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Money, which represents the prose of life, and which is
hardly spoken of in parlors without an apology, is, in its

efects and laws, as beautiful as roses.

Ralph Waldo Emerson,  1844

h
Would you know what money is, go borrow some.

George Herbert,  1640
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A  p a r a b l e — 
o n  t h e  w i s h  t o  b e  i m m o r ta l

If one were only rich, in a luxury mansion, surrounded by gar-
dens and servants, enjoying the fnest of foods, the most subtle 
of wines, the warmest of friends, the most generous of lovers, 
freed from care over maintenance of property, for all could be 
instantly replaced, freed from work, there being no need to 
work, freed from obligations, there being no need to seek favor, 
until one dismissed the servants, for there needed no servants, 
sold the mansion, for there needed no mansion, abandoned 
friends and lovers, for there needed no friends and lovers, and 
renounced even the knowledge that one was a homeless wan-
derer before one’s last penny had already gone.





hP r e f a c e  t o  t h e  U . S .  E d i t i o n

All human life  and endeavor aims at some form of human fourish-
ing, welfare, or wealth. A distinctive feature of religious life is that four-
ishing is normally attained by means of a renunciation: time spent on pro-
ductive activity or enjoyment is interrupted by ritual or sacred activity. 
Spiritual bonds and goals take precedence over worldly bonds and goals. 
Duty takes precedence over desire, or love of God takes precedence over 
love of self and others. Indeed, in religious life it is believed that fourishing 
does not lie within human power alone. It is achieved through the aid of 
some special divine grace, ancestral blessing, or sacred power. Tis detour 
in the path toward wealth opens up a realm for the transcendent, conceived 
perhaps in terms of grace, mystery, the sacred, special insight, authority, 
spiritual presence, or another world. Flourishing has a transcendent source 
that is activated only through a prior renunciation.
	 Te distinctive feature of a secular age, as Charles Taylor has recently 
pointed out (in A Secular Age), would appear to be the removal of any 
collectively agreed on goals beyond human fourishing. Enlightenment 
would appear to be the liberation of human activity from superstitious ob-
servances and regulations. Tere is only work, enjoyment, and recupera-
tion, all in the service of fourishing. What most concerns humanity are 
the conditions under which fourishing may take place, and if there is any 
postponement of pleasure, this is merely to ensure that these conditions 
can be preserved and enhanced. Te religious detour is replaced by an eco-
nomic detour. Attention is turned from the divine to the mundane. Human 
fulfllment, moral practice, and social cohesion are no longer founded on 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



divine authority and grace. Tey are founded on human endeavor and 
agreement.
	 Tis is a familiar story. Whether religious or not, we now all live in a 
secular age insofar as the practical conditions for our wealth are purely 
mundane. Tis story can be explained in terms of a series of contrasts: 
between spiritual authority and natural law, between transcendent order 
and immanent system, between duty and freedom, between hierarchy 
and democracy, between faith and science, between spiritual and material 
progress. Historical progress from the frst term of the contrast to the sec-
ond may be narrated in two ways: either as the removal of old illusions or 
as the construction of new knowledge and institutions. In either case, it is 
a story of the self-liberation of humanity.
	 Tere is something unconvincing about these narratives of emancipa-
tion. Most lives remain preoccupied with material needs and social obli-
gations. Perhaps these are obligations to clients, employers, landlords, or 
creditors. Emancipation is not yet complete in practice, and