless we have already experienced some unity of intercourse and interdependence of economic life, which is participa-tion. Conversely, we cannot know participation without having experi-enced separation: for example, a lack of possession of that which enables us to participate in economic life. If one were to remove this wall of sepa-ration, social practice of money would cease to be what it is and would become an instrument of domination of one person over the rest of soci-ety. It would be like a competitive market which ceases to be competitive and becomes a monopolistic one. In neoclassical economics terms, a mo-nopolist is someone who participates in the market, but has no necessary separation from it so that there is an undifferentiated identity with the whole force field of supply.

This ambiguity (the dialectical relation of separation and participation) is even clearer when the relationship between the concrete (legal form) money and participation are scrutinized. Where there is money there is tension between participation and separation—between money and pri-vate economic agents. As a social practice an agent is grasped by it and participates in it. But she can never grasp it. The social practice disappears the very instant she tries to grasp it. Money is always at hand. But she can never say: “It is here, I have caught it! I own it!” Indeed, social practices will cease to be money without separation. She who has money must be separated from the object of her social practice in a certain sense. Other-wise she would possess it and it ceases to be a community’s social prac-tice—if she possesses it and becomes its creator she gets undue advantage over everyone else. 
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In every society the power to issue money is, ideally, put outside the control of individuals and placed under the control of the whole commu-nity via its agents, such as a central bank. If any private agent can create her own money and impose it as a socially accepted medium she has a tremendous unfair advantage over all market participants who do not have this power. The woman who can do this will have every incentive to create new money, increase her purchasing power, and “settle” all debts. In this case, she has become an absolute monarch,63 and anyone who ac-cepts her money is in effect giving her a continuous line of credit, paying tributes and taxes to her in terms of the seigniorage she gets, and her pay-ment for services and goods is ever postponed and there will be no proper settlement of debts. Her participation in the social practice of money, if we even dare to still call it that, has become absoluteness—the validity and the circulation of her money are independent of others in society and her creation of it is not subject to their norms and principles. She now has an absolute point from which she can observe all other participants. All this means her participation is unconditioned. This is not social practice, but a playing God, attaining the status of the Unconditioned One. This is a pro-found ambiguity as many a participant in the social practice of money un-der the control of his or her hubris (“turning toward one’s self as the cen-ter of one’s self and one’s world”) and concupiscence (“the unlimited desire to draw the whole reality into one’s self”)64 would like to transcend the vexing constrain of money by becoming the sole center of money creation. This can only lead the self to a state of disintegration. “The attempt of the finite self to be the center of everything gradually has the effect of its ceas-ing to be center of anything. Both self and world are threatened.”65 And thus the ambiguity results in, or risks, another social demonry.

The tension (participation versus separation) appears also at another level, that of the business cycle. A business cycle is the up and down (peak and trough) cyclical movements of the total value of goods and services produced in an economy. Reactions to this cycle have always been im-portant in understanding the place money “keeps” in a society. In an un-certain world (that is, in or near the trough where it is no longer worth-while to produce) entrepreneurs take shelter in liquidity and this flight to liquidity put crisis at the center of economic thinking. Jacques Sapir, a French economist has argued that:

In a world devoid of uncertainty money would not matter. But money gives

every agent in an uncertain world the ability to shelter himself in liquidity.

Liquidity in turn allows every agent to defect from the long and continuous

chain of interdependence generated by the division of labour. This very pos-

sibility of defection introduces a new strategic uncertainty which is at the

heart of economic decision-making in money-based economic systems. . . .
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Crisis is the permanent horizon of a capitalist economy because either liq-

uidity is too much in demand or it is not wanted at all. The specific uncer-

tainty generated by liquidity pushes economic systems towards under-in-

vestment and under-employment.66

When social practice of money enables capital-investment participa-tion, that is, engages fully in productive activities, we have economic growth and development. When it induces separation from production (when it defects from “long and continuous chain of interdependence generated by the division of labor”) or enters into an incestuous inter-course with itself in an excess orgiastic financialization67 we have the trough of the business cycle. Out of the sphere of participation (this is when the financial circulation of money engages fully in productive ac-tivities) comes increase and development; out of the sphere of separation comes decline and withdrawal. And each is essential for the nature of money. One cannot eliminate the other. Since the use of money is always a risk—there is neither certainty for the entrepreneur that the value em-bedded in a product can be transmuted into money, nor can money al-ways be changed into value. This is the existential risk (capitalists by oc-cupation have to take in this risk in order to prosper) in the practice of money and to eliminate this risk is to empty it and destroy its creative life. What is needed is the courage to face the risk directly and overcome it.68

The dialectics of inclusiveness and separation are also operative at the core of what money is in the modern capitalist economy. In chapter 4 we learned that money is a debt-credit relation and an enhancement of the in-tensity and extensity of social relations. There we also learned that the foundation of money supply is debt. But in this fact also lies a source of weakening of societal relations. It appears that with money, one can say that where money’s strength is, there is also its weakness. Let us examine this strength-weakness combination by examining how interest that is paid on debt actually supports the system. 

In the market economy, every producer who intends to stay in business has to cover, at the minimum, his or her cost of capital. Let us say that the risk-free, before-tax interest rate on bonds (only a part of the weighted av-erage cost of capital as cost of equity is ignored in this example) is only 4 percent; it means the profit rate has to be higher than this level for private production to go on. This also means at the minimum the economy has to grow at 4 percent to yield this kind of profit irrespective of any concern, such as that for the environment. The monetary system and the whole me-chanics of capitalist production system have this built-in power to grow and grow just to make zero return on invested capital.

Any person who has ever been bothered by “excessive” competition and complained about insufficient cooperation in the U.S. society needs to
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consider the role of money—not just money or the capitalist system, but interest on debt. Let us not forget that the United States operates debt-money, such that every dollar note out there in circulation has a price on its head, so to speak. The money creation process may not have created competition, but it certainly encourages it and with it a loss in an ethics of cooperation. Everyone who has ever borrowed is compelled by her con-tract to go out and compete against everybody and earn an interest on the principal. This is how British scholar Bernard Lietaer, a professor of fi-nance and currency trader, explains interest-money’s power to heighten competition: 

When the bank created money by providing you with your £100,000 mort-

gage loan, it creates only the principal when it credits your account. How-

ever, it expects you to bring back £200,000 over the next twenty years or so.

If you don’t, you will lose your house. Your bank does not create the interest;

it sends you into the world to battle against everyone else to bring back the

second £100,000. Because all other banks do exactly the same thing the sys-

tem requires that some participants go bankrupt in order to provide you with

this £100,000. To put it simply, when you pay back interest on your loan, you

are using up someone else’s principal.69

In summary, the current monetary system obliges citizens to incur debt collectively, and to compete with others in the community just to obtain the means to perform exchange transactions between them. This is not all there is to money interest’s impact on the fabric of society. The interest payment generates inequality. This inequality occurs irrespective of the particular monetary policy (contractionary or expansionary) as it is due to the general nature of interest-money—this is not to deny that a central bank’s policy of raising interest rates will affect the magnitude of this kind of inequality. Payment of interest is one of the systemic and systematic wealth transfer mechanism siphoning resources from the poor and the middle class to the wealthiest segment of society which owns the bulk of the interest-bearing assets.70

The basic ambiguity to keep in mind is this: there are negative and pos-itive forces that are internal to the very social practice of money. Money connects and money separates. When the negative forces become de-monic it threatens to break down the whole system. 

 

The Ambiguities of Money as Ultimate Concern

We may take up now a more theological ambiguity with respect to money. How does the ultimate meaning of existence shine through money as a so-cial practice; how does money become a vessel of spiritual content? This is to say, how does money as cultural creation express an ultimate con-
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cern, or a transcending meaning in its own “spiritual ground”?71 Money cannot hide its religious ground. The social practice of a money as a cul-tural system constitutes an economic culture which is (partly) derived from its surrounding religious ethos. In the depth of money as a social practice something holy and unconditional is implied. Something of reli-gious significance is hidden in it. What is it? If following Tillich, we inter-pret religion as the “state of ultimate concern” (“the state of being grasped by something unconditional, holy and absolute”),72 then we need to un-veil the dimension of money that gives it meaning, seriousness, depth, and all-determining concern, therefore making it holy, even if this mean-ing/depth is expressed in secular terms. There are three ways to approach this kind of depth dimension of money as a social practice. 

First, we note that the power and significance of being, in modern cap-italist society, is present in the productive act. Self-affirmation is primarily sought in courage to be part of the productive process, the creative devel-opment of humankind. In the modern capitalist world, money appears to be the thing or symbol which gives meaning to all strivings. It is thus an ultimate concern, the spiritual center of value.73 But as soon a person gains this spiritual center he or she loses it—it can no longer answer the question of the meaning of existence.74 This is because doubts are raised about money’s power to hold the ultimate meaning for life and the belief in work (enterprise) through which money is earned disappears. This loss of meaning is not just related to the traditional alienation from work. Rather, in addition, it is related to the whole lost sense of long-term em-ployment or economic security of wage-centered livelihood due to rising unemployment and widening underemployment. These later two phe-nomena have increased in the last few decades with the waves of corpo-rate downsizing and dwindling corporate commitment to employees.75 In this situation, the structure of meaning and order are collapsing or have collapsed. Anxiety is mounting!

The great anxiety is about not being able to be and remain part of the creative development of humankind. One fears being denied self-affirma-tion in the productive process of history. Why is this fear so threatening for persons in the modern advanced capitalist economy? According to Tillich, “[It is in] the productive act itself in which the power and signifi-cance of being is present.”76 The threat of being excluded from participa-tion in this act is felt like a threat to being reduced to nothing, to nonbe-ing. This threat is expressed in terms of money. Money as return for contribution in the productive process or as payment for appropriating someone else’s contribution in the productive act is the spider web within which the modern person lives and spins her thread of economic connec-tivity. To be threatened with lack of money (due to bankruptcy or erosion of economic support) is to be faced with insecurity or meaninglessness.77
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Under this circumstance, money in the pocket or in the bank is an indica-tion of “courage to be part” of the creative productive process of history, a symbol of the participation in the “productive act itself in which the power and significance of being is present.” Money is an indicator of self-affirmation, of anxiety conquered in the courage to be a part of the pro-ductive chain; a reflector of the amount of (economic) nonbeing taken into oneself without the loss of centeredness. Thus, one aspect of “depth” and “ultimate concern” related to money is this struggle with the insecurity and angst that money’s creative development fosters. 

Second, money is not like any other object. It is not thrown alongside others in the cultural space. As that which connects all economic transac-tions and prevents all productive acts from happening all at once, it is the supporting and transcending center of all economic life. In this sense, money is the “power of being” in every economic activity, that is, in everything that participates in the creative economic life process. Every-thing is rooted in this creative ground. Therefore, we can find the traces of the ultimate in the social practice of money as a centering and connecting power for all economic life.

Money, or so it appears, is an instrument that creates the forms of per-sonal and social life which does not defer to the Unconditional and the Ul-timate. The modern sophisticated economic agent, as source and bearer of culture and religion, genuflects only before the altars of theoretical and practical rationality.78 Money, as an exemplar of the capitalist epoch and in conjunction with its basic attitude79 of the age, removes or strives to re-move from all spheres of thought and action the idea and form of the Un-conditional. Money (a veritable index of economic power and “success”) is thus an ultimate concern and demands that all concerns be sacrificed to it. As Tillich puts it:

It [success, social standing, or economic power] is the god of many people

in the highly competitive Western culture and it does what every ultimate

concern must do: it demands unconditional surrender to its laws even if the

price is the sacrifice of genuine human relations, personal conviction, and

creative eros. Its threat is social and economic defeat, and its promise—in-

definite as all such promises—the fulfillment of one’s being (italics in the

original).80

Thus another aspect of “depth” related to money as a social practice is the “power of being” in every economic activity and it demands uncondi-tional surrender to its laws.

The third way of saying money reveals a hidden quality of the ultimate or universal concern is to see money in terms of fifteenth-century German cardinal of the Catholic Church, Nicholas of Cusa’s idea of the “coinci-dence of opposites.” Money’s ambiguity lies in being simultaneously




Discerning Distortions in Monetary Relations 149

good and evil, hate and love, in its reconciling of differences between eco-nomic agents. In it there is a coincidence of these opposites. Before relat-ing this notion directly to the Ultimate, we need to state that Tillich’s ideas of the demonic as being always ensconced in the holy, as involving both “nearness and distance,” and his concept of a courage to be that takes in contradictions and threats upon oneself, is in the legacy of Nicholas of Cusa. This is made explicitly clear in the 1948 edition of Protestant Era.81 This paradoxicality that Tillich saw in living beings, Georg Simmel in his Philosophy of Money explicitly associated with the notion of God. 

In reality, money in its psychological form, as the absolute means and thus as

unifying point of innumerable sequences of purposes, possesses a significant

relationship to the notion of God—a relationship that only psychology,

which has the privilege of being unable to commit blasphemy, may disclose.

The essence of the notion of God is that all diversities and contradictions in

the world achieve a unity in him, that he is—according to a beautiful formu-

lation of Nicolas de Cusa—the coincidentia oppositorium. Out of this idea, that

in him all estrangements and irreconcilables of existence find their unity and

equalization, there arises the peace, the security, the all-embracing wealth of

feeling that reverberate with the notion of God which we hold.82

In sum, the ambiguity here is that money, an instrument human beings created to aid trade and exchange, has become for many people an ulti-mate concern—a false one for that matter. It demands the total surrender of persons who accept this claim and, increasingly, with such acquies-cence, the integrity of community life is surrendered to money’s totaliz-ing logic and dynamics. Money has claimed ultimacy in the production and reproduction of economic life. 

 

The Ambiguities of Money’s Imperial Tendencies

Money, as an ultimate concern in the capitalist world, has not only tran-scended multiple barriers and boundaries of human sociality by monetiz-ing (most) human relationships, but it has also driven toward the totality of empire in its transcending of geopolitical economic spaces. The ability of money to transgress national boundaries is not available to all official currencies. Only certain national currencies (such as dollar, euro, and yen) which serve as global vehicular currencies in the international trade and payment system can effectively do this. The ambiguity here is that these national currencies which embody only the soil and concreteness of par-ticular sociopolitical entities, claim universality and absoluteness.83 They claim universality, especially the dollar, yet they serve only particular na-tional (imperial) interests. In paraphrasing Tillich, I may say that the im-perialism of the global vehicular currencies (such as the dollar, euro, yen)
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which follow from this situation is the basis for all other imperialisms. Monetary imperialism is never the expression of will to power as such. It is a struggle for the absolute victory of a special value system, represented by a national currency or hierarchy of currencies.84

Every conquest of the monetization process within and between human societies has the “ambiguity of empire building.” The imperial tendency is not only coming from the nature of money as a mere social practice, but also from the vocational consciousness of a group’s natural self-affirma-tion that always trudges along with it. The stronger this passion is, the greater is the tendency of a national currency to be a tool of empire build-ing and global domination.85

So far under this rubric of imperial tendencies, I have put forward two principles that give the animus to the imperialistic propensities of major national currencies. They are: (1) the imperialistic outward movement of national currencies is related to the nature of social practice of money, and (2) the vocational consciousness of a nation in the official currency’s ca-pacity to transcend national boundaries. I intend to clarify the two ideas with descriptive explanations. 

This first idea is related to a characteristic of the texture of social prac-tice—that is, increasing intensity and extensity. “[E]verything real drives beyond itself. It is not satisfied with the form in which it finds itself. It urges towards a more embracing, ultimately to the all-embracing form”86 (italics in the original). Every social practice wants to grow. It tends to overcome both internal and external resistance in a way that transcends its boundaries and draws external resources into itself. Put differently, it tends toward universality and totality, toward all-inclusiveness of human activities and historical groups. This very process of not leaving anything or person outside its ambit “is expressed in the term ‘empire.’” As stated earlier, every conquest of the monetization process within and between human societies has the “ambiguity of empire building.”

This principle of intensity and extensity also contains a contradictory seed—the ambiguity of growth and destructiveness possibilities. The structure of growth moves toward totalitarian control of all human activi-ties and bonds and this move (by the social practice) contradicts the per-sonal freedom which is necessary for human creativity and differentiation.

This brings us to the second idea. In order for the first idea to work suc-cessfully, there must be specific human groups and institutions (specific elements within the very practice) with well-defined interests to keep in-tact the particular practice in its encounter with other practices. Such groups usually have a kind of vocational consciousness as they strive to-ward this aim.87 This particular consciousness is often tied up with other overarching vocational consciousnesses, self-interpretation of a historical group. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The second Tillichian principle of trinitarian thinking (the application of the concept of life to the Ground-of-Being) has formed the overarching framework for our reflection on the monetary system in this chapter. We have explicated the dialectics of unity and separation in the nature of money and exposed national patterns of “demonic” distortions in mone-tary relations. We examined the sites of distortions and conflicts in the monetary socioeconomic relations. The conflicts and distortions at these sites indicate that the impact of monetary policy threatens the quality of the moral order. In this it becomes “demonic” and destructively so.

In conclusion, it is important to keep before us the following ambigui-ties and the demonries they generate. The ambiguities are: 

(a) The ambiguity of money as a social construction. Though money is a vi-

tal aspect of human sociality and a promoter of economy-wide social practice, only few powerful agents in society have the power to de-fine and control its production. There is a lurking danger, if it is not already happening, that the agents would use the power for their self and class self-realization to the detriment of the rest of society.

(b) The ambiguity of the biopower of money. Monetary policies which har-

bor tremendous potentials for fostering the common good have be-come, in many societies, the generator of inequalities which threaten to destroy the poor instead of improving their well-being.

(c) The ambiguity of central banking practice. There is a basic conflict be-

tween commitment to flourishing life for all and working against the very masses it is supposed to help. 

(d) The ambiguity of participation and separation. There are positive and

negative forces that are internal to the very social practice of money. Money connects and money separates. 

(e) The ambiguity of money as ultimate concern. Money has claimed ulti-

macy not only in the production and reproduction of economic life, but it also generates fears. Money, an instrument created by the hu-man beings, has become, it appears, their own god. Life is subjected to its demand, rather than money being subjected to the requirements of a flourishing communal life.

(f) The ambiguity of money’s imperial tendencies. The ambiguity here is that

few national currencies with very particular and imperial interests, claim absoluteness and universality in the name of their nations and not in the name of justice.

These ambiguities have the potential to generate demonries if they are not addressed. These are some of the negative forces, demonries that can
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thwart healthy sociality. A financial circulation of money that is separated from industrial circulation of money threatens the integrity of social prac-tice of money. This can eventually hurt the overall production and devel-opment in the economy. Huge income inequality and increasing concen-tration of wealth could become very dangerous and severely limit the effective participation of the poor in the economic intercourse. Rural-ur-ban, poor area-rich area, disarticulation that creates dual economies within an economy and huge income gaps could become the demonry that arises from unchecked ambiguities. There is always the potential that the ruling group, class, or elite could completely hijack the money-policy mechanism to serve its particular self-interest and self-realization. At the international level, if the present use of imperial, monarchical national currencies in the global trade and payment system is not checked, the em-pire-building tendencies of money will increase with globalization and the “totality of empire” it so eagerly warrants.

In the next chapter, I will empirically examine the patterns of “de-monic” distortions and twisting of money at the global level and the in-adequacies in the use of imperial currencies in the global monetary sys-tem. In other words, I will further explore the ambiguity of money’s imperial tendencies. All this is to show how the severe imbalance of power between rich and poor countries in the global trade and payment system inhibits the full participation of developing economies in the on-going globalization process. 

 

NOTES

1. Participation drives a person beyond herself toward unity in essential and existential forms of being at the self level, community sphere (person-to-person encounter, the social context of the ego-thou encounter), and at the dimension of ultimate being in the transcendental unity of unambiguous life under the impact of the Spiritual Presence. As will be argued in chapter 7, participation is the solu-tion to the social demonry of money that is rooted in ambiguity. See Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, Life and the Spirit, History and the Kingdom of God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 30–36; 129, 133–38; 331–32, and 432; Tillich, The Courage to Be (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1952), 86–112.

2. Paul Tillich, The Interpretation of History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1936), 80.

3. Tillich, The Interpretation of History, 91.

4. This is the concrete, material form money takes in daily transactions. “Noth-ing in human history has reality without a legal form, as nothing in nature has re-ality without a natural form.” Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 207.

5. For those who are not familiar with the theological language of Paul Tillich, which I am using here, I need to say that money is not evil and you need to read
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the immediate section below to properly understand why I refer, symbolically, to money as demonic.

6. Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 102–6. The reference to the demonic is

everywhere in Tillich’s work. In the Systematic Theology, vol. 1, Reason and Revela-tion, Being and God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), it is found in pp. 116, 133, 134, 140, and 216ff. See also Paul Tillich, Political Expectation (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 50, 66–67.
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✛

 

Money and Empire

 

INTRODUCTION

 

In the last chapter I revealed the national pattern of “demonic” distor-tions in monetary relations, primarily referring to the U.S. economy and society. The national distortions, contortions, and conflicts have their own international counterparts. In this chapter, I want to empirically examine the patterns of “demonic” distortion and twisting of money at the global level, showing how the imbalance of power between rich and poor coun-tries in the global monetary system limits the full participation of devel-oping economies (especially those in Africa) in the ongoing globalization process.

More importantly, I make the argument that globalization is an unfin-ished business with unfulfilled possibilities. It is unfinished not because it has not yet penetrated into every nook and cranny of the world, but be-cause the currency system that undergirds the global trade and payment system is not globalized. While the production and distribution system of the global economy is tending toward the removal of “centers,” the mon-etary system with powerful national (economic union) currencies is not exactly doing so. The currency system is still nationalized and centered around a few key national currencies. In other words, there is ambiguity of money here—namely, few national currencies that serve as interna-tional forms of payment are a source of economic domination and they claim universality in the name of a particular quality of their countries. They have become demonic not only because they, which are particular, are elevated to status of universality; but also because their claims are not
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made in the “name of that principle which implies ultimacy and univer-sality—that principle of justice.”1

With the rising tide of globalization and economic integration, with its ambiguities and demonries, there is an increasing debate in economic cir-cles about the need for single global currency to replace all national cur-rencies. The dominant thinking is that common currency will increase trade, integrate economies further, eliminate monetary and exchange rates as sources of asymmetric shocks and by all this promote stable eco-nomic activity and possibly higher growth.2 Paul Volcker, the former chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank of the United States, has argued that a global economy needs a global currency. Robert Mundell, the 1999 No-ble Prize–winner in economics and whose theory of optimum currency areas is at the bedrock of the monetary union behind the euro, has simi-larly called for a world currency as recently as September 2006.3 African economists have long called for an international currency that does not give seigniorage, privileges, and other imperial benefits to the developed West. John Maynard Keynes with his Bancor Plan made a similar call at the 1944 Bretton Woods Conferences that established the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.4

Empire and money is an intriguing and interesting object of study that has been neglected in Christian theology.5 If properly pursued, it could of-fer brilliant insights into biblical interpretation and directions for Christ-ian response to the changing world, especially with respect to economic development and globalization.6 In addition to the benefits for crafting a proper response to globalization, investigation of empire and money is necessary for a proper understanding of globalization and for developing an up-to-date theology of money. For it is the tendency of money to trans-gress national boundaries and take into its originating countries the na-tional economic spaces of other countries and by this act underpin the economic globalization process. In spite of these potential contributions to scholarship, the study of empire and money has been largely neglected in Christian theology. This chapter aims to correct this imbalance and offers insights into paradigmatic themes for formulating a theology of money in the era of empire. 

Let me state how I intend to execute my argument in this chapter. I will focus on an intensive analysis of empire and money in sections 1 and 2 by engaging in a critical conversation with Michael Hardt and Antonio Ne-gri’s Empire.7 Among other endeavors, the sections seek to reveal the rela-tionship between empire, the hierarchical currency system, and social or-ganization of the global financial architecture. In section 3, the chapter comes to a close with concluding remarks. If one is to formulate a theol-ogy of money that incorporates in it issues about empire, one must first establish that empire exists today. There are many theologians and ethi-
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cists, both on the left and on the right, who doubt the existence of empire today. So the question is: does empire exist today?

 

SECTION 1: DOES EMPIRE EXIST TODAY?

I will start my response with Hardt and Negri’s discussion of empire by carefully stating their position in the section titled “No-Center Thesis of Hardt and Negri’s Empire.” In the next subsection, I undertake an “exege-sis” of their “no-center” thesis. My conversation with them ends in sec-tion 2 where I provide a monetary critique of their “no-center” thesis. The upshot of my argument in this section is that money gives centeredness to empire and their claim that we are now in a world without empire is sim-ply wrong. 

My main purpose in this chapter is to present an examination of their book Empire through the lens of monetary history and evidence, and to in-fuse into the discourse of empire and globalization a subaltern perspec-tive. The current post-Bretton Woods global trade and payment system has key, hegemonic currency (currencies) just like the systems of the past, and it is powerful enough to thwart the economic well-being of develop-ing countries.

The manifestations of empire may have changed over the centuries. No doubt there is a long distance between the time when Britain ruled the waves and now when corporate giants dominate the earth, but the “sub-stance” (a summary characterization, the principle that gives an identity to the manifestations of a historical process) of empire is still with us. Britain, France, and Portugal were “imperialists” with closed borders and the gi-ant corporations of today are imperial with space that is always open,8 but there is a commonality to the two sets and we can label that commonality, “substance.” Tillich has argued that the category of substance can be spe-cially applied to historical situations.9 “If a history-creating situation is called a substance, this means that there is a point of identity in its mani-festations. . . . Without applying the category of substance to history, ei-ther implicitly or explicitly, no historiography would be possible.”10 My contention is that there is a point of identity, a “substance,” in all the man-ifestations of empire. All manifestations somehow have, as their sub-stance, the element of imperial, vehicular and reserve currency in the global trade and payment system. 

 

No-Center Thesis of Hardt and Negri’s Empire

Hardt and Negri argue in their book Empire that the international arena is now characterized by smooth space that is always open; there is no longer
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a “distinction between inside and outside”; no longer a territorial center of power, it is a “non-place.” This “new” international is what is called Empire by the authors. Empire is “decentered and deterritorialized” and it significantly differs from previous imperialism which was “an extension of the sovereignty of the European nation-states beyond their own bound-aries.”11 The upshot of this argument is that this new global logic and structure of rule have led to the demise of boundaries—those between home and factory, between nations, and between inside and outside. Eco-nomic activities and attendant power have been decentered and dis-persed across national boundaries.

What do Hardt and Negri really mean when they say Empire has “no center?” There are eight12 senses in which they use this scintillating phrase, and they center around the following eight claims:

1. There is no or dramatically attenuated nation-state control over

global economic actors as the effectiveness of national juridical struc-tures are weakened.13

2. There is no geographic center in terms of metropole and periphery,

only a smooth, continuous, uniform space, no distinction between inside and outside.14

3. The entire global realm is an open, expanding frontier.15

4. A nimbleness of deterritorialized and dispersed informatized pro-

duction and circulation is accentuated by a market system that is all pervading.16

5. Technologies of communication are immanent in the sense of a far-

reaching network—no one is outside of its embrace and pervasion.17

6. There is now a democratic nature of global activities. Work and pro-

duction are more cooperatively organized than before.18

7. A mobile, hybrid, cooperative labor force is increasingly seen as not

a national workforce but as transnational.19

8. There exists no deference to authority or constituted power, no tran-

scendental reference. There is a meeting of the absolute democratic power and horizon of immanence.20

All these eight claims are intertwined and one can explicate the whole set by starting from any one and going to the others. Or, by even focusing closely on one of them one can get a grasp of the overall thesis—at least that is the way the authors present their work. Yet one finds much am-bivalence about the empire in the book Empire. There is always an alter-nation between being a boundless deterritorialized flow and realized lo-cated actuality and hierarchies.21 For instance, Hardt and Negri say empire has no limit and it lacks boundaries on page xix, but on page 58
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they say that there is “a virtual center of Empire.” If it has no boundaries, how can it have a center? There is something “unrepresentable” about the multitude and yet it is conducive to “institutionality” and could become an “order.”22 The postmodern empire and the illimitable multitude are pre-sented as not in opposition yet the multitude’s liberatory actions endow empire with its content as empire reacts to them, and the multitude de-pends on empire.23 The authors claim that sovereignty and state are un-dermined and superceded by transnational capital and yet they say cor-porations need state power to flourish.24 Empire has come and empire is yet to come, “the coming Empire.”25 They say empire “rules over the en-tire “civilized” world26 and once a territory has been organically incorpo-rated into the domain of capitalist production, it can no longer be outside it. But in the now familiar pattern of ambivalence they posited—and rightly so—that sub-Saharan Africa is effectively excluded from capital flows and new technologies.27 They also averred that the smooth unified global space of empire is also segmented, having a pyramid of global con-stitution, a real hierarchy with tiers and levels.28

These ambivalences, divergent dimensions, and duality that run through the book are very important to keep in focus as we proceed to critique and supplement Hardt and Negri’s concept of empire. This am-bivalence in the empire discourse, as we shall learn later with global ve-hicular currencies, may not always interrogate structures of dominance, but often resemble it.29 These tensions also tell us that reality is full of contradictions and to understand and explain it one must think dialecti-cally.30 Our task in this chapter is to provide a more realistic picture of global capitalism.

How can one understand what Hardt and Negri are saying in social and sociological terms? Here I will offer an interpretation, which will help to set the stage for my analysis and critique of the authors’ main thesis about the “non-center” at work in the current globalizing international arena. Hardt and Negri seek to show that in this new international arena or phase there is no deference to authority in economic intercourse.31 Cap-ital and market are a self-correcting process which put yesterday’s certi-tudes and any claim of control over them in jeopardy—if not all at once, certainly over time. Hardt and Negri are not only insisting that Empire is free-floating, but it is also completely discontinuous with the traditions and practices that preceded it. While Hardt and Negri draw from the tra-ditions and narrative of United States republicanism and the familiar ver-sion of this country’s exceptionalism, their analyses portray the present as being “a present of rupture”32 and emphasizes how dramatically different is the relationship between sovereignty and state under Empire as op-posed to imperialism.33
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Let me now indicate some of the practices and traditions that they say have changed with the emergence of Empire. Below are their actual words from the book:34

Along with the global market and global circuits of production has emerged

a global order, a new logic and structure of rule—in short, a new form of sov-

ereignty.

Our basic hypothesis is that sovereignty has taken a new form, composed of

a series of national and supranational organisms united under a single logic

of rule. The new global form of sovereignty is what we call Empire.

Imperialism is over.

The imperial expansion has nothing to do with imperialism.

Empire is not a weak echo of modern imperialisms but a fundamentally new

form of rule.

Biological differences have been replaced by sociological and cultural signi-

fiers as the key representative of racial hatred and fear.

One of my goals for writing this chapter is to show that though Empire may not have a foundation, it has a center and this center is the imperial currency of the United States, the dollar. Insofar as a non-denationalized imperial currency is still the instrument of default and there is a deference to it without simultaneously insisting on the defeasibility of all national currencies in the governance of international economic transactions and practice, there is no revolutionary discontinuity with previous notions and forms of imperialism or empire. It is true that transnational capital and nimble corporations are no longer disposed to bow and scrape before nation-states and governmental puppeteers as in the past; nonetheless, it is truer to say they cannot flourish without an imperial currency. The un-hinged and fluid nature of modern economic transactions can be shown to have a center without being contained in an authoritative model of nation-state control. 

No economic community can sustain transactions without imposing on itself a system of keeping track of the flows, entitlements, and transfers pertaining to the distribution of work and its reward because without this kind of system there would be no communication—and therefore no ex-change of values among members of the community. Each epoch and com-munity has different ways of going about this intertransactional business. They employ different means, but they must find some ways of doing so. The activity of value giving and taking is hardly the whole of imperial af-
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filiations as a socioeconomic phenomenon, but it is central to it. The em-pire, indeed, has a center in its payment system and the deference to such.

The job-of-work of this chapter is to highlight this monetary side to em-pire which Hardt and Negri left out and to show that a fuller knowledge of the role of money in empire will improve our understanding of the logic and dynamics of empire. I would like to start with some philosoph-ical, geographical, and technical (engineering) critiques—all aimed at showing, contrary to Hardt and Negri, that Empire has a center.

 

Philosophical and Technical Exegesis of Empire’s “No-Center” Thesis

One of Hardt and Negri’s theses or arguments is that empire stands out-side of previous traditions of imperialism. They argue that the world of empire is radically different from those before it, that is, it differs from the modernist narrative and tradition of sovereignty and nation-state.35 At times one gets the sense that being out of tradition means there is no de-finitive authority to which the current globalization actors owe loyalty and deference. This is in the sense that there is no power or authoritative texts or narratives that supervenes the logic and actions of the globaliza-tion process. But this is not the only way to talk about tradition. One can view tradition as a discursive social practice or ongoing narrative.36 The Western discursive practice on nation-states and sovereignty is more var-iegated than the uniform and monolithic picture that the authors hang up as a straw man to be shot down. The fact that empire is not governed by tradition in the old sense of being embodied in hierarchical institutions or defined by deference toward authority that defines the good for a people or nation does not mean that empire has stepped outside of tradition or even outside of Western hegemonic tradition over the rest of the world. Hardt and Negri’s discourse of empire and the whole of discursive prac-tice on state and sovereignty in which theirs is situated is part of the tra-dition of Western discursive practice which is only interested in Africa as a marginal existence, as “helpless, agency-less victim,” and as the Other whose lived experience does not count for much in formulating universal theories in the ilk of empire and multitude.37

It is clear to me that sovereign power or imperialist tradition, far from being superannuated, continues to operate in the West’s control over Africa’s resources (and over other regional economies, especially in Latin America and South Asia) and this is intimately linked to control and dom-ination of the international network of juridical institutions, military or-gans, governmental police power, industrial technologies, market forms, and payment standards.38 Theory that ignores the ways in which Western totalizing power and globalized sovereignty subsume African social life and biopolitical forces is a theory that reflects an occidentalist bias. 
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Besides, if Hardt and Negri had adequately accounted for cultural sources of possibility, existence, and progress of the transnational capital and nimble corporations, they would have found a certain kind of tradi-tion that is at the core of empire and of their own point of view. To para-phrase the ethicist Jeffery Stout, in a narrative that explains how previous traditions have broken down, and then pronounces it disastrous (at least for Western nation-states), “leaves one wondering from what tradition or point of view the verdict could have been reached and how that point of view is to escape the implied condemnation.”39 If Hardt and Negri “did not already occupy an identifiable and defensible normative point of view, the tragic tone of [their] historical narrative and the various evalua-tions expressed in it is groundless.”40 The tradition from which they were speaking is authentically Western and belongs to the 500-year tradition of Western hegemonic rule of the world. 

There is really no conceptual fragmentation in the modernist (Western) tradition and in the eye of the oppressed world; there is no substantive opposition between empire and previous imperialism.41 As long as the so-cial practices of empire do not liberate people living in Africa, and in other regions of the poorer Global South, and, as long as intellectual discourses such as are in Empire overlook the mutual imbrication of Western power and globalization and the mutually constitutive relation of Western eco-nomic domination and Third (Majority) World’s poverty, Hardt and Ne-gri’s Empire is a perpetuation of the tradition of Western domination and power over the rest of the world. I will also posit that the use of imperial currencies in global transactions instead of a denationalized currency is very much in the (Western) tradition of the previous imperialism and con-trol and domination of the international arena. 

Let us also comment on Empire’s thesis of transnational corporations (TNCs) surpassing the jurisdiction and authority of states—for example, “large transnational corporations have effectively surpassed the jurisdic-tion and authority of nation-states.”42 The anchor of Hardt and Negri’s grand theory is that this phenomenon represents a paradigmatic shift that is creating a smooth global space of empire. But for the hapless people in Africa (upon whose situation I will limit my comments), the practice of TNCs functioning as states, ruling as states, and defeating sovereignty is not a new tradition. It is a solid old Western tradition in Africa. Many modern African states started as Western transnational corporations and Westerners’ owned firms have continued to maintain inordinate control over sections of territory or resources of Africa.43

Just as Africa as a place of lived experience does not feature much in Hardt and Negri’s thinking, any specific sense of place is also absent in their grand theory of empire. The book’s argument of non-place does not consider the placeness of global cities like New York, London, and Tokyo
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in instantiating the rhizomatic and fluid embrace of empire over forms of economic and political activities, and in mediating various forms of inter-actions especially between the multitude and capital. Saskia Sassen noting this deficiency in Empire wrote: 

The way in which place is constructed in the global city—its strategic char-

acter for both the Empire and the multitude, its location on the new cross-

border geographies of centrality and marginality—makes it a mediated

space. That is to say, it is a space where complex national legal architectures

(i.e., the formal institution of citizenship) and global dynamics (global capi-

tal, migrations, minoritization) get instantiated. But placeness does not seem

to figure in Hardt’s and Negri’s analysis of political subjectivities: “Having

achieved the global level, capitalist development is faced directly with the

multitude, without mediation.”44

Regarding the global cities, it is germane here to mention the nodal role they play in assembling finance capital, concentrating control over vast resources, and sucking up labor, migrants even from rural Africa.45 They are strategic sites not only for the global economy, but they also stand as imperial concrete placeness. We may not be able to properly understand the global economy and deliver ourselves from the false thesis of Empire unless we analyze “why key structures of the world economy are neces-sarily situated in cities” (emphasis in the original).46 Global cities like New York, London, Tokyo, Frankfurt, and Paris are important, according to Sassen, in four ways: “first, as highly concentrated command points in the organization of the world economy; second, as key locations for finance and for specialized service firms, which have replaced manufacturing as the leading economic sectors; third, as sites of production, including the production of innovations, in those leading industries; and fourth, as mar-kets for the products and innovations produced.”47

Now that we have dispatched philosophical and geographical argu-ments against the thesis that there is no center, let us pick up what might be called the engineering argument. One of the reasons why Hardt and Negri consider empire as not having a center is because of their metaphor of network. They described today’s transnational production and circula-tion as a network: 

Empire manages hybrid identities, flexible hierarchies, and plural exchanges

through modulating networks of command.48

The development of communication networks has organic relationship to the

emergence of the new producer. Communication not only expresses but also

organizes the movement of globalization. It organizes the movement of mul-

tiplying and structuring interconnections through networks.49
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Today productivity, wealth, and the creation of social surpluses take the form

of cooperative interactivity through linguistic, communicational, and affec-

tive networks.50

What kind of network is Empire? They do not tell us and herein lies a problem about their thesis of “no place.” There are basically two types of network in the communication engineering and computer world.51 There is the centralized control network where every machine (client) is hooked to a point (central computer, server) and this is what is called master-slave network or two-tier architecture. This is like your local area network (LAN) in the local office where every connection goes through the central point, but it is so fast you do not notice that there is intermediation between your computer and that of your colleague on the same network. The cen-ter in this network is not necessarily geographical but only and always logical and the clients rely on it for devices and sometimes for processing power. The other network-type is the peer-to-peer distributed network in which there is no master-slave relationship, like the type telephone com-panies like Verizon use to distribute and manage calls. It is a full duplex network with no central control; control is in the hands of each peer (node), each node (workstation) has equivalent responsibilities and capa-bilities, and intelligence in the system is pushed to each peer and end-user. This type of network is highly intelligent, scalable, survivable, and reconfigurable. From these simple descriptions of the types of network one can see what kind of network Hardt (a former engineer and now an associate professor in literature at Duke University) and Negri had in mind when they used the metaphor of network for the empire as a whole. They had peer-to-peer network in mind. Their description of empire on page 166 led me to this view: “Empire can only be conceived as a univer-sal republic, a network of powers and counterpowers structured in a boundless and inclusive architecture.” In another place, they liken this boundless and inclusive nature of the network to the Internet, naming it as a democratic model. “This democratic model is what is . . . call[ed] a rhizome [the adjectival form of this word is often used to describe Empire throughout the book], a nonhierarchical and noncentered network struc-ture.”52

The question is what fits the evidence of global production and ex-change better, client/server or peer-to-peer? I believe that client/server, two-tier architecture is the better metaphor; no doubt empire is a network, but it is not a peer-peer network. Some dominant nations provide the mon-etary devices and the processing prowess for economic actors to talk to one another.53 The imperial, national currencies, the currencies that are used for international transactions, are like the central computer all com-munications must go through and there is a “fee” paid for this and it is
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called seigniorage (we will treat this below). While production and distri-bution may have become globalized smooth non-place, unfortunately, the control of issuance of world means of payment has not become denation-alized and deterritorialized. There is certainly no peer-to-peer equality among the currencies of the West and that of African countries like Nige-ria, Ghana, and Zimbabwe. Or those of Central America and South East Asian countries. 

Empire is not a peer-to-peer network like the Internet.54 While the elec-tric and electronic impulses that pulsate through the Internet system have no oligarchic rulers over them, not so for the money that courses through the economic world. The authors of Empire display not a small misunder-standing of economics. Economics is the study of how human beings pro-duce, distribute, and exchange values via money. Put differently, the sub-ject matter of economics is the study of the creation, distribution (servicing), and liquidation of offer and debt contracts enabled by money. Money is invaluable (but not the sole factor) in understanding any econ-omy and we cannot operationalize any economic interaction (exchange) without money.55 Economic events live through money.

International currencies like the dollar, yen, and euro allow their issuers to project their geopolitical and economic spaces (including values and in-terests) into the international geopolitical and economic space such that they include within themselves the spaces of countries which do not have imperial currencies. In an imperial currency regime, a nation is not just a geographical territory, but the sphere of influence of its currency. World currencies like the dollar, yen, and euro “are only [sic] indicators of sov-ereign geopolitical and economic spaces. They have no other backing than the sovereignties [and wealth] of their respective nations as the whole Western world learned to its cost when the U.S.A abrogated, on August 21st [sic], 1971, the [gold] convertibility of the U.S. dollar.”56 So while the United States may not be increasing its territorial reach as in the old im-perialist style, the dollar is doing the totalizing effect and increasing America’s “monetary space.”57 From this international-currency perspec-tive, there are well-defined spaces in the global exchange Venn diagram58 and it is not a centerless non-place. Hardt and Negri fail to realize that im-perial currencies like the dollar and euro are the extensions of the sover-eignty of nation-states. The distinct national colors of these currencies still mark the imperialist map of the world and have not merged or blended into the “imperial” global rainbow of denationalized world currency. It is not yet Uhuru! (It is not yet freedom!).

Apart from matters of seigniorage and national extraversion (extension of territorial reach of national currency), the globalization phenomenon even in one of its best and most lauded manifestations still has a center— it touches ground at some particular quadrant on this terra firma. Take the
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trading in U.S. treasury bonds, which is a good example of a globalization network. This apparently sophisticated, global marketplace characterized by the most technological nimbleness and fluidity has a “specific geogra-phy.” Permit me to provide a detailed description of this market to show that the ephemeral specter of globalization cannot do without situating and centering its manifest being in spatial actuality. Nigel Thrift and An-drew Leyshon reveal this much in this long quotation:

At first sight, this [treasury bond market] seems to be a global marketplace.

After all, trading takes place 22 hours a day. The trading day begins at 8:30

a.m. local time in Tokyo (7:30 p.m. New York daylight saving time), closing

at 4 p.m. (3 a.m. New York), pressing onto London, where it is 8 a.m. At about

12:30 p.m. local time trading passes to New York, where it is 7:30 a.m. Trad-

ing continues in New York until 5:30 p.m. But the geography of trading is not

that simple. Not surprisingly, given these are U.S. government securities,

most of the trading takes place in New York. In 1994, for example, on the av-

erage, 94 per cent of all trading volume of U.S. securities occurred in New

York, with less than 4 per cent in London and less than 2 per cent in Tokyo.

Further, nearly all trading—even overseas—is a response to U.S. events. For

instance, market-relevant comments are often made by U.S. government of-

ficials during “overseas hours,” as is central bank intervention in the market,

to coincide with relatively quiet periods. In other words, what seems like a

typical global monetary network actually turns out to have a very specific ge-

ography which is really quite narrow.59

Once again, we have been able to show that empire is not a “non-place.”60 It, indeed, has a center. We have illustrated it by pointing to monetary phenomenon and revealing the subtle relationship between empire and money, a connection Hardt and Negri ignore.

I not only consider the presence and use of imperial, reserve currency in international transactions and concentrated centeredness of monetary trading network as giving the lie to the thesis of “non-place,” I also regard the very arrowheads of globalization, the transnational corporations, around which all this fanciful theory about empire swirls as representa-tives of certain contextualized localities. Globalization is, in a sense, com-petition among nation-states—the extension of national frontiers by eco-nomic means rather than by force. The veritable battle axe in this struggle is the firm, the modern corporation. Competition among nation-states is essentially competition between corporations who represent their coun-tries. Sony is for Japan and Microsoft is for the United States. Push this analysis further and you will realize that competition is mindset versus mindset.61 Mindset versus mindset is worldview versus worldview. At the bedrock of worldview or ethos is religion. 62 So one way of looking at the empire-center nexus at the level it specifically affects modern econ-
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omy is to see how worldview or ethics emanating from the corporatized arrow-heads and globalization’s pressure on local actors impact the con-cept and operation of the firm and business ethics in the world. I need not argue that the ethics of the global marketplace is not a democratic mixture of all worldviews. It is also true that the pressure that is put on local ethics in places like South Korea is not coming from Nigeria or Peru. So if the pervading global, imperial business ethics has a point of departure and reference, and do defer to its occidental source of existence, we can argue empire has a center.63

 

SECTION 2: THE IMPERIAL-

MONARCHICAL CURRENCY SYSTEM

In this section of the chapter, I will undertake what for lack of a better word I will call pure monetary critique of Empire. It is “pure” because it would solely and precisely focus on money and its global operations to show that (old-fashioned) empire exists and it is not a non-centered, non-place. There are financial centers of gravity in the current global economy. In the previous subsections of this essay, we showed the placeness of em-pire by taking on technical, geographical, and philosophical issues and re-vealing their underbelly as monetary stuff with spatial concreteness to it. Here, we will directly investigate plain monetary systems to show that Hardt and Negri did not tell us the whole truth when they posited that empire has no center. 

Let us start by offering a simple description of money and proceed to examine the current global trade and payment system. To understand money is to understand empire properly. Money and empire fit hand-in-glove within the time and space compression that increasingly character-izes all socioeconomic life. Money is not just a device that connects deci-sions across time (spot and forward transactions; past, present, and future dimensions of economic activities). Money also links economic actors across space (here and there). It is this spatio-temporal nature of money which enables any economic agent (e.g. transnational corporations) to transcend spatial and temporal boundaries. This is not the only connec-tion between money and empire. Like empire, money is rooted in social practice, as we have already argued at length. Money is a pure sociopsy-chological phenomenon deriving its value only from social recognition. Today, the value of money does not depend on any item or commodity backing it. 

If it is now clear that the very nature of money is integral to under-standing the phenomenon Hardt and Negri have dubbed empire, we can now emphasize that the very global payment system by which money is
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transferred from one economic agent to another is relevant to an adequate understanding of empire and its placeness. Empire is a world accumula-tion phase of capitalism with sophisticated transnational production and labor systems, but its means of exchange are national currencies rather than any supranational money form. Three key national currencies (U.S. dollar, Europe’s euro, and Japan’s yen), with dangerous potential for for-mation of hegemonic spheres of influence, constitute the principal means of exchange in empire. The use of key national currencies as the center of the global payment system violates the global sovereignty of empire in which Hardt and Negri would like us to believe. The currencies are also not in sync with the kind of non-placeness, democratic, deterritorializing, and dispersed tendencies that the authors insist that we must all accept as characteristics of empire. 

The use of key national currencies instead of one denationalized cur-rency in the present global trade and payment system violates the princi-ple of credit money. The use of dollar (supported by euro and yen) as the world currency, international unit of value, and means of transfer of value violates the principle that money creation must be placed outside the markets for goods and service—that no participant should have the priv-ilege of seigniorage, make purchases by issuing its money.64

Let me give an example to illustrate the point.65 Two nations are in trade: one (call it Africanus) sells crude oil, and the other (call it Latinus) sells computers. In the absence of a common central bank that creates money for both parties, they will use the barter system, and in this system there is real value for real value exchange. Suppose that nation Latinus can now create its money and impose it as the international medium of exchange, the means of transfer of value, or it simply has now the sole right to issue international money. Country Africanus, if it is still engaged in trade with Latinus, receives mere paper for real goods and services that it sells to Latinus. Africanus’s reserve assets depend on the worth of Lat-inus government’s IOUs. Latinus has tremendously increased its pur-chasing power and can settle all its debts with Africanus without transfer of real value. Eventually, when Africanus buys goods and services from Latinus, the latter simply cancels or erases its own liabilities to Africanus in its accounting books. Now let us ask ourselves which of the two parties has the capability to initiate trade at will? Africanus can expand trade with Latinus only on the vagaries of demand for its goods in Latinus; whereas Latinus with the monopoly privilege to pay with its own cur-rency can buy or increase trade at will and in fact determine the trend of international trade between them. For the fact that Latinus is not under any pressure to fork out real values for its consumption, it can afford the time and luxury for research and development, cultural endeavor, or re-finement of military technology. 
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This is not the whole story. Since Africanus’s receipt of national cur-rency of Latinus is not used in its country, its whole reserve has to be managed within the financial system of Latinus. If Africanus needed to borrow money at the international market, it cannot borrow in its own currency. So all borrowing abroad creates a potential lethal currency mis-match. The money supply in Africanus is partly determined by Latinus as Africanus exporters convert their earnings in Latinus into local currency. Effectively, the geopolitical and economic spaces of Latinus contain that of Africanus in a way that of Africanus does not. Now we can expand this scenario to include many countries but the basic advantages accru-ing to Latinus will not change much if it is still the issuer of world money. We might throw in one or two world-currency nations for more complex effects, but there will still be (oligopolistic) advantages for the issuers of vehicular currencies.66

Because of this kind of advantage enjoyed by issuers of currency at the domestic level, money creation and proper settlement of debt in the money creation process was placed outside the marketplace and sub-jected to governmental (neutral body) regulations in all modern economies. As we have seen, this principle is violated in international transactions when certain countries issue the world currencies. 

The issuers of world currencies like the United States, Europe, and Japan are not about to have a Pauline “Road-to-Damascus” experience in spite of their democratic pretensions because there are huge advantages to their statuses. First, foreigners who receive dollars, euros, yen for their exports are giving the United States, Europe, and Japan unlimited lines of credit. This is how the economist, Robert Guttman describes it:

Just as individual buyers or private banks within domestic circulation cannot

properly settle their debts by simply issuing their own money, so can no

country effectively pay for its excess purchases abroad by issuing and then

transferring its own currency to foreign sellers. This is why the country

whose currency serves as an internationally accepted medium of exchange

has the unique advantage of being able to finance its own imports and capi-

tal exports by what amounts to continuous credit supplied by foreigners.67

This form of interest-free loans and savings in the United States govern-ment’s interest payments on its huge debts, due to the foreign govern-ments’ holding of reserves in short maturity securities, generates for the United States an income of $11–$15 billion a year.68 Foreigners just invest the billions of dollars they earned from exporting to America in dollar-de-nominated securities in the United States. The rest of the world, including the poor countries of Africa and the Caribbean, which keep their reserves in the United States is, indeed, subsidizing the lifestyle of the affluent American people. This is a privilege that the American government
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guards seriously like a nest egg. For instance, in the 1970s, it struck an agreement with the Saudi Arabian government to conduct OPEC’s global oil trade in dollars,69 thereby forcing almost every country to keep dollars as reserve.70 International financial imperialism showed a new face and now even occurs among governments themselves. Michael Hudson, dis-tinguished professor of economics at the University of Missouri at Kansas City, succinctly puts it this way:

Almost without anyone noticing it, . . . central banks have been left with only

one asset to hold: U.S. Government bonds. Central banks do not buy stocks,

real estate or other tangible assets. When Saudi Arabia and Iran proposed to

use their oil dollars to begin buying out American companies after 1972, U.S.

officials let it be known that this would be viewed as an act of war. OPEC was

told that it could raise oil prices all it wanted, as long as it used the proceeds

to buy U.S. Government bonds. That way, Americans could pay for oil in

their own currency, not in gold or other “money of the world.” Oil exports to

the United States, as well as German and Japanese autos and sales of other

countries, were bought with paper dollars that could be created ad infinitim

(italics in the original).71

One does not know if OPEC countries are still truly72 respectful of such an agreement forged in the midst of the 1970s crisis, but one thing is clear: members of the cartel have continued to price their commodity in dollars and have consistently recycled their surplus petro-dollars back into the dollar-denominated assets: 

In some respects, the recycling of oil revenues has changed little over the

years. According to the BIS [Bank for International Settlements], the share of

OPEC deposits denominated in dollars was unchanged at 72 percent and the

share held by U.S banks has remained steady over the last 15 years. How-

ever, non-OPEC oil exporters have increased their deposits in U.K. banks and

the dollar share of these deposits has dropped to 61 percent from 80 percent

at year-end 2002.73

These are not the only advantages the United States (read all issuers of key currencies) enjoys because of the use of the dollar as the world money. The United States can and indeed does finance its balance of payments by issuing the dollar, its own currency. The United States is free from any ex-ternal constraint in a way countries like Haiti, Mexico, Argentina, In-donesia, South Korea, and Nigeria are not. The capacity of these other na-tions to run external deficits is limited by their own foreign exchange reserves. As an issuer of a reserve currency, the United States also enjoys what economists call “external seigniorage.”74 As a banker to the world, U.S. “liabilities are the foreign exchange reserves of other countries which
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are usually held in short term deposits paying money-market rates. On the asset side we find mostly long-term loans and other capital exports. These typically carry higher rates because of their longer maturity. The profits earned from this yield spread are often referred to as “external seigniorage.”75

There is still another interest-related benefit (seigniorage) in addition to the two already mentioned. I have noted the savings in government in-terest payments on its huge debt because of foreign governments’ hold-ings of reserves in short maturity securities. I also referred to external seigniorage which has to do with the spread between liabilities and assets of a reserve currency issuer. The third advantage relates to the benefit of the circulation of raw greenbacks overseas—the benefit from the dollar’s penetration into the sovereign monetary (and geographical) spaces of other states. The benefit here is not about the interest-spread or hypothe-sized reduction of levels of interest rates owing to massive inflows of cap-ital into the United States. This represents interest-free loans on the amount of currency circulating overseas.76 What do foreigners gain in holding dollars overseas? According to a 2003 report to the Congress by the secretary of treasury: “Foreign dollar holders benefit by acquiring an asset that is liquid, secure, and stable in value, characteristics that are of-ten unavailable in their own country’s currency during and after periods of economic and political turmoil.”77

It is estimated that 55 percent to 60 percent of dollars is circulating abroad. In the 2003 report, the secretary put the actual figure at the end of 2001 at $340 billion to $370 billion of the total $620 billion in circulation.78 Where is the dollar located outside the United States? It is estimated that 25 percent of the U.S. currency is located in Latin America, 20 percent in Africa and the Middle East, and 15 percent in Asia. The remainder is in Europe and the countries of the former Soviet Union and their neighbor-ing trading partners, such as Turkey.79

The value of this external dollar circulation in savings in interest cost (the circulation presumably depresses the general rate of interest in the economy) to the United States is between $14 billion to $16 billion per an-num,80 representing a substantial “windfall to the U.S. taxpayers because of the seigniorage revenues generated by the added currency demand.”81 The report, which was actually drafted by Treasury departmental offices, U. S. Secret Service, and the Federal Reserve System for the secretary of treasury, went further to advise the members of the Congress to regard the dollar as a “valuable export whose quality, or integrity, should be pro-tected.”82

There may be some readers of this book who may not be familiar with how this huge annual benefit of $14 billion to $16 billion is freely generated
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for the United States. The report from which I have been quoting gave a lengthy explanation for those of its readers who are not conversant with the economics of this free money. It says:

Technically, dollars held abroad do not reduce the level of either Treasury

borrowing or Treasury interest payments. Rather, by expanding Federal Re-

serve liabilities (Federal Reserves notes outstanding) and, commensurately,

Federal Reserve assets (U.S. government securities), dollars held abroad in-

crease the quantity of Treasury liabilities held by the Federal Reserve and the

amount of Treasury interest paid to the Federal Reserve. Since, at the margin,

all Federal Reserve earnings are returned to the Treasury, the effect is that the

Treasury avoids paying interest on the value of the outstanding debt equal to

the Federal Reserve notes held outside the country. For example, in 2001 the

Federal Reserve returned $26.1 billion to the Treasury, the bulk of which rep-

resented earnings from assets funded by currency issuance. On the basis of

our estimate that that one-half to two-thirds of U.S. currency is circulating

overseas, the marginal value of external dollar circulation can be estimated

at $14 billion to $16 billion.83

The extraction of seigniorage by the United States has not been without objection from the rest of the world, including its European allies. Let us recall the French (Europe) complaint84 in the 1960s (at a time when 80 per-cent of official exchange reserves of the world was held in dollars) about the extraction of seigniorage by the United States. This was so because the rest of the world had to hold dollars and the United States was busy buy-ing up French (European) factories, companies, and securities or fighting wars with money supplied by the French (Europe and the rest of the world). This was also the time when America openly used its military prowess to force its allies to hold the dollar as their primary reserve cur-rency. “The German objections to holding the overhang of excessive dol-lars . . . were suppressed by the U.S. counter-threat of troop withdrawal”85 in the tense context of cold war conflict and a divided Germany. 

While in the 1960s and 1970s the complaint and grudges were coming from the European nations; since the 1980s, the exercise of financial mus-cle has been with the Asian nations. In the 1980s the United States was asking one of its largest trading partners, Japan, to allow the dollar to de-preciate—put differently, let the yen appreciate in order to reduce the trade deficit with the Asian nation. This led to the 1985 Plaza Accord. To-day, China’s yuan is the focus with the massive trade deficits between the two nations which are once again to the advantage of an Asian nation and Washington is nudging China to allow the yuan to appreciate against the dollar.

Let us use the dollar-yuan tango to shed some more light on the opera-tion of the imperial currency system. Many social ethicists and theolo-
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gians in America are aware of the trade deficit debates between China and the United States and thus I consider it fitting to illuminate the workings of the imperial, key currency system through the lens of these debates. America’s current account deficit climbed to $804.9 billion or 6.4 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) in 2005. Among other reasons, the dol-lar is at the top as the world’s key currency because of the willingness of foreign countries like Japan and China to take up $600 billon of America’s debt instruments annually. In January 2006 China signaled its intention to diversify its fast-growing reserves away from U.S. treasuries and the dol-lar.86 It is estimated that 70 percent of China’s reserves are invested in the United States—so it is obvious that a substantial portion of the dollars that “flow out” of the America to pay for imports from China come back as investments in dollar-denominated assets in the United States.

China’s foreign exchange reserves, the largest in the world—Japan is now in second place—stands at about $1.4 trillion in the third quarter of 2007, having arisen from $750 billion at the end of 2005. The bulk of these reserves are in U.S. treasury notes. China’s trade surplus with the United States (which is an equivalent deficit for the United States) was $202 bil-lon in 2005, which is about 28 percent of the total U.S. trade deficit. Since China uses the dollar as its foreign reserves currency, the following is what China’s relations with the United States look like, put bluntly. The United States buys DVDs, sneakers, textiles materials, and other real physical things from China and the Chinese are given papers to hold, which presumably represent future claims on the U.S. wealth; nonethe-less, the Chinese hold only papers in the interim and the goods cost the United States virtually nothing. They may take those papers and recycle them into the world economy by buying things like oil, whose prices are denominated in dollars, and whose owners (the Organization of Petro-leum Exporting Countries or OPEC) also keep their own reserves in dol-lar and dollar-denominated assets. The papers just change hands or recy-cle back into the same or other dollar-denominated assets.

Why are the Chinese not pulling out of the whole deal and immediately demanding real goods, physical things from the United States? First, their foreign exchange reserves stands at about 45 percent of their gross do-mestic product and any sudden move in the foreign exchange market could hurt them badly. China is in thorny predicament. If it moves quickly to offload its dollar investments, this could trigger a massive sell-off of the dollar and send the value of the dollar, and with it China’s in-vestments, plummeting. The rebalancing of the reserves of the People’s Bank of China (the country’s central bank) could cause similar moves among other central banks in Asia and the rest of the world. These other banks all have huge holdings in U.S. dollars and notes.
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It is not only China that is invested heavily in the United States. The dollar-value of foreign-held assets as a share of America’s GDP is gener-ally on the increase. It went from 97.0 percent at year-end 2003 to 106.6 percent at year-end 2004, to 99.04 percent at year-end 2005. The actual fig-ures are $10.67 trillion in 2003; $12.52 trillion in 2004, and $12.37 trillion in 2005.87 Similarly, the use of the American dollar as reserve currency has generally been on the increase recently. The dollar share of global reserves was about 66.5 percent at year-end 2005; 65.9 percent at year-end 2004; 69.2 percent at the end of 2003; 76.0 percent in 2000, and 54.7 percent in 1990.88 (The euro has benefited from the recent decline in the dollar’s share.)89

The recent weakening of the dollar in international foreign exchange markets is expected to affect the dollar share of global reserves. Predicting how far the market share is going to decline in the short run is not an easy undertaking as it is related to a set of complex market factors and diplo-matic relationships. It, however, suffices to point out some of these fac-tors. With the massive investment in the U.S. economy and the past growth in dollar reserves, the fate of many economies is tied to that of the United States. Often in the past when the United States tried to lower its trade deficit by depreciating the dollar, the Asian central banks purchased U.S. treasuries in order to counter the American move so as to protect and preserve their exports and dollar reserves. Jane D’Arista informs us thus:

For example, when the Fed lowers interest rates and the dollar depreciates,

foreign official institutions amplify the impact of the Fed’s purchases of the

U.S. Treasuries as they buy dollars to prevent their currencies from appreci-

ating and add to their own holdings of Treasury securities. Conversely, when

the Fed tightens by selling Treasuries, foreign official institutions also sell

and use the proceeds to buy their own currencies in order to moderate dol-

lar appreciation.90

The foreign central banks did this because they wanted to keep the prices of their currencies low, that is, their exchange rates relatively low, so that they could export more to the United States and to the rest of the world in order to increase export revenue and accumulate more reserves. Even as bad as it is staying under the influence of an imperial currency regime, the only way a country can eventually have its currency become the next global imperial reserve currency is to earn more surplus than all other countries, including the current issuer of leading reserve currency. This was how the United States overtook Britain. 

The substantial foreign investments in the American economy have gone to support economic growth and helped to force down medium-
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and long-term interest rates and benefited both the government and the average citizen by lowering the cost of public and household debt burden. As American economist D’Arista puts it: “Foreign savings have provided substantial support for unprecedented debt growth in the U.S. govern-ment and private sector since the 1980s. Any significant withdrawal of that support would produce a credit contraction resulting in losses for borrowers and lenders that would spill over into markets in virtually every part of the world.”91

The question in the mind of commentators and scholars is how long will America be able to skate on this thin ice? This is exactly how in April 2005 Paul A. Volcker, chairman of the Federal Reserve from 1979 to 1987, described America’s predicament: 

The U.S. expansion appears on track. Yet under the placid surface . . . the cir-

cumstances seem to me as dangerous and intractable as any I can remember,

and I can remember quite a lot. . . . As a nation we are consuming and in-

vesting about 6 percent more than we are producing. What holds it together

is a massive and growing flow of capital from abroad, running to more than

$2 billion every working day, and growing. . . . More recently, we’ve become

more dependent on foreign central banks, particularly China and Japan and

elsewhere in East Asia. . . . It’s surely helped keep interest rates exceptionally

low despite our vanishing savings. . . . The United States is absorbing about

80 percent of the net flow of international capital. And at some point, both

central banks and private institutions will have their fill of dollars. We are

skating on increasingly thin ice                  92 (italics added).

How exactly thin is this ice? Economists are divided on this issue. No doubt the dollar’s position is precarious but they report about seven fac-tors which make it difficult to say exactly when the ice will crack or when the dollar’s position as the premier reserve currency will be effectively challenged.93 First, the dollar share of the official foreign exchange re-serves was until recently on the increase. The dollar share while down from a recent peak of 76 percent in 2000 has made improvement; going from 65.9 percent in 2004 to 66.5 percent in 2005, despite the talk of cen-tral banks diversification out of the dollar during this period. Second, cen-tral banks generally hold their reserves in short to medium instruments and recently there has been talk to move to a long-term class of assets— especially with surpluses that are not immediately needed for market in-tervention. Such a move is expected to enhance returns on their overall portfolio. This is a potential move that might just end up benefiting the dollar. The U.S. financial market has more liquidity, depth, and breadth than anywhere else in the world to better absorb the reserves as central banks introduce new classes of assets into their portfolios. The euro is not a viable alternative as of now. This is so because currently the euro is in a
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distant second place to the dollar—having only about a quarter of the re-serves; relative low levels of interest rates in Euroland, and the euro area financial assets market is not as broad and deep as that of the United States. The U.S. economy is still bigger than the economy of the eurozone (12 economies, excluding Denmark, Sweden, and Britain). As Morgan Stanley financial market analyst, Stephen L. Jen sums it:

As central banks shift from a traditional liquidity management posture to a

return-enhancing investment strategy, reserve diversification—simultane-

ously across currencies and assets—does not necessarily mean USD [U.S.

dollar] selling or USD weakness. . . . The U.S. corporate bond market ac-

counts for close to three times the corporate bond market in Euroland, and

3.5 times as big as in Japan. In fact, this market is bigger than the other cor-

porate markets combined. Similarly, the total market cap [market capitaliza-

tion] of the U.S. equity market is dominant, 2.5–3 times bigger than the mar-

kets in Euroland or Japan. Therefore, as central banks diversify across assets,

there is greater justification to increase exposure to USD risky asset. . . . Thus,

if central banks diversify . . . it is far from clear it will be USD-negative. 94

Third, history has shown that a premier reserve currency of the world does not easily lose its status. Britain held on to its position long after it had fallen behind in economic power. The United States by 1919 had sur-passed the United Kingdom in industrial production and trade surplus and had become the net international creditor. In addition, New York had become the world’s financial center. It took two world wars with the dev-astations they inflicted and gross economic mismanagement to com-pletely knock off the Union Jack from the pedestal. 

Fourth, it currently suits the Asian central banks which hold substantial portions of the world reserves not to see further heavy depreciation of the dollar which will mean excessive appreciation of their currencies, a weak-ening of export strength, and portfolio losses. Fifth, incumbency and net-work externalities (simply put, that is, the extended beneficial effects for being the current dominant leader) are sources of advantage in the com-petition for the reserves and savings of the world. Indeed, the dollar has become a fruitful vine that is feeding many ravenous birds and none of them wants the tree to wither just now. 

Sixth, Washington continues to use its tremendous clout and influence to ensure that the dollar remains the preeminent reserve currency. For in-stance, on Monday, February 21, 2005, the South Korean central bank, with the world’s fourth largest reserves, announced that it was going to diversify the currencies in its portfolio. This sent ripples through markets and the dollar fell sharply—the biggest daily fall against major currencies in two months. With heavy pressure from Washington the very next day the Korean central bank was pressured to “clarify” its position, saying the
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desire to diversify the currencies in which it invests did not involve sell-ing the dollar. The faithful friend and ally, Japan, was also at hand to lend support to Washington on Wednesday, February 23. The director of its Ministry of Finance’s division of foreign exchange markets, Masatsugu Asakawa, told Reuters that: “We have no plan to change the composition of our currency holdings in the foreign reserves and we are not thinking about expanding our euro holdings.” 

Seventh, the military strength of the United States is crucial in under-standing the resilience of the dollar as the preeminent reserve-currency of the world. In the days when global terrorism and other security are played up, the U.S. military umbrella is valued more than ever before. But as Marshall Auerback argues, this power may be diminishing: “With the country already overstretched by current military operations . . . America’s ‘big stick’ is looking decidedly eviscerated by woodworm.”95

These advantages, which an imperial-currency nation like the United States enjoys, are often mutually imbricated with domineering military prowess. Indeed, having a credible military capability has always been one of the requirements for a country to maintain its position as the issuer of world’s primary reserve currency.96 Britain emerged as the hegemonic world economy leader with the necessary military might after the Con-gress of Vienna in 1814–1815 at the end of the Napoleonic war.97 It was able to impose a new global order based on the sterling standard. On Sep-tember 21, 1931, Britain suspended the gold backing of the sterling. After fourteen years of chaos with the United States taking up the slack left by Britain, the dollar emerged as the undisputed world currency at the end of the Second World War. Once again it had the relative economic size ad-vantage, expansive financial market, and military might and commitment to back up the world’s number one currency, the “almighty dollar.” The hegemonic stability provided by the United States gave the prospect of long-term peace to enable entrepreneurs and investors to make long-range decisions.

The unequal distribution of national military umbrellas for currencies severely undercuts the theory of absolute democracy or non-placeness of empire that Hardt and Negri are trumpeting. Asset holders and central banks put their assets (reserves) in countries that can best protect them against uncertainty. That special property-protection function is best of-fered by military might and political stability. Since political stability is usually about the same in key currency nations, military might becomes the most distinguishing factor. This is a throwback to the ancient time of Alexander the Great and Julius Ceasar, when trade and coinage that fi-nanced them expanded in tandem with the armies of powerful nations. 

The existence of two-tier global payment system (the reserve curren-cies, such as dollar, euro, and yen, and their allied convertible currencies,




182                              Chapter 6

on one hand, and the non-reserve, non-convertible currencies, on the other) throws up certain macroeconomic issues, price differentials, and market forms that result in centrifugal pool of resources from the South economies to the Global North. This is how one Nigerian economist, Pe-ter Alexander Egom, describes the foreign exchange market of the Global South and the associated spatial demographics:

These economies’ foreign exchange markets are not level playing economic

grounds at all; they are eurocentric [and American] monopolies and oligop-

olies where everyone seems to demand foreign exchange; everyone seems to

want to see Paris and die! So why does everyone in these wretched countries

of the global South and of Eastern Europe want to see Paris and die?. . . .

This is so because the hard currencies are financial convertible and are there-

fore the global instruments for savings mobilization and distribution. And since

no one in his right senses would like to save in an instrument which is only a

local money and not an international or global money, we find that the non-con-

vertibility of the soft currencies of the global South and Eastern Europe puts

them at a very grave market disadvantage. They must always trade at a heavy

discount with the hard currencies of the global North. . . .

The softness which the eurocentric interest-based regime of central bank-

ing imposes on their currencies makes the inhabitants of these unfortunate

economies losers in all aspects of their economic lives both at home and

abroad. For financial convertibility transforms the so-called hard currencies

into “strange attractors” for all the actual and potential savings of these

economies. As a result, the human and financial capital, as well as the mate-

rial resources of these economies, do the Lemming race from their rural ar-

eas to the urban areas, and onwards overseas to see Paris and die.98

Hardt and Negri waxed eloquently and strong on the rise of a mobile, hy-brid, a cooperative labor force that is increasingly seen as not a national workforce but as transnational. 99 If they had analyzed money, especially the United States’ dollar as a reserve currency, they would have discov-ered that the position of the dollar implicates it in the condition of labor in the United States vis-à-vis those of the other countries. The very fact that the United States has the world’s reserve currency means that it has to transfer manufacturing jobs offshore and run huge trade deficits. When a country issues the world money, it is saddled with the problem of pro-viding adequate liquidity to the world economy. Foreigners have to accu-mulate dollars and one very crucial way to do this is to export more to the United States than they import. To allow this the United States must run balance of payment deficits with the rest of the world in order to increase global liquidity and reserves. Encouraging exports into the United States and encouraging investments of U.S. industrial capital abroad are some of the ways of transferring its currencies from its domestic economy into the international circulation. 
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Based on the preceding analyses of money and the international pay-ment system, we can aver that we do not yet see evidence of Hardt and Negri’s empire. The world economic system is still in the imperialist eco-nomic order. The world economic system as it stands today fulfills the characteristics of an imperial economic order. In my mind there are seven major characteristics of imperial economic order, and they all apply to Hardt and Negri’s empire:100

1. The global economy does not have a global currency as its logical

concomitant. The reserve assets of most countries in the world are the U.S. government’s IOUs (liabilities), and their worth depends on the worth of the latter; 

2. There is a hierarchy of national/imperial currencies with a few serv-

ing as reserve currencies. The first-tier currency nations manage the international reserves of their second-tier underlings—savings move from poor countries to rich countries;

3. Centrifugal pattern of control over world’s resource use and its re-

lated concentration of financial power. The leading countries of the West control the resources of the world and their currencies are “strange attractors” for the savings and resources of the rest of the world. We learned that the foreign exchange reserves of the Global South, for instance, are kept in the banks and financial houses of is-suer of global reserve currencies.

4. The imperial financial system discriminates against nations whose

currencies are low in the hierarchy in finance and investment. Mon-etary surpluses are not reticulated (networked) effectively in a non-discriminatory way between surplus-national entities to deficit-na-tional entities. The largest share of capital and investment also goes to the richest group of countries in the system, not the capital-starved and low-labor cost economies;101

5. Poor and emerging countries cannot borrow in their own currencies.

Nearly 100 percent of debts placed at the international level are done in five currencies: U.S. dollar, euro, yen, pound sterling, and Swiss franc;

6. There is a locus of control over the issuance of international money—

meaning the overwhelming percentage of securities for investment capital are floated and raised in the capital markets of a few leading currency-zones. Besides, it is the financial system of an imperial eco-nomic entity (and its close allies) that is the motive force in the global exchange and production of economic values; and

7. There are power games going on all the time which show that global

control is not evenly distributed and gravitates to certain regions of the earth. The games are played in certain centers with obvious inside
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and outside boundaries. The United States, the issuer of world’s chief reserve currency, runs a current account deficit with impunity. No poor country can do this. If the United States decides to devalue its currency in order to improve its current account deficits, Asian central banks which have built up huge foreign exchange reserve (which are of course in U.S dollars and government liabilities) im-mediately go into massive dollar purchases to raise the price of dol-lar, thus continuing the U.S balance of payments deficit. These games are played by countries which can afford to be in the exclu-sive, segregated, privileged corner of the international public arena and such games are played from definite localities with repercus-sions for the rest of the world, especially for Africa which is always outside but looking in through the window as a lad presses his face into the glass pane to view the delicacies in the baker’s shop.

Hardt and Negri’s Empire describes an imperial, reserve, vehicular moneyless world. Their theory of empire neglects imperial money “as the unifying force that integrates otherwise separate and disparate [global trade and payment] activities into a coherent whole capable of reproduc-ing itself in expanding fashion.”102 They have shown an inadequate un-derstanding of what empire really is. One also finds this or other types of inadequacy in the understanding of empire in works of many theologians and ethicists. An empire does not exist only because it can mobilize and distribute savings or goods and services from far and near by military force, military threat, military umbrella, or political subjugation of other societies, but also by—and often in combination with—the use of its cur-rency’s monopoly power to do the same. Empires in general, directly or indirectly, twist and tweak the space and time contents of money to their own advantage and to the disadvantage of less-powerful economies un-der its sway.103

If the question of empire is brought into the fundamental framework of international monetary theory, then it is possible to reject the attempts of some ethicists to deny the fact of empire today. The history of empire rep-resents the history of two features of the global trade and payment system and the protest against them. Firstly, the monetary theory of empire holds that whoever controls the production and issue of the medium of ex-change in international trade and investment exercises domination (if not control) over the monetary resources of other nations. Powerful nations do not need to politically and militarily conquer and rule territories to dominate the resources of other countries just as today’s sophisticated capitalists do not need to turn workers into plantation slaves in order to exploit their labor power. Karl Polanyi in his monumental book, The Great Transformation, puts it well when he states that “The Pax Britannica held
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its sway sometimes by the ominous poise of a heavy ship’s cannon, but more frequently it prevailed by the timely pull of a thread in the interna-tional monetary network.”104 Secondly, the monetary theory of empire, as we have presented it in this chapter, also holds that every international system of trade and payment, every economic world order, in every era or phase of capital accumulation features a particular configuration for the mobilization of monetary resources. This configuration involves the “loci-of-control over determination and issue of international money” which are in one or two countries. These loci of control act as the mon-archs of the world economic order. Look for empire wherever you see a hierarchy of national currencies in any world economic order. Since na-tional currencies are issued by sovereignties and backed by the strength of the sovereignties, the subjugation of one currency to another is the sub-jugation of one sovereignty to another and the privileging of few monar-chical economies. I think so far in this chapter, I have demonstrated that the dollar, euro, and yen are instruments for the mobilization and distri-bution of savings, resources, services, ideas, space, time, talents, and treasures on a global scale to the advantage of only three economic-cur-rency zones of yore. 

 

SECTION 3: CONCLUSION: AMBIGUITY AND 

DEMONRY IN THE GLOBAL MONETARY IMPERIUM

In the foregoing sections, I have described and analyzed what exactly and how important the relationship between empire and money is. It shows that money gives centeredness to the empire and its functional existence belies the claim of Hardt and Negri that empire has no center. Part of their thesis of empire is a sharply drawn difference between previous and cur-rent postmodern imperialisms. This perception of difference, which I have shown to be false, arises out of an inadequate description and un-derstanding of the function of money in the globalization of production and circulation of products and services.

My trenchant critique of Hardt and Negri’s Empire has served to bring to the fore the pattern of demonic distortion and twisting at the heart of the global monetary system. The binary and dichotomous logic of impe-rial vehicular currency system, which puts few national currencies at the top and the plebeian rest of the world currencies at the bottom, hinders the economic development of many countries of the Global South. 

The monarchical triumvirate of the dollar, euro, and yen has imposed its particular imperial interests on the global trade and payment system. This coterie of three dominant national currencies claims universality in the name of a particular quality and strength, or in the name of their 
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national economies and their attendant qualities. Their claims are not made in the “name of that principle which implies ultimacy and univer-sality—that principle of justice.”105 These currencies are not independent of their nations, yet they claim absoluteness for themselves. They claim to be adequate for every nation and transaction at the global level, while they only truly fit their particular nations and their particular qualities. They were not created and sustained in the name of principles which are valid for all economies and for the globalizing impulses of the current phase of capitalism. They are not based on a global covenant of justice which is capable of working against a self-absolutizing and consequently demonically distorted monetary system.106

I also brought to the fore the ethical tensions between empire and na-tional currencies and between developed, rich countries and the develop-ing, poor countries in the global trade and payment system. I argued that the global monetary system is imperialistic and unethical, and obstructs the full participation of poor and weak economies in it, and in the ongo-ing globalization process. So how can the system be made receptive to the full participation of the developing countries? How can the global struc-tures and organization of monetary life be nudged toward creating and maintaining an embracing, participation-enhancing economic commu-nity that brings unity-in-difference into perpetual play and also foster more ethical relationality and justice without stifling its creativity and galva-nizing force?

In chapter 7, I will show how the structural tensions in the dynamics and crisis of money could be addressed by re-imagining and outlining a possible ethical alternative to the international monetary system. I will draw on the practical consequences of the trinitarian principles and doc-trine of the triune God, based on the perichoretic interpretation, to show how the global monetary system can be used to draw nations more gen-erally into a mutually participative life. This is the point at which I artic-ulate the kind of system of trinitarian principles and relations that is at work in Tillich’s model of relations in the triune God. The resulting re-imagined system highlights the importance of relationality in monetary interactions, giving us a perspective on how to redress certain destructive dynamics in today’s monetary system. My goal is to point to the possibil-ities of an alternative global monetary system that can acknowledge and make room for the capabilities of the nations (peoples and economies) who currently do not have sufficient participation in the global monetary system (which is not only ambiguous but often destructive in its creativ-ity) as currently structured.

I will use Tillich’s first root of trinitarian thinking to enable me to show how “poly-mediastic” national currencies can become “mono-mediastic,” that is, giving way to one global money form. This trinitarian principle is
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important for looking at the global monetary system. The structural ten-sion in the dynamics of money as an exchange medium in the interna-tional monetary system is expressed in two ways: first, particularistic na-tional currencies aspire to transcend their national borders, and second, the present global vehicular currencies (such as the dollar, euro, and yen) are unable to transcend national interests even while they claim ultimacy and universality in the global trade and payment system. The need for a balance between these forces of particular national interests and a global system calls for a trinitarian structure. Following this Tillichian line of rea-soning, I will propose that the solution to the tension is a universal cur-rency that can really claim ultimacy and be uncontrolled by local (na-tional) interests without losing the concrete (particular) element in the idea of money. In this way, I seek to transcend the tension between the particular and universal tendencies of all current legal forms of money and imagine an ethical alternative to the today’s global monetary system.
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A Trinitarian Model of the

Global Monetary System

 

INTRODUCTION

 

The overall result of the foregoing analyses is the unveiling of the basic existential questions implicit in the social practice of money—essen-tially showing where the ethical questions are situated in the practice of money. The next logical task is mutually and critically correlating the ex-istential questions with religious response. We need a solution to the eth-ical problems of money in the global economy; a solution that can prop-erly acknowledge the tensions inherent in the monetary process, foster a fuller and equitable participation of poor countries in the current phase of globalization, preserve the system’s vitality, and make the vitality open to the whole of creation without wrecking significant segments of creation (nature in its fullness). The solution I proffer is a single global currency— like the way the European Union has one currency for its member-coun-tries.1 The world economy, especially those of Africa and other develop-ing countries, will benefit from a global money form. In recent decades, globalization and international economic intercourse have grown with fervency, indicating that the world economy is driving toward universal and total integration. Like Paul Volcker, I think a global economy needs a global currency. This is also the position of Martin Wolf, the celebrated as-sociate editor and chief economic commentator at the Financial Times, and the author of Why Globalization Works.2 This study is perhaps the first to make a rigorous, systematic case for a single world currency based on the-ological and ethical discourse.
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In the remainder of this chapter, I will show how the first root of Tillich’s trinitarian thinking can help us to re-imagine the global monetary system. I will argue that the tension between the universal and particular as played out in the global trade and payment system is an underlying principle that can drive particularistic national currencies toward univer-sal and total integration as a single global currency (not one or two con-trolled by national interests) and can also define the patterns of interac-tion between them. I combine Tillich’s notion of trinitarian principles with the perichoretic trinitarian theology of Volf as elaborated in his After Our Likeness: The Church as an Image of the Trinity. I found out that—and as the reader will see below—a creative synthesis of the ideas of the two theolo-gians enabled me to develop my arguments about the monetary system and monetary flows (not monetary stock or uses and stewardship of money) better than either of them alone.

I would like to describe a financial way of being in which the eschato-logical fellowship of the triune God with human beings and with one an-other is anticipated. Taking full cognizance of the dialectic between “al-ready” and the “not yet,” I want to offer suggestions for crafting a new monetary system that considers the social practice of money as not only a repeating proleptic “realization of the eschaton, but at the same time as a movement toward the eschaton.”3 Every economic transaction, every stepping into the social practice of money could and should be seen as an economic synaxis4 that anticipates the eschatological gathering of the whole people of God. If economic development or financial transactions exclude certain persons or groups at the national level or certain economies at the international level, then the social practice of money can-not anticipate the eschatological gathering of all God’s people. In this sense, I view every economic exchange or participation as not mere means of acquiring a product or service. It is also a living and concrete expres-sion of a catholicity of the social practices of money which is itself a move-ment toward the eschaton. To specify how all this can be done is the task of the following sections in this chapter. The aim is to fashion a vision of the international monetary system as an image of the triune God.

Let me now outline my procedure. The arguments are divided into four sections. In section 1, I will clarify Tillich’s notion of the first root of trini-tarian thinking. Without a thorough grounding in the intricacies of this theology it would be difficult for the reader to follow the conceptual moves I am going to make when I adapt the theology to the analysis of money. In section 2, I discuss the typological-structural tension in the dy-namics of a few national currencies as an exchange media in the global trade and payment system. It is here that I present my concept of a global money form which I have called Earth Dollar. In section 3, I show how we are to think theologically about the relationships between national cur-
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rencies and the Earth Dollar in a manner that is consistent with a peri-choretic understanding of the dynamic relations of the triune God. It is in this section that I draw from the nuanced and rigorous social trinitarian-ism of Yale University systematic theologian Volf to guide me as I chart the terrain of the theological study of monetary flows. Concluding thoughts follow in section 4. I will discuss the potential benefits of the Earth-dollar system for the Global South in the next chapter. 

 

SECTION 1: TRINITARIAN THINKING: THE TENSION BETWEEN

THE ABSOLUTE AND CONCRETE ELEMENTS

Tillich maintains that there is a tension between the concrete and the ulti-mate in a human’s ultimate concern and in every idea of God.5 This is the first root of the process of trinitarian thinking. He posits that God must be both concrete and absolute and that the two elements are united. This first root is at the core of Christians’ knowledge of God. When they talk about Jesus the Christ as the Logos, a question arises about the relationship be-tween the universal Logos which is common to all creation and the logos of a particular human being. How is Jesus the Christ the perfect concrete manifestation of the ultimate, the absolutely unconditional? 

He substantiates his position about the existence of the first principle in every idea of God by examining its presence in forms of polytheism and monotheism.6 These two forms are relevant for understanding the history of religions in the world. “The concreteness of man’s ultimate concern drives him toward polytheistic structures; the reaction of the absolute el-ement against these drives him toward monotheistic structures; and the need for a balance between the concrete and the absolute drives him to-ward trinitarian structures.”7

Tillich argues that the tension between the concrete and the universal which is inherent in polytheistic religions is not properly balanced or well integrated. There are three types of polytheism, according to him: univer-salistic, mythological, and dualistic.8 In the universalistic variant, it is be-lieved that God or divinity is hidden behind all concrete things and at the same time is manifest through them. They (concrete things) are depicted to be embodiments of a universal, all-pervading sacred power (mana). But there is neither full universality (ultimacy) nor full concreteness. The pos-sible resolution of this tension points to trinitarian thinking. In the mytho-logical type of polytheism there are deities with fixed characters and per-sonifications of broad realms of being and value. The tension of concreteness and universality is also manifested in mythological polythe-ism: the personification of the divine powers is an evidence of the concern for concreteness. The ultimate concern impels the religious imagination to
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put the mythological gods in hierarchy and one or the other at a particu-lar concrete situation or moment is addressed as ultimate. The third dual-ist type of polytheism is driven by the concept of the holy and the conflict between divine and demonic holiness such that divinities are basically grouped into two classes. Divine holiness is concentrated in one realm and demonic holiness in another realm. Each class or ultimate is only ul-timate in its own realm. It is believed that ultimately the good will em-brace itself and its opposite to become the overall ultimate. Tillich con-cludes his analysis of polytheism by saying that:

Polytheism could not exist unless it included monotheistic elements. But in

all types of polytheism the concrete element in the idea of God prevails over

the element of ultimacy. In monotheism the opposite is the case. The divine

powers of polytheism are subjected to a highest divine power. However, just

as there is no absolute polytheism, so there is no absolute monotheism. The

concrete element in the idea of God cannot be destroyed.9

There are four types of monotheism: monarchical, mystical, exclusive, and trinitarian.10 In the first type there is one god that rules over all oth-ers and according to Tillich this type lies between polytheism and monotheism. Tillich’s description of monarchical monotheism is so telling about, and so analogical to, the current nature of the imperial currency system in the global financial architecture that I will quote him at length here. It shows the relevance of trinitarian thinking both for revealing the existential tensions and questions in the global monetary system and also for addressing its shortcomings. In a monarchical monotheism, Tillich writes:

The god-monarch rules over the hierarchy of inferior gods and godlike be-

ings. He represents the power and value of the hierarchy. His end would be

the end of all those ruled by him. The conflicts between the gods are reduced

by his power; he determines the order of values. Therefore, he can easily be

identified with the ultimate in being and value. . . . On the other hand, he is

not secure against attacks from other divine powers. Like every monarch, he

is threatened by revolution or by outside attack.11

The concrete side of the god of monarchical monotheism is revealed by his manifold manifestations in form of lower divinities or the procreation of half-gods. The second type of monotheism is mysticism. The idea of God in mysticism is one-sided as the element of ultimacy has swallowed the element of concreteness.12 In The Courage to Be, he states that “mysti-cism does not take seriously the concrete and the doubt concerning the concrete. It plunges directly into the ground of being and meaning, and leaves the concrete, the world of finite values and meanings, behind.”13
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The third type is exclusive monotheism. Tillich identifies this with the God of Israel. In exclusive monotheism there is the elevation of a concrete god to ultimacy and universality without the loss of his concreteness and without the assertion of a demonic claim. 

The God of Israel is the concrete God who has led his people out of Egypt.  

. . . At the same time, he claims to be the God who judges the gods of the na-

tions. . . . This God who is concrete and absolute at the same time is a “jeal-

ous God;” he cannot tolerate any divine claim besides his own. Of course,

such a claim could be what we have called “demonic,” the claim of some-

thing conditioned to be unconditioned. But this is not true in Israel. Yahweh

does not claim universality in the name of a particular quality or in the name

of his nation and its particular qualities. His claim is not imperialistic, for it

is made in the name of that principle which implies ultimacy and universal-

ity—the principle of justice.14

Yet like mystical monotheism, Tillich believes, exclusive-monotheism’s concept of God is partial as it seeks to eliminate the concrete element in the human experience. The need for the expression of the concrete ele-ment in human ultimate concern posits the trinitarian problem. In trini-tarian monotheism the ultimate and concrete are united. It is a mistake, Tillich argues, to see trinitarian monotheism as quantitative concept; it is rather a qualitative characterization of God—a way of talking about God as a living being. In trinitarian monotheism, the God who is absolutely transcendent and unapproachable becomes also concrete and present in time and space. He argues that the more the distance between God and human beings increases, the trinitarian problem becomes more urgent and acute as “the concrete element demands its rights.”15 So in cognizance of this tension he writes:

In the first consideration we have found that the more the ultimacy in our ul-

timate concern is emphasized, the more the religious need for a concrete

manifestation of the divine develops, and that the tension between the ab-

solute and the concrete elements in the idea of God drives toward the estab-

lishment of divine figures between God and man. It is the possible conflict

between these figures and the ultimacy of the ultimate which motivates the

trinitarian symbolism in many religions and which remained effective in the

trinitarian discussion of the early church. The danger of falling into the

tritheism and the attempts to avoid this danger were rooted in the inner ten-

sion between the ultimate and the concrete.16

Tillich thinks that the Trinity is the best response to questions implied in human’s predicament17 and his understanding and treatment of major theological and philosophical subjects (such as revelation, epistemology, hermeneutics, ontology, life, and Christology) is inherently trinitarian.18
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In view of the prevalence of trinitarian framework for the expression of his ideas, his insistence that no being can be separated from the ground of its being, and his belief that every thing in the world is potentially a ve-hicle through which (trinitarian) revelation can take place, theologian Ronald Bruce Maclennan proposed that an adaptation of Tillich’s well-known formula be made. He proposed changing “culture is the form of religion and religion is the substance of culture” to “the world is the form of Trinity, and the Trinity is the substance of the world.”19

Before I proceed to apply and extend Tillich’s trinitarian framework to the global monetary system, I do need to clarify how the notion of Trinity is functioning in this study. The application of Tillich’s notion of trinitar-ian monotheism with a particular perichoretic understanding of the Trin-ity to the global monetary system is not premised on any notion of vesti-gia trinitatis (vestige of the Trinity in creation).20 Nor am I making use of the Trinity to project human ideals onto the Godhead or to model God on any ideal of how humans or nations should live together in the twenty-first-century international community.21 What exactly are you doing?, you may ask me. I will attempt to answer this question in the next section.

 

SECTION 2: CHARACTER AND 

NECESSITY OF A SINGLE GLOBAL MONEY

Theological Orientation for Thinking about a Single Global Money 

In what follows, I will try to ground the institution of international money theologically by first discussing the typological-structural tension in the dynamics of national currencies as exchange media. This section takes Tillich’s typology and structural tension of religions (as found in the var-ious forms of polytheism and monotheism) and applies them to money and the international currency-exchange system. 

Let me bring Tillich’s crucial thought to the fore. In the idea of God there is a tension between the absolute and the concrete elements. Tillich summarizes the essence of his thesis this way: human beings’ need for concreteness in their ultimate concern moves them toward polytheism; but the reaction of the absolute element in the idea of God drives them to-ward monotheism. The need for balance between two drives is what moves religious systems to trinitarian structure.22 Now, let us transpose this theological vision into a model for reflecting on international money. The concreteness, particularistic nature of money, drives money toward several national currencies—to polymediastic23 structures and the reaction of its imperialistic element against this drives it toward monomediastic structures, as operative in few global vehicular currencies. The need for a balance between these forces calls for trinitarian structures.24
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Polymediasm is not a quantitative concept but a qualitative one. The existence of multiple currencies is not a quantitative phenomenon, not a plurality of monies, as the concept of money is the same everywhere. It is not the plurality of money per se that we are dealing with but a lack of a uniting and transcending single currency,25 a legal manifestation of money. Each national currency claims ultimacy in the economy of its ori-gin and tries as much as possible to disregard claims made by other na-tional currencies. Nation’s central banks and finance ministries often function to do just this. This claim of full concreteness and particularism conflicts with the possible transcending ultimacy of a global currency. 

Also, polymediasm cannot survive without the restrictions placed on it by monomediastic elements (in itself and from other currencies). A first restriction from monomediasm comes from the elements of monomedias-tic ultimacy that struggle with the elements of polymediasm. As we have argued, every national currency embeds a set of logic and dynamic to transcend its borders; but to effectively do this it has to have the produc-tion and trade strength in the global marketplace and also contend with other currencies already in the international marketplace or attempting to do so. In a given moment of economic transaction within a national boundary a particular currency is the ultimate, the lord of all economic transactions. The truth is that in another transaction, in which another currency is involved, a different currency might assume the same role.26

A second set of restrictions that monomediasm manifests in polymedi-asm concerns the hierarchical organization in the foreign exchange realm which is daily undertaken by foreign exchange traders in places like New York, Frankfurt, Tokyo, and London. These priests of the economic do-main both in the past and now prepare a way for the monarchical type of monomediasm. The world had seen the Spanish dollar, Dutch guilder, British pound of the past, and now the dollar, euro, and yen. These ve-hicular currencies at one time or the other ruled over the hierarchy of in-ferior currencies or money-like forms. Like every monarch they are, or were, threatened by attacks from within or outside. 

A third kind of restriction from monomediasm is evident if we recall the necessity that all local national currencies are subject to a higher princi-ple—the sum of logic, dynamics, and forces of the international economic scene—before whom they are really powerless in spite of their spirited ef-fort to mediate their local economies and the global one. In this way, their sovereignty, arbitrariness, and claims of ultimacy27 are limited, and at the same time the path of a global vehicular currency is prepared right before them. 

Monomediasm as manifested in vehicular currencies all throughout history has two basic problems. The first problem is that there is an ele-vation of a particularistic and concrete currency to ultimacy and universality
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outside its borders without the loss of particularism, the “production ground” (depth) from which it comes and in which it disappears. This type of currency, like the America dollar or the British pound before it, which is concrete and absolute at the same time, is a jealous currency. A monomediastic currency claims there is no other currency beside it. But this claim is not right. Such claims are made in the name of their nations and their particular qualities. Their role and reign in the global market-place are not independent of their nations and are not in the name of prin-ciples which are valid for all nations. They do not imply ultimacy and uni-versality28—key principles of justice.29 The principles of international financial and trade management (principles of domination and perpetua-tion of elitism) adopted by nations, which in the past and now have is-sued the self-absolutizing vehicular and reserve currencies, are not valid for all nations. 

The second problem with monomediasm is that a monomediastic cur-rency like the dollar rules the rest of the currencies and, as we have clearly seen, determines the order of values in the international marketplace. By this and its imperialistic claims, it tries to collapse and swallow the impe-rialistic tendencies of all local national currencies so no claim of ultimacy can be made by any other currencies. It transcends or attempts to tran-scend them all.

The solution to these problems is to have a universal currency that can really claim ultimacy and be uncontrolled by any local interest while maintaining the concrete element in the idea of money; that is, a currency that can participate in national destiny in spite of its power to conquer na-tional imperialisms and interests. It can do this only if as a global currency it transcends the tension between the particularity and universal tenden-cies of all legal forms of money. This would be money that is absolutely concrete and absolutely universal at the same time. How can a currency be at the same time absolutely concrete and absolutely universal?

It seems paradoxical if one says that only that which is absolutely concrete

can also be absolutely universal and vice versa, but it describes the situation

adequately. Something that is merely abstract has a limited universality be-

cause it is restricted to the realities from which it is abstracted. Something

that is merely particular has a limited concreteness because it must exclude

other particular realities in order to maintain itself as concrete. Only that

which has the power of representing everything particular is absolutely con-

crete. And only that which has the power of representing everything abstract

is absolutely universal. This leads to a point where absolutely concrete and

absolutely universal are identical.30

This condition will be met in the area of international currency system by creating a supranational money, which I will call the Earth Dollar,
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which has to meet four crucial conditions. Before laying out these condi-tions I need to describe the global trade and payment system so the ne-cessity and validity of these conditions will become apparent to all and save this writer from charges of arbitrariness.

 

The Inadequacy of Global Trade and Payment System Today

In recent times, especially with the Mexican and Asian financial crises, there has been talk about reforming the international system of monetary regime (money creation, credit extension, and management of the trade and payment system). Suggestions ranging from increased surveillance of developing countries by the International Monetary Fund, increasing the capital base of the Bretton Woods Institutions, to global bankruptcy court for countries teetering at the edge of default or in financial distress, have been argued as solutions. All the talks conveniently assume that the global monetary regime is fundamentally sound. The current system, whereby certain key currencies dominate the world trade and payment systems, whereby credit extension is controlled by a few transnational banks of the countries of issue of these currencies, whereby the adjust-ment burden of the system is not fairly distributed, is prone to instability because of the conflicting national interests and profit motive of banks. If the current international monetary regime was adequate and robust for the present level and sophistication of global trade and capital flows, then the suggestions offered would have merit. 

Unfortunately, the adequacy and robustness are not present. More thor-oughgoing transformations are necessary. The present global economy characterized by unprecedented global trade and capital movements will require at the minimum four conditions for its efficient, fair, and stable functioning.31 First, what is needed is an international agreement on world money, its acceptable form, and creation; second, the “regulation” of exchange rates which include, among others, policies for the support of national currencies; third, a fairer system of settlement of debts and pay-ment obligations by nation-states also needs to be put in place. Finally, there is the need for the reorganization of the international credit system and its allocation of resources. This will involve, among others, the stabi-lization of the relations between creditors and debtors and an institution to act as the lender of last resort. The third and the fourth conditions could be grouped as thus: the requirement of balancing capital flows. 

There is nothing new about the four conditions of a stable international monetary regime as spelled out above. They all exist in their basic forms currently. But as they exist and function they are not in congruence with the level and sophistication of the global economic system. The problem is that capitalism is in the global accumulation phase but the means of 
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exchange are still national currencies, instead of supranational money form. This is all the worse because we have three key currencies (dollar, euro, and yen) with the dangerous potentials for the formation of hege-monic spheres of influence. History has clearly shown that the formation of hegemonic spheres leads to war and adversarial relations. In keeping with history and for the sake of sustainable peace, the four conditions as identified above need to be organized to suit the present phase of the cap-italist accumulation process. 

The changes that will align world money forms to the global capitalist accumulation phase will require at least the fundamental restructuring of the Bretton Woods system. The Bretton Woods system, which established the dollar standard in 1944, is flawed today. An examination of the origin and framework of the Bretton Woods system will make this point clearer. At the end of Second World War, the United States was the undisputed leader of the world. It was, therefore, able to impose its currency as the key, vehicular, and reserve currency of the world. It was not just a matter of negotiation skills that Keynes’ Bancor Plan, sponsored by the United Kingdom, was defeated in favor of the plan put forward by Harry Dexter White of the United States Treasury Department. The United States’ plan—centered around stabilization scheme, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and dollar-based gold exchange standard—was imposed on the world because of America’s position of absolute dominance. The be-nign aspect of this domination was that the U.S. was aware of its respon-sibility as the issuer of world money in terms of satisfying the second, third, and fourth conditions of an international monetary system as iden-tified above. 

The United States, like Britain before it and Germany and Japan after it, achieved its position of world economic dominance by running trade sur-pluses32 with the rest of the world. The running of trade surpluses and the issuance of world money demand the responsibility of providing liquid-ity to the world for the purposes of trade and capital movements. The only way the issuer of world money could generate the currencies out-flow needed to create the necessary liquidity is to run balance of payment deficits. Since it runs surpluses, it has to have deficits in its capital ac-counts—that is, encourage massive capital exports. The United States met this requirement by capital exports under the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-nization (NATO) program, the Marshall Plan, forms of official aid, and di-rect overseas investments by its firms. 

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was established to promote trade and capital flows. The IMF was set up to force adjustment programs and to provide short-term liquidity to countries with balance-of-payment problems. The World Bank provided cheap long-term invest-ment capital. Indeed, the United States did an excellent job of fulfilling al-




A Trinitarian Model of the Global Monetary System 207

most all the requirements for the functioning of a global monetary regime. Yet the system violated the principle of credit money—it broke the first of our four conditions. The use of the dollar (and later the mark/euro and yen) as the world currency violates the principle that money creation must be placed outside the markets for goods and services—that no par-ticipant should have the privilege of seigniorage, making purchases by is-suing its own currency. 

The current international system is also flawed in another respect, es-pecially when viewed from the angle of global debt crisis or the sudden collapse of national currencies due to flight of “hot money.” There are two sides to the global debt crisis or the violent depreciation of the currencies of developing countries. There is the side of credit overextension by pri-vate banks. Private bank money creation, as the history of national and in-ternational debt crises (and the recent subprime mortgage debacle) has shown, is very prone to credit overextension and subsequent violent con-tractions. Private multinational banks (and private institutional investors) over-extend credit to nation-states because of profit motive. On the other hand, owing to countries having easy access to credit (e.g., Euroloans and “hot money”), necessary adjustments are delayed until too much debt is loaded on poor, fragile economies. The actions of both parties violate the principle of sound imperial currency-regime management: the issuer of imperial currency should not permit credit overextension, and it should not fail to demand timely adjustment. 33 In the currency-board system op-erated by Britain from 1912 to 1962, the colonies were not allowed to in-cur deficits, and their internal money supplies were linked one to one with their external sterling surpluses. The external value of their curren-cies was linked to the pound sterling. Running deficits meant drawing down on sterling balances and the attendant canceling of an equivalent sum of domestic money. This two-pronged action promoted balance of payment adjustment. Consequently, there was no debt crisis and the cur-rencies of the colonies were as strong as the sterling. While one is not ad-vocating a return to currency-board system, it is pertinent to note that an imperial power must obey the rules of imperial currency management or its should be ready to be a lender of last resort to all, both developed and developing countries. 

The second dimension of the debt and currency crises relates to the sur-plus countries. Countries which run up surpluses in their trade accounts have little or no interest in helping deficit countries to grow out of their problem, and are unwilling to bear their fair share of the burden of global adjustment. Instead of channeling surplus foreign exchange reserves into growth in deficit countries they are fed into investment outlets within the developed world. The overall consequence of all this is uneven develop-ment, lack of orderly and timely adjustments and disorderly balance of




208                              Chapter 7

trade patterns. The debt crises, the monarchical reign of few currencies in the global trade and payment system, and the reaping of seigniorage by a few countries are reflections of the international monetary system of which the so-called saviors like the Bretton Woods Institutions, the dollar, euro, and the yen are an integral part. 34

 

Understanding the Earth Dollar

What new international monetary system do we propose or imagine? The starting point is with the creation of a supranational money, the Earth Dol-lar, which must satisfy four requirements, each of which is a modified form of the previously mentioned four conditions. 35 First, the Earth Dollar must be created and issued by a central democratic agent outside the market-place. This agent could be created afresh by consensus of the international community. For now we call this agent, Earth Central Bank. It is conceiv-able that just as the European nations came together, after several false starts and delays and political struggles, to create and organize the Euro-pean Central Bank, a similar institution may eventually emerge to control the issue of the Earth Dollar. 

Not only will this first requirement ensure that its creation will be free from seigniorage, but also it will ensure that it serves as an effective unit of account. In the current international system all currencies are valued in terms of the key currency, the American dollar. A tautology arises when the dollar is itself valued in terms of other currencies when it is supposed to define them in the first place. Earth Dollar will serve as a numeraire so that all national currencies are valued on this basis. The second require-ment is this: Earth Dollar will serve as a simultaneous asset and liability for both issuer and user. Third, the circulation of Earth Dollar will be limited to the global payment and settlement system. It will serve all transactions between countries, and national currencies will be limited to circulation within their respective countries. This is the fourth requirement: Earth Dol-lar will serve as an international extension of all national currencies. Cen-tral banks will keep reserve accounts with the issuing authority, a truly global body to be created. As suggested above, we can call this global au-thoritythe Earth Central Bank. Let me take a brief moment to explain what some of these requirements are meant to do.

The second requirement (stated above) of the new international system is there to address the need to balance transfers of capital resources. The Earth Central Bank will channel reserves of surplus countries to deficit countries to cover reserve deficiencies and finance development projects. Borrowing of deficit countries will be limited to predetermined quotas and once quotas are reached adjustment programs will be required of deficit countries. Free from the profit motive of private banks, the issuing
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authority is most likely to avoid credit overextension and show more un-derstanding of the needs of deficit countries. It would (should) be able to devise means to make foreign lending counter-cyclical, thus avoiding the pro-cyclical lending pattern of transnational private banks; or at the min-imum rediscount notes only in crisis. 

The fourth requirement is there to inform the determination of exchange rates, fixed but adjustable exchange rates. Currencies will be valued in terms of Earth Dollar which acts as the numeraire. The exchange rates will be subject to periodic adjustment to reflect purchasing power differentials and trading imbalances. To spread the burden of adjustment fairly, not only will currencies of chronic deficit countries be depreciated, the Earth Dollar prices of currencies of chronic surplus countries have to be raised. Surplus countries will also be required to undertake policy corrections, as advised by the publicly controlled Earth Central Bank36 which will be cre-ated to operate the system of the Earth Dollar. Thus, the Earth Dollar sys-tem will, hopefully, correct the current imbalance of the international monetary system which places most, if not all, of the adjustment burden on deficit, weak, debtor nation-states. The preceding discussion should not be construed to mean that this is all there is to the details of reorgan-izing the international trade and payment system. Earth Dollar and the conditions I have appended to it for proper and equitable functioning of the global monetary system is only meant to stimulate thinking. At the ap-propriate time one could, with monetary experts and representatives of economies, crank out a full orbed system.

Theologically, how can we conceive the exact relationship between na-tional currencies and Earth Dollar as proposed above? Put differently, how can we think of the proposed monetary system in terms of a theological model? What I will be doing shortly is to conceive the global monetary system as a trinitarian model of the global monetary system in an attempt to address the issues and crisis of today’s monetary system. 

The starting point for this kind of experimental modeling is to lay out a nonhierarchical theory of the Trinity. For Christian theologians, one viable approach is to think of the current global set of national currencies as an “ecclesiality” of currencies, conceiving it in the same way as theologians (such as Volf) conceive structures within and between local churches as bearing resemblance to the structure of communality in the Trinity. There are different ecclesiastic structures and the question is which one of them is most appropriate for our limited purpose? I considered the Roman-pa-pal Catholic model but rejected it. Given that one does not posit or assume a world governmental authority, one need not say a national currency re-ceives its “being” or existence from the Earth Dollar as local churches re-ceive their “being” from communio sanctorum as in Roman Catholic eccle-siology. The local ecclesia is a church only from and toward the larger
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church, the communio ecclesiarum.37 Next, I considered the Eastern Church model and rejected it also because of its understanding of the basic struc-ture of communality in the Trinity in which the local church alone is church but in communion with other churches and the relationship be-tween the universal church and local church is such that “every local church is . . . the universal church at a particular place of its concretiza-tion.” 38 In Orthodox ecclesiology the local churches are considered as con-cretizations of the universal church. I do not consider the local (national) currencies in the proposed system as concretizations of the Earth Dollar. I think that Earth Dollar as world money should enjoy (some) precedence before national currencies in the global trade and payment system and not exist only as national currencies, but rather as subject-numeraire existing apart from local currencies. On the whole, my thinking about the Earth Dollar is influenced by an explicit trinitarian principle relating to a living God and a certain implicit ecclesiology which is itself shaped by a certain understanding of the Trinity. My currency-ecclesiology goes like this: the lo-cal church (persons in it and between it and others) has some kind of in-traecclesial correspondence to the Trinity. The Trinity is a communion of interdependent divine persons and the relations in it are not monocentric or bipolar but symmetrical.39 This argument might be transferred to cur-rencies in the international monetary system. The local (national) cur-rency in the system I am proposing would have some kind of intraeccle-sial correspondence to the Earth Dollar. The Earth Dollar is “communion” of interdependent national currencies and the relations in it are not monarchical, monocentric, or bipolar. And I need to make this quick point which I will explain more fully below. All national currencies and their values are related to the Earth Dollar. It is not the mutual perichoresis of national currencies but rather the value conditioning (“indwelling”) of the Earth Dollar common to all of them that makes the national economies into a “communion corresponding to the Trinity.” Needless for me to state, it is only in a metaphorical sense40 that we can talk about the gath-ering of currencies as an ecclesia or expression of the trinitarian com-munion, and perhaps the metaphor works best for Christians with some experience of “ecclesia,” the church, and churches.

The principal way and manner I have so far conceived international money derives from the Tillichian trinitarian principle as applied to money and to the structural dynamics of money as an exchange medium. The next area of discussion is a model of interaction in which both the na-tional economy and world community are given their proper due and in a way that promotes inclusive catholic sociality. The theme of interest to me is the structure (logic, the principle of coherence) of the communion at the trinitarian and financial-polity levels. While in the preceding discus-sions I have principally drawn from Paul Tillich’s theology, here I will pri-
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marily draw from that of Miroslav Volf. Since this is not a work about the-ories and theologies of the Trinity, I do not intend to go into tedious aca-demic discussions and controversies concerning the doctrine of the Trin-ity in Christian thought. What I undertake is a more modest task: to transpose into new economic terms and monetary and managerial argu-ments that which I distill from the perichoretic trinitarian understanding of Volf and a few other contemporary theologians.41 In this process we can enrich the tradition of extending the features of trinitarian communion to social unities by bringing it into dialogue with organizational models of the international trade and payment system. To this task we now turn. 

 

SECTION 3: THE TRINITY AS A MODEL

OF THE INTERNATIONAL FINANCIAL SYSTEM

A Theological Model of Global Money

Theologically, how are we to think about the relationship between the cur-rencies and Earth Dollar that is consistent with a perichoretic understand-ing of the Trinity? In the trinitarian model of international monetary sys-tem, each national currency stands in relation not only to other currencies, but is also an economic center of action internal to the other currencies. Contrary to what we have seen in chapter 6 when only the key vehicular and reserve currencies are the economic centers of actions in other cur-rencies, Earth Dollar coincides with the communion of all national curren-cies. This view of global money dispenses entirely with the notion of one numerically identical nature in terms of commodity (gold or silver) or po-litical and economic substance of an imperial currency and instead con-ceives the unity of global money perichoretically. 42

The task before us now is to show how the relations between the na-tional currencies are to be conceived in trinitarian terms. This is an anal-ogy that cannot be pushed too far because we cannot reasonably conceive of national currencies in strict correspondence to the trinitarian persons. As borrowed from theology, perichoresis of currencies refers to the “recip-rocal interiority” of the national currencies in the Earth Dollar system. To paraphrase Volf, I will say that in every national currency as a subject in the proposed international exchange system, the other currencies also “in-dwell” it; all values mutually permeate one another. 43 How can this be ex-plained in terms of the mathematics of fixed but adjustable exchange rate?

In the proposed Earth Dollar system, the value of national currency is not only about itself, but rather carries within itself the values of the other national currencies. This mutual interiority and catholicity is brought about because the fixed exchange value of a currency would be set with regard to three considerations: (1) the productivity (production and trade
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volume) of an economy; (2) accounting for the relative positions of other economies; and (3), the exchange rates are subjected to periodic adjust-ment to reflect purchasing power differentials and trading balances. To spread the burden of adjustment fairly not only would currencies of chronic deficit economies be depreciated, the Earth Dollar prices of the currencies of surplus economies would be raised. 

There are two possible objections to my conceptualization of the Earth Dollar system in terms of the dynamic relations of the triune God. First, someone may argue that rates in today’s exchange rate table already im-pound all information about mutual interiority and the system of ex-change value between currencies is also already catholic, so I have not of-fered anything new with the Earth Dollar system. This argument is not correct for three reasons. Number one, today’s adjustment burdens and development lags are not borne equally by all currencies—no mutual giv-ing and receiving. The supposed equality44 (as in my income last year is equal to a certain portion of billionaire Bill Gates’ income) is just a math-ematical after-product and really does not impound information about equitable burden sharing. I will give some reasons for thinking in this manner. 

The dominant, vehicular, imperial currency is always a reference to the whole set of currencies and the set cannot be properly conceived without the unity of referents grounded in the imperial currency or system of im-perial currencies. In the imperial system of currency management, the principle of the relationship between the imperial currency and the whole set is derived from a hierarchical doctrine of a center-periphery relation in which the leading currency is dominant. This is far from a symmetrical understanding of exchange relations between national economies. But in the common Earth Dollar system a national currency stands in correlation to all—they can all condition the value of the Earth Dollar in order that all national economies can grow and share adjustment burden—generating a polycentric structure of exchange rate system.

A second response to this first objection must be made. Even when the American dollar or the euro “indwells,” for example, the Nigerian naira, Ghanaian cedi, or Haitian gourde; it does so in an undemocratic way, dif-ferent from the proposed Earth Dollar’s mutual interiority and catholicity. For the interiority is not symmetrically reciprocal. Naira, cedi, gourde are neither internal to the American dollar as subjects, nor subjects of Ameri-can monetary policies’ action in ways similar to how the American dollar-monetary policy is the subject of theirs. America can export its inflation, its adjustment burden, and bloweth where it listeth, and the naira hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth. The naira lacks the power of the dollar. Vehicular and reserved currencies (dollar, euro, yen) “indwell” other lesser national currencies like the naira,
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cedi, gourde, whereas the lesser currencies by constraint indwell the value-destroying ambience of the key currencies, not the substance, the core of the key currencies (dominant economies).45

Yet, a third response to the first objection is necessary. The mutual inte-riority in the current global exchange rate system is catholic only in a quantitative sense—that of universality. What I am proposing in the Earth Dollar system, in contrast, is a qualitative understanding in that the global trade and payment system is catholic because a greater fullness of partic-ipation and justice is realized within it.46 This qualitative understanding need not be separated from the catholicity of exchange rate system. The real question, however, is how this fullness of participation and justice is to be conceived? Fullness of participation and justice in a political economy, as I am thinking of it here, has three aspects. First, there is the opening of the local economy to all citizens and the equipping of all of them to par-ticipate equitably in it. Second, fullness of participation and justice de-mands economies that are opened up to one another. Such opening is nec-essary so that creative and developmental technologies and ideas are networked to enrich one another. Third, it is germane—especially for Christians, but perhaps also for many others with a sense of international justice—to open up the global monetary system to all nations through a social practice of money that anticipates the eschatological gathering of all God’s people. If international financial transactions exclude certain per-sons at the national level or certain economies at the international level then the social practice of money cannot anticipate the eschatological gathering of all God’s people.47

Now let us turn to a possible second objection to my transplanting of the trinitarian structures to the global trade and payment system. One can object that the mutual giving and receiving in the monetary system can-not be carried out in the fashion of perichoretic trinity insofar as national currencies are still independent entities or subjects, 48 regardless of any level of multilateral agreement between countries. This is the sense that even selfless love between two persons cannot erase the subjectivity of ei-ther the beloved thou or the loving self. This objection can stand only if we ignore the character of the Earth Dollar global money form. The unity of the plural national currencies is grounded in the interiority of the Earth Dollar. All national currencies and their values are related to the Earth Dol-lar. The Earth Dollar is the one currency in the many national currencies. It is not the mutual perichoresis of national currencies, but rather the value conditioning (“indwelling”) of the Earth Dollar common to all of them that makes the national economies into a “communion correspon-ding to the Trinity.”49 To clarify this point for readers who may not be fa-miliar with nuanced distinctions about perichoresis being made here, I will quote Volf who was similarly led by his application of the notion of
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the Trinity to the church to make similar fine distinctions. He asked this question: in what does the comparison between divine and human [na-tional] unity consist? His answer, which I quote at length, is this: 

This theological consideration is confirmed exegetically insofar as the state-

ment “as you, Father, are in me and I am in you” is continued not by “may

they also be in one another,” but rather by “may they also be in us.” Human

beings can be in the triune God only insofar as the Son is in them (John 17:23;

14:20); if the Son is in them, then so also is the love with which the Father

loves the Son (John 17:26). Because the Son indwells human beings through

the Spirit, however, the unity of the church is grounded in the interiority of the

Spirit—and with the Spirit also in the interiority of the other divine per-

sons—in Christians. The Holy Spirit is the “one person in many persons.” It

is not the mutual perichoresis of human beings, but rather the indwelling of

the Spirit common to everyone that makes the church into a communion cor-

responding to the Trinity, a communion in which personhood and sociality

are equiprimal. Just as God constitutes human beings through their social

and natural relations as independent persons, so also does the Holy Spirit in-

dwelling them constitute them through ecclesial relations as an intimate

communion of independent persons. As such they correspond to the unity of

the triune God, and as such they are instantiations of the one church (italics

in the original). 50

So the point I am trying to get across is this. What makes for the peri-choresis of the national currencies in the Earth Dollar system is not the mu-tuality of the national currencies; rather it is the indwelling of the Earth Dol-lar common to all of them that makes the various national currencies into some sort of communion that may be like unto the Trinity. The Earth Dollar constitutes each national currency through its exchange value-relations to it.

Before we proceed further, I need to insert a quick comment here to re-spond to another possible objection to the use of the Trinity to model the Earth Dollar. It is conceivable that someone may still say to me: the Trin-ity, for all its perichoretic wonder, often still conveys and leaves unchal-lenged certain patriarchal privilege—Father-Son motif, for example. This objector might go further to suggest that this unchallenged patriarchal metaphor in the trinitarian model could convey something problematic into the model of perichoretic international currency system. In order not to go too far afield, I will give only four responses. First, every metaphor or model, if taken too far, breaks down. This is so because a model or anal-ogy is founded on another familiar phenomenon or institution as its aspi-ration, and only limited aspects of the familiar are incorporated into the model. 51 Second, models are based on abstraction of relevant features of the prototype—in this case, the Trinity. We have, for our limited purposes here, abstracted the relevant features of the common, non-hierarchical re-
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lationality of the dynamics of the triune God to use to reimagine the global monetary system. This is a common practice in model-building, but by no means is error-free. This is how social anthropologist Robin Horton puts it:

Philosophers of science have often used the molecular (kinetic) theory of

gases as an illustration of this feature of model-building. The molecular the-

ory, of course, is based on an analogy with the behavior of fast-moving,

spherical balls in various kinds of space. And the philosophers have pointed

out that although many important properties of such balls have been incor-

porated into the definition of a molecule, other important properties such as

color and temperature have been omitted.52

Though the two responses so far offered might pass muster with philosophers of science and economists, they may not satisfy theologians. So I will attempt to give two theological responses. At the heart of this model and what actually defines the envisioned relationality is the “in-dwelling property of the Earth Dollar.” This property is couched in the id-iom of the Holy Spirit, the understanding of the Spirit in communal life and development. The Spirit broadens and deepens relationships. A dy-namic, cooperative relationship between nations is implied in the pneu-matological understanding of the “ecclesiality of currencies.” I am hoping that by my pneumatological emphasis, I am pointing to the emergence of “the underivable” as a flourishing of equality, a prevailing of freedom over all forms of the limitations implied in patriarchalism and hierarchi-calism, and of the impulses to seek and realize unfulfilled possibilities in relationships. As Tillich once put it: “in the case of spirit, freedom prevails over determination, and the underivably new is created.”53

I will make the final point by putting my proposal in the context of the work of the Holy Spirit in the proleptic realization of the eschatological gathering of the entire people of God. The creative life-giving and life-completing Spirit is an ecstatic One. It is the Spirit who goes out to draw in all those who are outside, who are beyond the “acceptable” limits. The ecstasy is directed toward the other, the one outside to bring him or her into relationship with the divine life.54 With this in mind, I have proposed an alternative global trade and payment system as an ecstatic instrument for economic communion (koinonia) among peoples of the earth, whereby each nation will be caught up with the dynamism of the perichoresis of the “indwelling Earth Dollar.” This way they will all, hopefully, experience the dynamism and abundance of global economic production. I am press-ing forward for an ecstatic global money—ecstatic enough to include the poor nations and to be a pledge (αρρβω ´υ, arrabon) and foretaste of the es-chatological gathering of all God’s people. 
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Economic Orientations for Thinking about a Single Global Money

As it should now be obvious, the exchange rate system under the Earth Dollar system is where our “trinitarian theologizing” takes an empirical form, where it touches the ground, so to speak; and as such, it is the point in our theological-ethical reasoning where we should subject the system to economic scrutiny. If this work is not sufficiently economistic in orienta-tion,55 the “public-theology bridge” which it attempts to build across the yawning chasm between church and the public square has no foundation on the side of the public (Wall Street, in this particular case). In addition, if we try to formulate a trinitarian theology of money from some point outside of economics, we cannot authentically advocate for or operate our ideas within any point in the economic system in reference to which we can judge or control our theological understandings of the global financial system. Without a standpoint in economics (orthodox or heterodox) we will be talking only to ourselves and not be able to nudge the system to-ward the ideals of the church’s notion of social justice. 

Now the question is this: will our use of a fixed-adjustable exchange rate system pass muster with economists? There are basically two ways to approach this question, but I think only one is viable. Let us begin by presenting the one I consider unviable. We have noted that we need to find a point within economics with which we can test or control our trini-tarian conceptions of the global financial system. This can be taken to mean finding some kind of inner coherence of theological ethics of money and economic science that can further serve as a bridge between church and the public square in the task of transforming the global trade and payment system. One place to start is to argue that human beings and nation-states are influenced (or should be influenced) by ethical con-siderations (such as the Socratic query, “how should one live?,” or the Aristotelian question of how do we judge social achievement or “what may foster the good for men?”). Since theological ethics is about influ-encing behavior, then the task would then be to simply find an ethical “public reason” about ends that are relevant for modern positive eco-nomics. This approach, I am afraid, will not bring us to building the bridge because, for most economists working with modern logistic eco-nomic models, the issue is obviously not about ultimate ends but about appropriate means to serve assumed, given ends. As Amartya Sen, the Nobel laureate in economic science puts it, among the so-called positive economists there is “the eschewal of deep normative analysis, and the neglect of the influence of ethical consideration in the characterization of actual human behavior.”56 A workable solution would, therefore, be a po-sition that will simultaneously satisfy positive economists and theologi-cal ethicists. This is where the fixed exchange rate system comes into con-
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sideration. The use of a fixed-adjustable exchange rate has been known to increase economic welfare and reduce volatility of exchange rates57 and within the framework of the Earth Dollar system it can additionally encourage cooperative behavior among nations, thus also promoting the fullness of participation and justice. 

If one can show that the Earth Dollar system (with its adjustable fixed exchange rate system) can pass muster with economists regardless of our ethical concern for fullness of participation and justice, and also if one can indicate that it has some respectable pedigree in the economics profes-sion, then I would have achieved my target of generating some justifica-tion of the proposed system among those who do not care about theolog-ical justification. In this regard, I would point to John Maynard Keynes’ proposal at the Bretton Woods58 Conference, New Hampshire, which led to the formation of the World Bank and the IMF in July 1944. This is the more viable approach to the question of how my proposal might pass muster with economists.

When the forty-four allied nations met in the summer of 1944, the pur-pose was to craft an international economic order and currency coopera-tion mechanism for the post-Second World War global economy. Keynes, coming from thirty years of experience studying international monetary regimes and working with the British Treasury, posited the idea of an in-ternational reserve currency which he called “bancor.” It would be man-aged by a supranational monetary authority, the International Clearing Union (ICU). Under this plan, this currency would serve as both trade currency and unit of account, and values of national currencies under the system would be fixed and linked to bancor. The exchange rate could only be adjusted by mutual agreement in recognition of changes in adjustment burdens and prices. With specified limits, deficit countries would be able to draw additional reserves to cover their overdrawn account as in the overdraft or check-covering system in the commercial banking sector. Both surplus and deficit countries whose balances go above or below pre-set limits were required to take corrective actions. In order to maintain equilibrium, prevent excessive imbalances, and ensure what we have called “mutual indwelling,” Keynes planned for countries to pay a grad-uated range of charges according to levels of excess debits and credits in their bancor accounts with the clearing union. Surplus-countries wishing to avoid these charges could lend out their surpluses to deficit-countries. Deficit-countries also would have to devalue their currencies, put some control over capital exports or engage in austerity measures to bring its debit balances down. Keynes envisaged this mechanism as a way of forc-ing symmetrical adjustment among creditors and debtors.59

As you may have already noticed, Keynes’ plan puts the accent on al-most symmetrical interiority and catholicity. Each national currency was
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a subject internal to the others. The currencies of the dominant economies could not have the “bloweth-where-they-listeth” features and the curren-cies of the weaker, smaller, poorer countries were not constrained to in-dwell the value-destroying ambience of the currencies of the dominant economies. 

This system was rejected by the American government, which had ini-tially supported it, when it became obvious that the control of the system by the ICU would have deprived it of what it considered, at the time, the greatest spoils of victory. While Keynes had hoped to establish a truly multilateral system, with no nation in dominant position and deficit or surplus generating nations disciplined alike to equitably distribute the burden of balance of payment adjustment and make room for mutual eco-nomic growth and development; the American government argued and got its way with a system whereby all other currencies were tied to a dol-lar-gold anchor, putting the dollar in an unprecedented monarchical po-sition. No doubt, one of the reasons behind Keynes radical ideas was to protect his beloved weakened Britain (a fallen issuer of global currency) from the dominance of America. He had learned firsthand the huge ad-vantages an issuer of reserve and vehicular currency gained at the ex-pense of the rest of the world. His ideas are still worth considering for the current age. As the economist Guttmann put it: “His radical ideas on money and trade, even though ultimately pushed aside by the Americans in favor of their own proposals at the Bretton Woods Conference in July 1944, have lost none of their relevance. They still deserve close scrutiny.”60

The dollar-gold link established by the United States began to falter in the 1960s owing to dollar-overhang, more dollar circulating in the inter-national market than what America’s gold reserve could cover. Under the Bretton Woods system agreed to by the allied nations under the hege-monic direction of America, the price of the dollar was fixed to a gold value of $35 per ounce and central banks could convert their dollar re-serves into gold at this price. But in the 1960s, because of what economists called the “Triffin Dilemma,”61 the United States was not in a position to meet up with its obligation. As Guttmann put it:

Due to redemptions and speculation, U.S. gold reserves declined from $22.7

billion in 1951 (equal to 68.3 percent of the non-Communist world’s total

gold reserves) to $17 billion (43.7 percent) in 1961 and $11.8 billion (29.9 per-

cent) in 1970. During the same period total currency reserves of the capitalist

world (except the United States), which were all supposedly convertible with

U.S. gold reserves, rose from $13. 8 billion in 1951 to $21.3 billion in 1961 and

$49.7 billion in 1970. By the late 1950s U.S. gold reserves no longer sufficed

to back all dollars in international circulation.62
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These problems, and the consequent restlessness of the international com-munity over them, led to the introduction of the Special Drawing Rights (SDRs) in 1969 as a global liquidity device and substitute for dollar and gold. This money, inchoate as it was, was the first supranational money in the world. It was also the first international money that was backed by no-thing—there was no underlying asset and it was not convertible into any hard assets.63 Finally, international money had become a pure relational-ity—all that matters now is general acceptance. The IMF, which ran the system, also used a basket-of-currency valuation system which yielded more stable exchange rates between currencies. The system was not al-lowed to fulfill its potential partly because of the interest of the United States not to make the SDRs attractive to the point of becoming a threat to the reserve-currency status of the dollar and the other interest of surplus nations like Germany and Japan.64

Economist Jane D’Arista, a leading progressive thinker and longtime observer of the American economy and international monetary system, has offered a similar (to Keynes’) proposal also aimed at encouraging in-creased participation of developing countries in the international mone-tary system and straightening out distorted credit flows in both national and international markets. Her plan is also geared toward helping to phase out the current system in which the default choice of reserve hold-ings is largely restricted to financial assets issued in a few countries whose wealth support the strength of their currencies. She also draws from Keynes’ Bretton Woods proposal. As she puts it:

While Keynes’ plan was designed for a very different world, the basic struc-

ture in his concept—an international clearing agency (ICA)—could be up-

dated to serve as the international platform for a new global payments sys-

tem that encompasses more egalitarian objectives and fosters more balanced

outcomes. The new ICA would clear transactions denominated in member-

nations own currencies and adjust the ownership of reserves by crediting

and debiting members clearing account, using a trade-weighted basket of

currencies to value the international reserve assets [this is similar to my Earth

Dollar concept]. 65

Another move toward a common currency is the euro which was intro-duced in 1998 and has eliminated the maddening congeries of European national currencies in preference of one currency and has encouraged economies that are opened to each other. It took the Western European countries thirty years to go from multiplicity of national currencies to a common currency, the euro. The process required a major investment of political capital on the part of the countries involved.66 The movement to
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a single currency embodied some of the ideas of reciprocity and mutual interiority we have highlighted in the Earth Dollar system. 67 The summary description of movement and cooperation that led up to euro by two of UNCTAD’s (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development) economists is apt. Yulmaz Akyüz and Heiner Flassbeck wrote that:

In the process leading up to a common currency, . . . both anchoring and an-

chor countries shared the common objective of achieving monetary conver-

gence and internal and external stability for their currencies. The system was

also designed to reduce one-way bets, which might have been encouraged by

inflation and interest rate differentials, by establishing bands around the so-

called “parity grids.” It established obligations for symmetric interventions as

well as unlimited short-term credit facilities among central banks designed

to maintain bilateral exchange rates within the band. It also made available to

member countries various types of external payments support to enable ERM par-

ticipants both to keep their currencies within prescribed fluctuation limit and to

cope with circumstances that might threaten orderly conditions in the mar-

ket for a member country’s currency. In addition, it stipulated concrete pro-

cedures for realignment of the bands. Furthermore, European integration al-

lowed special arrangements in the ERM for the less advanced

countries—Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Spain—including the provision of

considerable fiscal compensation, which did much to enable them to achieve

monetary and fiscal convergence and meet the EMU stability criteria” (italics

added).68

Given the history of the movement toward the euro and other existen-tial realities of the global capitalist system, one actually thinks that the path to one truly stateless, world money appears narrow, and the proba-bility of securing agreement for it among all the economies of the world appears slim. All this should not make us lose hope. The logic and dy-namics of contemporary capitalism and globalization which is driving to-wards pure immanence, the decentering of production and distribution, the sheer dynamics of money which leads it to cross national boundaries, and the prospects of economies (even in Africa) to move toward regional common currency and common market, make one think that the full working of the telos of capitalism will (may) lead to truly global currency without subordination and without supremacy, but perichoretic sociality. There is a time coming when “relationality and mutuality” will be at the heart of the global trade and payment system. According to monetary economist Guttmann, “such a money form is, in my opinion, the logical step in the evolution of contemporary capitalism, a distinct possibility as we complete our transition to a global accumulation regime.”69 I believe this point will be reached not only because of the economic trend identi-fied in the preceding statements, but also because of political struggles,
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part of which will be persistent resistance to empire. Invisible and visible hands, as well as hands from the Global South clenched to hands from the Global North, have to work together to bring this vision to reality. 

With the above analysis of development of world money—Keynes’ Bancor Plan, the SDRs issued by the IMF, the Euro just to mention a few70—one can argue that our concept of Earth Dollar developed in this chapter can meet and indeed appears to have met the standard of mutual intelligibility or mutually critical correlation. It is sufficiently economistic in orientation to bridge the chasm between the church’s concern for social justice and the global trade and payment system’s interest in efficiency and vitality. The “mystery” of the global financial system is not regarded in this work as apophatic to theological inquiry. We have tried to formu-late a trinitarian theology of money that could be inside economic science, but it should not be construed to mean that the economic analysis or the convergence between the trinitarian model of money and certain major views about the global financial system exhausts the theology of money. This is so, among other reasons, because the theology of money is always an attempt to offer a partial answer to the implicit question or questions that arise from the privilege, pain, and ambiguities of the monetary situ-ation in any given era. I have consciously used the phrase “partial an-swer” to indicate that the answer provided by any theological system is not absolute, but fragmentary and anticipatory and it has to always give “ontological primacy to the future.” 71 Volf is right when he argues that as the Christian theologian relativizes her own statements out of the realiza-tion that she is not pronouncing “theological judgments from the seat of the Final Judge,” she must always be “ready to hear the voice of the Spirit of God in moral discourse of non-Christians (without forgetting, however, to apply a ‘hermeneutic of suspicion’ here too). Christian moral discourse is exclusive in the sense that it is based on the concept of new creation ushered by Christ, but it is also inclusive in the sense that it respects other traditions and is ready to learn from them because it is ready to hear from them also the voice of the Spirit of Christ.”72

In addition, the theology of money needs to function as a critical part-ner in the contemporary economic discourses about money, intersection of money and development, and reforms concerning the global financial architecture. In this partnership, the task of the church is to show how the Spirit can break into “finite forms and drive them beyond themselves”73 and thereby facilitate transformation of the social practice of money “to-ward ever-greater correspondence with the coming new creation.”74 As Jeffrey Stout has argued, arguments on the behalf of the whole public community should be accepted as legitimate and considered even if they proceed from religious or theological assumptions (here, trinitarian ones) that many in the public (here, say, economists) might not and need not
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embrace even if they accept some of the conclusions from religious and theological starting points.75

Indeed, theology of money also goes beyond the trinitarian model— which is just one theological perspective we have developed to enable fruitful dogmatic reflection on money. In so doing, we have provided eth-ical theological reflection on money within a type of theological frame-work that engages broad reflection on the nature and consequences of so-cial practices with human capability development, nonhuman environment, and with God’s eschatological purposes for creation. Theol-ogy of money’s main task is to provide a theological-ethical framework for understanding money as a social practice and to bring into awareness the ethical principles that can inform efforts to assess and restructure the monetary system, the role of money in human development, and the eco-nomic development of countries in the still-open future. 

 

SECTION 4: CONCLUSION

The theology that informs this chapter, and indeed has informed the en-tire book, is principally Tillich’s notion of trinitarian principles. The ethics is in the ideological critique of the contemporary global monetary system which exposes the values and the hegemonic domination of the system that are threatening the moral order of the international community. The critique also reveals the ways the monarchical currency regime hinders participation in global monetary system and the economic progress of de-veloping economies. I round off the ethics discourse with a re-imagina-tion of an alternative to today’s global monetary system. The envisioned system is geared to increase the participation of poor, developing coun-tries and to subject the current global financial architecture to the de-mands of justice. This theological-ethical study was carried out in a con-tinuous correlation with sociology, philosophy, and economics. In so doing, this book has presented an interconnected and interrelated way of reading, interpreting, evaluating, and envisioning the contemporary monetary situation.
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1. There is a slight difference between my proposal and the present structuring of the euro. In the euro, particularity is lost in favor of universality. My proposal balances universality with particularity. There is yet another area of difference. Speaking more accurately, Earth Dollar is not a single currency for the world as Euro is for the parts of Europe in the European Union, but it is a numeraire for in-
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Payoff for Poor Countries

 

INTRODUCTION

 

This book has provided a framework for a careful and detailed theo-logical and ethical reflection on money as a social relation. Most im-portantly, chapters 6 and 7 highlighted the need to transform and restruc-ture the international monetary system in order to make it more supportive of the development of the Global South and resistant to impe-rial dominance. In this final chapter, I want to discuss potential payoff of the proposed triune model of the global monetary system for the poor Global South. Here I would attempt to show, only briefly, how the Earth Dollar monetary system addresses some of the radical economic needs of the dominated Global South, especially the African continent. Then I will discuss the importance of the whole study for theological-ethics and point to areas for further research. 

 

BENEFITS OF EARTH DOLLAR FOR 

DEVELOPING AND POOR ECONOMIES

It appears time is running out for Africa as poverty is freely roaming about in the whole of its territory and living rooms, devouring and seek-ing whom it may devour. In steadfast hope, we need to resist it and the involvement of the global monetary system in its sustenance, knowing that the same sufferings are experienced by too many people in the Global South. Even the most rudimentary discussion of poverty in Africa and
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how it inhibits economic development, its devastating social and eco-nomic effects, and its link with the global monetary system would easily double the size of this chapter, if not the whole book. With the space avail-able we should still be able, however, to get some sense of the degree and intensity of poverty in the continent and appreciation of some of its more significant implications. We will consider only two of them which are closely related: population and food shortages.1

When the twenty-first century opened in 2000, the population of Africa was estimated at 793 million people. Experts then, estimating the growth rate at 2.2 percent per annum, predicted that the number will climb to 1.37 billion in 2025. This number in itself may not raise eyebrows. But once it is examined in the light of growth rates of food and other resources re-quired to care for the population, which are not growing as fast as the population, all sorts of dire implications come to the fore for attention. For instance, with this kind of discrepancy in growth rates, the continent is faced with a huge dependency burden. Africans aged between 15 and 64, the active working age, are and will continue to support a huge number of dependents (children and nonworking adults over 64 years of old) for a very long time to come. Every worker supports at least one under-15 de-pendent. Add to this number the dependents over 64 years you get a sense of the burden that the labor force carries. The dependency ratio (the percentage of children under 15 years and adults over 64 in the overall population) is 46 percent in Africa as compared with only 34.2 percent in the United States. The difference in the dependency ratio between the United States and Africa is worse than what the statistics just presented are able to portray. One has to add the burden of unemployment to this picture. In most African countries, rates of unemployment among persons in the active labor force are in the double digits. This comparison has to be further extended to include the fact that often those lucky enough to get employment are paid comparatively low wages, are underemployed, or severely underutilized. Making matters worse, one has to add to the crushing burden of poverty and dependency, the death blows of HIV and its associated diseases, and crumbling health care systems that are ill-pre-pared to stem the tide of AIDS.

For some observers, it is quite easy to see the problem of a rapidly growing population as purely caused by internal factors such as high birth rates and the so-called Africans’ propensity for large families or to argue that the high population growth rate is the cause of the underde-velopment of African economies. This is a very myopic way of looking at the problem. The connection between population and economic develop-ment is not as simple as that. Many experts argue that the population problem should be seen as a “problem of underdevelopment.” Michael Todaro, a well-known development expert, noted in his book Economic
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Development that “widespread poverty tends to sustain high birthrates for the obvious reasons that families living without adequate incomes, em-ployment, health, education, and social services have little security for the future other than reliance on their children.”2 So whatever social phe-nomenon or mechanism that is implicated in the issue of economic un-derdevelopment in Africa cannot be readily ruled out in the explanation of poverty and high population growth rate. As we have argued in this study, one cannot fully comprehend the problem of poverty and under-development in Africa and the rest of the Global South without paying at-tention to the imperial monarchical currency system and the overall global trade and payment system. 

Now let us turn to the issue of food shortage. While in the 1960s, Africa was self-sufficient in food production; by the 1980s it was importing 14 percent of its food needs, and today Africans’ failure to feed themselves from endogenous food supply has become alarming.3 In general, popula-tion growth rate has tended to exceed rate of food production. This has raised or refocused the debate on Thomas Malthus’ prediction about the negative effect of rapid population growth and dwindling food supply. Reverend Malthus, in his 1798 book, Essay on the Principle of Population, warned that “the perpetual tendency in the race of man to increase be-yond the means of subsistence is one of the general laws of animated na-ture which [we] can have no reason to expect will change.”4 According to him, the discrepancy (the number of people surpassing the means of their subsistence) is a recipe for disasters from overpopulation. How are we to interpret the problem of food shortage? The likely answer to this question has to have two sides: the supply of food and the price of food. We have al-ready looked at the food production and found out that indeed there is “too little food.” What I have so far not brought to the attention of the reader is this: the relatively falling food production level must be firmly situated in its political context. Agricultural and economic productions have been (and are) disrupted in the continent by political upheavals, dic-tatorships, coups, civil unrest, and wars. Take for instance, the period be-tween 1990 and 1997, sub-Saharan Africa lost an estimated 40 percent of its agricultural output owing to political conflicts, according to the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization. The losses in output were estimated at  $21 billion in 1995 prices. The FAO went on to remark that “for the conflict-affected countries, estimated agricultural losses were 75 percent of ODA [Official Development Assistance] for 28 years, a per-centage that increased with each decade. Conflict [induced] losses in Sub-Saharan Africa were considerably greater than Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in the countries.”5

Let us now focus on the price of food as the second side of the issue of food shortage. No doubt food prices have been going up because of the
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pressure of population. Many economists argue that the rising internal food prices and declining food production will not be in themselves prob-lems if the continent’s economic production is on track. Why are manu-facturing sectors in Africa in the doldrums? Many of the continent’s economies would have earned enough foreign earnings to buy the neces-sary food from the world market if there are vibrant manufacturing sec-tors or if economic production is not incessantly disrupted by wars (some of which were proxy battles for imperial powers) and other political ac-tivities. After all, the world-market prices of basic food relative to manu-factures have been falling.6 We should, therefore, not hasten to assume that the “balance between food and population” is only an economic or agricultural one. It goes beyond the pale of narrow economic analysis. Sen writes that “there is, indeed, no such thing as an apolitical food prob-lem.”7 African scholars like Agnes Odejide have argued that the food cri-sis in Africa is political in character and in origin.8 There is no space to fully make the argument that African governments’ agricultural policies in postcolonial Africa deliberately manipulated the price of peasant pro-duction in favor of tax collection and bourgeois capital accumulation, and not for developing program for food sufficiency or security. There is no time to also describe the colonial-era imperial policies that particularly targeted African agriculture to feed Western industries and, at the same time, failing to modernize the peasant agricultural system. Walter Rod-ney, in his 1972 book How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, remarked that, “the vast majority of Africans went into colonialism with a hoe. After decades of colonialism, the hoe—not the tractor—remained the over-whelmingly dominant agricultural implement.”9 Simply put, they went in with hoe and came out with hoe. The whole question of agricultural de-velopment and food production can neither be divorced from the persist-ent effort to extract surplus from peasants for development of industries that favor elite capital accumulation at the local level nor from the policies at the international level that are also bent on extracting resources, debt servicing and repayments, and seigniorage from the Global South. All this is not to deny Africans’ responsibility for their economic plight. While we are urging Africans to accept their responsibility, we should not fail to diligently nudge the global monetary system as we know it today to with-draw its abjectly Hobbesian hands from smothering development in Africa and the Global South.

The question now is: in what ways will the proposed Earth Dollar mon-etary system help to address some of the economic needs of the Global South or at least resist the Hobbesian hands of imperial domination? The interpretation of the significance (beneficial potentials) of the idea and model of the Earth Dollar has remained implicit in the exposition in chap-ter 7 and shall now be stated explicitly in a short discussion. The model
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we have presented indicates potential benefits of a single world currency to poor countries of Africa, South America, and Asia. The discussion of the benefits should not be construed to imply that one expects that with the implementation of single world money (universal credit-money) there will be equilibrium of forces in the international economic order. It is only to point to some potential shifts in the “immanent and predominant loci-of-power with regard to the exchange and production of economic val-ues” so that some nations will not win consistently and others lose con-sistently and persistently in international economic relations.

With the use of one world currency (stateless money) the locus of control of the major vehicle of global economic relations is democratized and this can lead to democratization of world resource use. This is how one African economist, Peter Alex Egom, puts it:

Simply put, a general theory of world economic orders states that world eco-

nomic orders differ with regard to the locus of control over the determination

and issue of international money. Since each world economic order has a cor-

responding financial system then the financial system immanent in a world

economic order is the operational embodiment of the wills and wiles of the

national entities, or institutions, representatives and citizens thereof, who

control the determination and issue of international money or monies. Cor-

respondingly each world economic order embodies a pattern of world re-

source use.10

This democratization, at the minimum, is not about transfer of resources from the leading industrial countries of the West and Asia to poor coun-tries so as to achieve some kind of equality. It is about giving the ability to poor countries to have control over their own national resource use and their degree of dependence on the international economy. When economies subscribe, whether by choice, ignorance, akrasia, or force, to “a world economic order in which the right to determine and issue the mon-etary vehicle of international exchange and production of economic val-ues is vested in few national economies, [they] deprive themselves of con-trol over their own national resource use and, what is more, of control over their degree of dependence on the world economy.”11

With the use of a global single currency managed by Earth Central Bank, which is operating according to guidelines set forth in chapter 7, the in-ternational playing field would also become democratic because the ad-vantages enjoyed by issuers of few national currencies, which are used as the global vehicle of exchange, would be removed. Today a country like the United States pays for its own international obligations in its own cur-rency. This is an undemocratic, monarchical advantage. Besides, “relying on national currencies to pay for international transactions makes less and less sense in today’s integrated [integrating] world economy, in which
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most products no longer have a clearly national origin but are produced in several countries at the same time. . . . Globally integrated production networks and financial markets are better off with a truly international medium of exchange.”12

Another advantage likely to accrue to poor countries would come from the design parameters of the Earth Dollar system. The proposed design of Earth Dollar has a mechanism for distribution of adjustment burdens and capital resources. The poor countries are what they are because, among other reasons, they are starved of investment capital, and with debt pay-ments, as we have shown in chapter 1 with Susan George’s statistics, they are also exporters of capital to the rich countries. The little foreign re-serves they struggled to accumulate are kept mostly in U.S. financial houses. The United States, the richest country in the world, is also the biggest net importer of capital. This is not an equitable system. The changes envisaged in the design of the Earth Dollar system will result in a win-win scenario for both rich and poor economies. This is how econo-mist Professor Guttmann explains it:

The strength of the world economy depends on a reversal of [the] perverse

flow of capital. The poorer countries need to import capital on a continuous

basis and to use that influx of funds productively for balanced industrializa-

tion. Providing them with sufficient funds at reasonable terms also benefits

rich nations in terms of larger export markets . . . and reduced illegal immi-

gration. Even though industrialization in developing countries at times cre-

ates massive dislocation in the regions of the industrial nations that formerly

depended heavily on labor-intensive manufacturing, it also frees resources

there for new types of work. If those are higher value added than are the jobs

lost, rich countries as a whole benefit from the new international division of

labor.13

There is also the benefit from being shielded from virulent, violent for-eign exchange-rate movements. Today, the poor countries of the Global South often suffer when exchange-rate markets move violently: their ex-ternal debt burdens go up or down in terms of what is the amount of lo-cal resources that is required to service them, the value of their commod-ity exports are also affected, and overall their terms of trade catch cold when the “boys of Wall Street” sneeze and play their “casino games.” But in the Earth Dollar system, each national currency circulates only within its own borders and national currencies are no longer exchanged directly but indirectly through the numeraire of the Earth Dollar. The relative prices of national currencies in the proposed system would reflect “dif-ferentials in purchasing power14 between countries involved” and are subject to adjustments as national trade surpluses or deficits threaten the functioning of the overall system.15
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Before proceeding any further, let me summarize some of the potential benefits from the implementation of the Earth Dollar monetary system:

(a). democratization of the international monetary system and global

economic relations; 

(b). democratization of world resource use as the locus of control of the

major vehicle of international economic relations is opened toward justice and equality;

(c). giving poor countries more control over their own national re-

sources and degree of dependence on the international economy;

(d). providing a mechanism for the equitable distribution of adjust-

ment burdens and capital resource in international monetary rela-tions;

(e). addressing the problem of virulent, violent foreign exchange rate

movements; and

(f). addressing the problem of inequality between poor and rich nations.

These advantages may appear all too general and abstract to some readers. I would, therefore, need to further highlight the crucial role the Earth Dollar monetary system can play in the economic development of developing countries with a concrete example. There is a burgeoning liter-ature on the importance of monetary and financial development for the economic growth and national competitiveness of Global South economies. Often the monetary system and the investment patterns and horizon it authorizes and encourages are at the root, if not the root, of their major economic predicament. The Earth Dollar monetary system would not solve all national and international problems and social de-monries in the Global South, but it is a veritable step toward working out the economic reasoning for liberating poor countries from the imperial currency system that have been dominating economic intercourse at the global level. Let me illustrate this point by examining its likely impact on the financial situation of the Global South. The Earth Dollar monetary sys-tem can be used to address the hydra-headed problem of financial insta-bility (which is linked to the structure and operation of the global finan-cial system that are largely beyond the control of poor nations which do not have key currency status) that have too frequently buffeted develop-ing countries. I do not have a mastery of the technical econometric skills required to build large simulation models to personally estimate the prob-abilistic financial impact the Earth Dollar would make on the problem of financial instability. Even if I have such a set of skills it would require a major study all by itself to estimate and calibrate the impact and thus take me too far afield from my limited purpose here. So I will rely on the study done by a well-regarded professional economist at University of Califor-nia, Berkeley to make my point. Professor Barry Eichengreen has studied
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the likely impact of various potential solutions to the problems of finan-cial instability in developing economies. One solution he examined is that of single world currency, providing us an opportunity to show in hard monetary terms one of the potential benefits of the Earth Dollar. This ob-viates the need to speculate about its impact in the absence of reliable eco-nomic calculations. 

It is germane to remind the reader that financial instability and currency and banking crises are some of the principal underlying concerns that pro-voked the thinking on the Earth Dollar. These problems are at the core of the development conundrum of the Global South as we saw with the Mex-ican and Brazilian debt crises in the 1980s, Indonesia in 1997–1998, and Ar-gentina in 2001–2002. I have argued in chapter 7 that the international monetary system is flawed when viewed from the perspective of global debt crisis or sudden collapse of national currencies due to flight of “hot money.” There I stated that private international banks’ money creation, as the history of national and international debt crises has shown, is very prone to credit overextension and subsequent violent contractions. These crises exact enormous tolls on the economies of developing nations.

Economist Eichengreen’s recent paper, “Financial Stability,” presented on behalf of the Copenhagen Consensus,16 shows that the annual average output losses per year from currency and banking crises in Asia and Latin America in the 1980s were 0.1percent and 2.2 percent, respectively. The figures in the 1990s were 1.4 percent for Asia and 0.7 percent for Latin America.17 These percentages may appear small to undiscerning eyes, but they are significant in economic terms. According to Eichengreen, losses like these are of first-order importance. What Latin America lost as a re-sult of financial instability (currency and exchange rate crises) in the 1980s is enough to transform its living standards, “make incomes and living standard two-thirds higher in a generation [25 years],” providing re-sources to address critical social problems.18 He goes on to suggest four al-ternative treatments (options) for the problem of financial instability and provides estimates of their costs and benefits: (1) regulate financial mar-kets, (2) reimpose capital controls, (3) create a single world currency, and (4) have developing countries borrow in their own currencies.

The annual net benefit for his model of single world currency (some-what like the Earth Dollar option advocated here) is $91 billion per annum. He assumes that eliminating currency crises by using a single world cur-rency produces benefits to developing countries to the tune of 0.7 percent of gross domestic product, GDP (estimated from the share of developing countries in world GDP calculated at purchasing power parity).19 This es-timated amount of $91 billion per annum can go into poverty alleviation and industrialization in developing countries. For purposes of compari-son, the U.S. Marshall Plan transferred $14 billion in 1948 dollars to war-ravaged Europe, about $70 billion in 1991 dollars. 20
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Eichengreen highlights the positive impact of a single world currency in this way: “the experience of the euro area illustrates how this response can eliminate the currency-crisis problem; just contrast the prevalence of currency crises in Europe in the 1980s and 1990s with their absence from the euro area today.”21 We can also go behind the sophisticated mathe-matical calculations that produced the yearly $91 billion figure (which is, by the way, not sacrosanct as it depends on the assumptions of Eichen-green’s model) to link up with our earlier discussions on the food crisis in some areas of the Global South. One of the causes of food crises (viewing it from the angle of food prices) is the problem associated with currency mismatches. A currency mismatch occurs when countries or banks have assets in local currencies but liabilities in foreign denominated currencies such as the dollar. For instance, for a Nigerian corporation or bank, this means that incomes are in naira but debts in dollars and with the weak-ening of the naira exchange rate due to crises, assets (denominated in lo-cal currency) are no longer sufficient to service or pay off foreign liabili-ties. Recently some economists have coined a catchy phrase for the inability of developing economies to borrow abroad in their own curren-cies. They tagged it the “original sin.”22 The actual crises or fear of a crisis often lead to violent depreciation of national currencies of the Global South. Among the result of this weakening of exchange rate is this: the price of food imports drastically goes up and also the import of modern agricultural equipment to produce the food locally becomes much more prohibitive. This is not all. The effect of financial instability certainly ex-tends beyond food crisis. Socioeconomic conditions generally worsen as in the case of South Korea in the 1990s. Eichengreen states that the num-ber of poor in the country rose from 6 million in 1997 to more than 10 mil-lion in 1998.23 The table below shows other social indicators relating to the financial crises of 1997–1998.

Given these dire effects, the potential ability of the Earth Dollar to stem the tide of financial crises (which by all accounts are becoming more fre-quent and virulent since 1971 when President Nixon delinked the dollar

 

Table 8.1.   South Korean Social Indicators Following the Crisis 

Crimes per       Drug Addicts 

Year       Divorces       Crimes         100,000        per 100,000      Suicides

1996       79, 895     1,494,846        3,282            6,189         5,777 1997       91,159     1,588,613        3,454            6,947         5,957 1998      116,727      1,765,887        3,803            8,350         8,496 1999      118,014      1,732,522        3,697           10,589         7,014

Source: Joun-Woo Lee, “Social Impact of the Crisis,” in Duck-Koo Chung and Barry Eichengreen (eds.), The

Korean Economy Beyond the Crisis (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2005) quoted in Eichengreen, “Financial

Instability,” 45.
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from its gold standard anchor and cut off the moorings of the global fi-nancial system) recommends it for serious consideration. 

One possible question an economic interlocutor could ask me is this: can you speak to the issue of whether your proposal for a single world currency is Pareto improving? Does it make poor countries better off without making the United States and other major players worse off? 

One can respond to this question in three ways. First, argue that the in-sistence on Pareto optimality is considered problematic. If any time we think of resisting injustice and imperial domination, we limit ourselves to the issues of improving the welfare of the poor and increasing levels of equality as well as simultaneously making sure that the oppressors and privileged groups are not worst off; we may not go very far in transform-ing any polity. All I am asking for is a leveling of the playing field, and not tilting it in favor of some advanced countries. I think this is a perfectly le-gitimate democratic request that can (and should) stand on its own. 

The second point is this: the proposed Earth Dollar monetary system will help address the financial instability that plagues developing coun-tries and help to promote their growth. One would think that the U.S. economy and those of the major players stand to benefit from an expand-ing global economy. Third, without conducting a detailed econometric study one may not be able to answer this question in a formal way that may pass muster with neoclassical economists. But, I would like to men-tion again the study of Professor Barry Eichengreen which shows that there is a huge annual net benefit to the world in the single currency model. Three paragraphs below, I draw from the history of economic growth rates in the euro area to further and more specifically indicate that the Earth Dollar monetary system might be “pareto-improving.”

Since there is, today, in the world a “successful” single currency (euro) for a very important area of the global economy and our proposal is about using a single global currency to improve the economies of poor coun-tries, it makes sense to examine what is happening in the European Mon-etary Union. There is a question that suggests itself here: is there any evi-dence on whether the creation of the euro has helped relatively smaller European economies and not harmed the dominant European countries? This could be used to support the idea of going to “scale” with the single global currency. My response here would be made in two moves: an eco-nomic theoretical answer and the use of comparative economic growth rates of member states since the introduction of the euro in 1999. 

Although entering a currency union like the European Monetary Union (EMU) involves costs and losses which depend on the extent to which a country in the union can withstand asymmetric shocks, there has been known to be a remarkable international trade creation. Currency union, according to several studies, can increase trade among members
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by a factor of two to three without trade diversion from non-currency-union members.24 Currency union impacts not only trade, but also in-come, growth, and welfare. The benefits are likely to go to both rich and poor countries in the union—the size of an individual country’s benefit depends on its economic mass, factor mobility, structural factors, demo-graphics, etc. 

Let us now examine how membership in the EMU has benefited the less dominant economies of Spain and Greece compared with Germany and Italy, the more advanced economies. For our very limited purpose here, the discussion will relate only to real GDP growth across euro area countries. In an European Central Bank’s study led by Nicholai Benalal et al, 25 it was revealed that dispersion in real GDP growth rate (difference in output growth rates of member economies at a certain point in time) among member economies has narrowed in the past few years. More im-portantly for our purpose, Spain and Greece have experienced higher growth rates than the relatively more dominant Germany and Italy. Spain and Greece26 from 1999 to 2004 grew respectively at 3.1 percent and 4.1 percent per annum. The average for the Euro area as a whole was 1.9 per-cent; Germany, 1.2 percent; and Italy had 1.4 percent.27 The authors of the study attributed the performance of the two countries partly to “a catch-ing-up process.” It is what they said next about Germany and Italy that gives us at least some crude indication of how to respond to the second part of the question— the part about not harming the dominant European countries. (The indication is that the Earth Dollar monetary system might be “pareto-improving.”) Benalal et al. wrote:

It is important to note that, even prior to 1999, output growth in these two

countries [Germany and Italy] was below the euro area average. In Germany,

it has been persistently below the euro area average since 1995. In Italy, real

GDP growth has been persistently below the euro area average since 1996,

excluding the year 2001, when it was very close to the euro area average [3.0

versus 3.5]. Even prior to 1996, however, Italian growth was persistently

weak. In fact, excluding the year 1995, output growth in Italy had been

weaker than the euro area average since 1988.28

I would end this section by reiterating that I do not take lightly the huge problem of the political feasibility of establishing the Earth Dollar mone-tary system.29 This potentially daunting difficulty should, however, not deter us from putting forward this option that can help us resist and sub-vert nimble, rhizomatic imperial monetary dominance, keep hope alive, and at the same time enhance the development prospects of the poor economies. There was a time the dream of euro was seen as a mere pipe dream, but today it is a reality. I believe, perhaps too optimistically, that if agitations by poor nations, popular demands by social movements, and
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the objective economic trend we have identified in the last chapter do not all conspire to move the international monetary system toward a single world currency, euro area’s abiding interest to counter the dominance of the dollar and the likely (distant) future prospect of the U.S. almighty dol-lar losing its imperial dominance to the Chinese yuan may move Wash-ington to embrace the single currency option as a face-saving strategic op-tion. The point would be to stop China from exercising monetary dominance over the rest of the world as the United States is doing now and before it Britain. Today China appears, quite arguably, to be at the same cusp of history as United States was at the turn of the twentieth cen-tury when it was waiting in the wings to take over the imperial monetary dominant role from the declining British Empire. China (yes, still a “Third World” country) is fast growing economically, accumulating huge foreign exchange reserves at a furious pace, relentlessly securing petroleum en-ergy sources, and steadily building the sophisticated military umbrella that may serve to render the yuan a key vehicular currency, if not straight-forwardly the global imperial currency in our life time. Asia’s China will not play the second fiddle forever. 

 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO SCHOLARSHIP

We can now elaborate further on issues of this study’s significance be-yond points made in the introduction. This study has provided a com-prehensive theological-ethical framework for expertly and incisive reflec-tion on the complex issues of modern money. It undertook a technical theological investigation of money in order to interpret, evaluate, and aid the transformation of the social practice of money as proleptic anticipa-tion of the eschatological new creation. As a result of this interest in facil-itating the transformation of money and monetary system to approximate the dynamic relations of the triune God, this work clearly goes beyond merely interpreting the contemporary monetary situation to critically re-flect on the practice and reorganization of the global financial system that can follow from the formulations engendered by a theology of money.

Up to now, there has not been an adequate theology to address the na-ture, workings, significance, and consequences of money and its related global financial system in a way that can guide Christian social ethics in contemporary society. In place of an ordered discussion of criteria for making theological distinctions between just and unjust monetary sys-tems, there are scattered comments and hints on the contemporary mon-etary situation. The gap has now been filled, and this book has joined the reflection on the production, circulation, and control of money with those on poverty of Majority World economies, especially those in Africa. 




Payoff for Poor Countries 241

The study also serves as a critique of existing theologies of money. Cur-rent theological studies of money do not adequately theorize what exactly is theology’s contribution to the analysis of money. I have used a theolog-ical approach to set up a model for reconfiguring an understanding of money and set forth the need for methodological reflection on the role of a theological approach to money. The theological-ethical reflection under-taken in this study is in continuous correlation with economics, sociology, and philosophy.

Another important contribution of this book to theological-ethics or theological approach to economics (orthodox or heterodox) is that it makes arguments that are falsifiable—certainly some crucial parts of the Earth Dollar model are in principle falsifiable. Many so-called serious works in theological ethics or theological economics make arguments that are not falsifiable; no way for their authors to know what events, states, acts, data, and results can refute their positions. The position taken on sin-gle global currency is liable to refutation. We can always test if the single-global-currency arguments are valid or not by building econometric mod-els to see if they are beneficial to adopt or by examining historical cases of currency unions. I tentatively showed that my arguments might accom-modate falsifiability tests by pointing to the history of economic growth in the euro area and announcing the need for perspicacious minds in eco-nomics to set up the necessary econometric models to test the proposi-tions of the Earth Dollar monetary system. By this methodological stand-point, I am not arguing that all arguments in theological ethics have to be ultimately judged in terms of their success in showing if their proposi-tions are confirmable or in making accurate predictions. But it is a move only to suggest that economics ethics need to make arguments that are less vague, needs to encourage positions that are to an extent translatable into propositions that economists can test, and the results of such testing can possibly serve as a challenge to improve the overall quality of expla-nation and interdisciplinary dialogue in the field. 

This study has also problematized the depoliticized nature of monetary theory, policy, and practices. The appearance of technical, rational, and scientific objectivity that monetary policy and global trade and payment system have acquired in twentieth and twenty-first centuries have cast the problem of both national-global monetary orders as a depoliticized, technical governance issue that is beyond discussion, debate, and con-testability. In contrast, to repoliticize (monetary) practices, “would be to interrupt discourse, to challenge what have, through discursive practices, been constituted as normal, natural, and accepted way of carrying on.”30 This study has provided the narrative raw material and incisive analyses to shake up the discursive stability of modern monetary financial prac-tices, “thus raising the possibility of alternative monetary arrangement.” 
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Finally, this book, in my opinion, for the first time provides a theologi-cal-ethical argument for a single global currency. It does this by providing a theological (trinitarian) reflection on the global monetary system. The reflection is adequately supported and informed by a technical theory which shows that the logic and dynamics of the current monarchical cur-rency system would do well to move toward trinitarian structures. This is not an approach usually taken by theologians and ethicists who use the doctrine of the Trinity in social analysis. Often their theological reflections on social issues are not supported by a technical theory which shows that the system or phenomenon they are analyzing has an inbuilt dialectics to move in the direction they are pointing out to us. In this book, we have shown that the tension between the universal and particular as played out in the global trade and payment is the underlying principle that is driv-ing or is likely to drive particularistic national currencies toward univer-sal and total integration as one global currency (Earth Dollar) and then will define the patterns of interaction between them. 

 

AREAS OF FURTHER RESEARCH

There are five major directions that the theology of money provided in this book might take in future development. First, owing to space con-straints, we have not traced the connection between money and person-hood. The economic and sociological foundations necessary for crafting a robust systematic theology of money cannot be fully set in place without a concept of personhood that is capable of countering the narrow neo-classical concept of “rational” autonomous homo economicus. At the foun-dational level of every monetary/economic system or theory there is a conception of what a person is and an account of how persons are related to one another. In the neoclassical economics view of humans and human actions which dominates contemporary monetary thinking, the existence of a human person is regarded as only individuated but not communally located for the simple reason of generating reliable predictions and ex-planations. The individual is abstracted from her social context in which her decisions are made and actions take place. 

Neoclassical economism does not require the individual to live a flour-ishing social life, nor even that she desires the good of her community. Rather it simply requires her to express her choice or preference rationally and match her means to her chosen values and ends. The way anyone can know her preference or is allowed to investigate her preference is to ex-amine the way she votes with her money in the market. She is assumed to be a solitary, rational utility maximizer. She is homo economicus, quite sim-ilar to Martin Buber’s “capricious man.”31 In this cold, neoclassical prax-
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eological model of mainstream economists social relations are deperson-alized; indeed solid relations have melted into the thin air and the world has been transformed into a chain of mathematical problems. 

There is not much accent placed on understanding personhood (which is being plus being-in-relation) beyond mere broaching it as “transactors who are in a state of reciprocal independence.”32 But people are not mon-ads, and thus theologians and ethicists who are serious about capturing the actual nature of personhood in their scholarship cannot just use the homo economicus concept of personhood in their theologizing about money. Therefore, any systematic theological investigation of the modern monetary system that seeks to transform human patterns of interaction within the economic system must also provide, from the beginning, a the-ory of personhood on which its vision is based.33

Second, if one understands personhood as being in communion, it has other implications for the way one theologizes about money. Like person-hood, money also has its place only in the community. As Otto A. Piper put it, “there is no private money. As a means of exchange, money has its place [only] within a community.”34 Money enables person-in-relation communion everywhere. This person-in-relation communion that money enables is received as well as given. It is a shared participation in which each economic agent contributes and she is contributed to by others. Be-cause money is a social practice, as we have shown, the participation it creates through the giving and receiving is fully present only among all in the community. Behind every person with power to be in relationship is “capacity or minimum personal qualification which those exercising the power” to be in communion with others must possess. Thus, a systematic theology of money needs to provide an analysis of capabilities that every person will need in order to fully participate and flourish in his or her community and contribute to its preservation and progress.

Third, for a fuller understanding of money we need to analyze the spheres or the embedding milieus of the monetary process in an economy. The production and use of money is not only personal, it is relational, in-stitutional, societal, and inevitably global. The channels of exchange by which people generate, mobilize, and distribute the monetary resources are socialized and these need to be tracked. One type of research program needs to examine the process at the household, family level, to show how money comes to be generated in the family and the moral issues pertain-ing to such production. Another needs to look at how corporations and fi-nancial institutions create, distribute, and control credit and credit-money in an economy. This is to draw out the profound ethical issues involved in the private control of a public resource in the production of money. The teaching of the church has been limited to stewardship or the control of capital (congealed form of money, equipment, factories, etc.) in the society
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and has not recognized or understood the processes that create, define, sustain, and distribute money in society. These processes get to define who ultimately has possession of the money and capital. By looking at the acquisition of physical assets and financial securities in a given time pe-riod and the sources of funds used to acquire them, we could get some idea of the level of participation of the various classes of household in the monetary process in America.35

Fourth, another direction of future research could focus on how the process of creation and allocation of money is deeply embedded in a vi-sion of the moral order and in a framework of moral discourse. An inves-tigation of the ethics of monetary policy and philosophy of central bank-ing would show how central banks are implicated in a moral vision that favors well-heeled financial assets holders at the expense of ordinary peo-ple and hinders the participation of the poor and not-so rich in the com-munities. We began this process in chapter 5 when exploring the ambigu-ities and demonries of U.S. central banking practices, and when exposing, in chapter 6, the imperial center of today’s global monetary systems. 

Finally, there still remains a task for sociologists, political scientists, and political theologians to clearly and specifically identify the bearers of es-chatological hopes and political agency to bring the Earth Dollar monetary system into reality. The jobs of the task are about the analysis of social movements to rival and contest the imperial monetary dominance and the development of the narratives of activists challenging imperial monetary regimes. These narratives may need to deftly present the prophetic tradi-tion of agents expressing and embodying adversarial hope, expectation of the “underivably new,” and practices of countering and reworking of em-pire’s way of being that both stretch back into the deep past and forward in our time.36

 

NOTES

1. I draw most of my data from these sources: United Nations Population Di-vision, World Bank, and African Development 2000 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000),

2. Michael Todaro, Economic Development in the Third World Nation, 4th ed. (White Plains, NY: Longman, 1989), 198.

3. Food and Agricultural Organization of United Nations, FAOSTAT Database 2000 (Rome).

4. Thomas Robert Malthus, Essay on the Principle of Population (London: J. John-son, 1798; repr. Penguin Classics, 1982), 198–99.

5. Food and Agricultural Organization of United Nations, State of Food and Agri-culture (SOFA) 2000 (Rome), 73, 79.
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6. See UNCTAD VIII, Analytical Report by the UNCTAD Secretariat to the Con-

ference (United Nations, 1992), Table V-S, 235.

7. Amartya Sen, “The Food Problem: Theory and Policy,” Third World Quar-

terly 4, no. 3 (1982): 459.

8. Agnes Odejide, “Food Sufficiency in Africa,” in The Political Economy of De-

velopment: An Africa Perspective, vol. 2, ed. Sadig Rasheed and Siyanbola Tomori (Nairobi: ICIPE Science Press, 1996), 42.

9. Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (London: Bogle L’ Ouver-

ture Publications, 1972; repr. Howard University Press, 1981), 219.

10. Peter Alexander Egom, Money in the Theory of International Economic Activ-ity: An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth and Poverty of Nations (Guderup, Denmark: Adione, 1977), 7.

11. Egom, Money in the Theory of International Economic Activity, 13.

12. Robert Guttmann, How Credit-Money Shapes the Economy (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 1994), 428.

13. Guttmann, How Credit-Money Shapes the Economy, 440.

14. “Purchasing power parity defines an exchange rate at which a currency buys approximately the same amount of goods and services in the domestic mar-ket and abroad having been exchanged for the local money.” See Guttmann, How Credit-Money Shapes the Economy, 518n29.

15. Guttmann, How Credit-Money Shapes the Economy, 443.

16. Barry Eichengreen, “Financial Instability,” paper written on behalf of the Copenhagen Consensus, presented in Copenhagen, May 25–28, 2004.

17. It should be noted that averages like this hide huge differences between economies. The financial crises that Argentina experienced in 2001–2002 or In-donesia in 1997–1998 reduced national output to the point of economic collapse and resulted in drastic reductions in living standards. The fall in output was up-ward of 20 percent. “Statistical analyses . . . provide a sanitized sense of the social consequences. To remind oneself of the immediacy of these effects, it is only nec-essary to observe that Indonesian and Argentina experienced larger falls in output and real incomes than that suffered by the United States in the Great Depression, an event that produced a revolution in social and economic policy.” See Eichen-green, “Financial Instability,” 9–10.

18. See Eichengreen, “Financial Instability,” 1.

19. See Eichengreen, “Financial Instability,” pp. 28–29. “Purchasing power par-ity defines an exchange rate at which a currency buys approximately the same amount of goods and services in the domestic market and abroad having been ex-changed for the local money.” See Guttmann, How Credit-Money Shapes the Econ-omy, 518n29.

20. I am using 1991 dollars because Professor Barry Eichengreen’s model used the financial crises data of the 1990s. In 2005 dollars (using the GDP deflator) the Marshall Plan value of $14 billion is worth about $96.36 billion and Eichengreen’s single-currency model figure of $91 billion (assuming 1998 as the base year) is worth $106.35 billion.

21. See Eichengreen, “Financial Instability,” 28.

22. Barry Eichengreen, Ricardo Hausmann, Ugo Panizza, “Currency Mis-matches, Debt Intolerance, and Original Sin: Why They are not the Same and Why
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They Matter,” NBER Working Paper No. 10036, October 2003. Note that the econ-omists’ concept of “original sin” does not have anything to do with Adam and Eve in the Bible. It rather refers to the inability of a country to borrow abroad in its own currency due to the structure of the international financial system and that this inability precedes and provides the basis for the country’s problem of cur-rency mismatches. They regard this characteristic of emerging markets (or devel-oping economies) as defining their place and differentiating them from advanced economies in the international system as well as the primary source of their re-curring financial fragility. They argue that the fragility exists because of inade-quate opportunities for international risk sharing—in other words, there is a kind of distortion in relationship in which some countries win consistently and others persist in losing. The point being made here is this: the radical inability is an in-herent quality of the poor (less advanced) economies’ as they act in the interna-tional market, a constitutive part of all financial decisions and actions on their part. But to limit our understanding and interpretation of what the economists have raised up here to the individual country, individual country’s “sinfulness,” is to miss the larger point they are making. (For their options for redemptions [their own words] or changing the system often involves transforming the whole international financial system as we know it.) Original sin in the financial system is something that is genuinely common to the system as whole. It is only in this corporate character that it can be fully understood. With the greatest degree of cir-cumspection of a non-expert, one might venture to say that this way of interpret-ing “original sin” in the global monetary system would remind some theologians and ethicists of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s understanding of “original sin,” an-other issue of a global (universal) nature or concern. In The Christian Faith, vol. 1 (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), 288, he writes: “Whether, in fact, we regard it [original sin] as guilt and deed or rather as a spirit and a state, it is in either case common to all; not something that pertains severally to each individual and exists in relation to him by himself, but in each the work of all, and in all the work of each; and only in this corporate character, indeed, can it be properly and fully un-derstood. . . . The distinctive form of original sin in the individual, as regards its quality, is only a constituent part of the form it takes in the circle to which he im-mediately belongs, so that, though inexplicably when taken by itself, it points to the other parts as complementary to it.” On the whole, Schleiermacher’s concept of original sin relies on a relational model of human existence, the interconnected nature of human existence; for him sin is therefore a distortion of relationships through the interaction of all with all in each.

23. See Eichengreen, “Financial Instability,” 10.

24. For example, see Charalambos G. Tsangarides, Pierre Ewenczcy, and Michal Hulej, “Stylized Facts on Bilateral Trade and Currency Unions: Implications for Africa,” Working Paper /06/31, International Monetary Fund, January 2006; and Francis Breedon and Thórarinn G. Pétursson, “Out in the Cold? Iceland’s Trade Performance Outside of the EU,” Working Paper No. 26, Central Bank of Iceland, December 2004.

25. Nicholai Benelal, Juan Luis Diaz del Hoyo, Beatrice Pierluigi, and Nick Vi-dalis, “Output Differentials across the Euro Area Countries,” Occasional Paper No. 45, European Central Bank, May 2006.
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26. Please note that Greece entered the EMU in 2001.

27. One must accept that these data points do not really answer the question. The answer would need a better study and assessment, which I do not have now. The information here at least gives us some sense of what is happening to eco-nomic growth in the monetary union.

28. Benalal et al., “Output Differentials,” 14.

29. The imaginative framework of the Earth Dollar is important even if political and economic realities block its immediate implementation. A certain realism, such as the ability of the nations whose currencies serve as the global currencies of trade and central banks’ foreign reserves to block moves toward a denational-ized currency, compels us to acknowledge this skepticism. I wish to add that gath-ering the world economies into a single currency zone may not be as difficult as corralling cats in the midst of a hurricane or gathering up again water spilled on the ground. The economy of the United States was a smorgasbord of private and foreign national currencies until the establishment of the dollar as the national currency in 1790, not to mention that the history of European Union success in es-tablishing the euro is still fresh in our minds. We also know the history of gold standard between years 1880–1913, a period regarded by many economists and historians as period of single world currency based on gold.

30. Jenny Edkins, Poststructuralism and International Relations: Bringing the Polit-ical Back In (London: Lynne Rienner, 1999), 12; quoted by Marieke De Goede, Virtue, Fortune, and Faith (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 3.

31. Martin Buber, I and Thou (New York: Scribner, 1958), 110.

32. Christopher A. Gregory, Gifts and Commodities (London: Academic Press, 1982), 12; quoted in Kathryn Tanner, Economy of Grace (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2005), 50.

33. In a separate paper I have worked out this theory for my theology of money. I worked out a relational concept of personhood by relying on an African concep-tion of person which holds the possibility of more mutually participative eco-nomic life than the neoclassical economic concept of personhood. The major ar-gument in this paper is that relations are constitutive of personhood.

34. Otto A. Piper, “That Strange Thing Money,” Theology Today 6, no. 2 (July 1959): 219.

35. See Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, Guide to the Flow of Funds Accounts (Washington, DC, 1993), 7.

36. For examples of how this has been done with regard to other spheres of re-sistance against empire see Mark Taylor’s book, Religion, Politics and the Christian Right (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2005); and Taylor’s The Executed God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001).
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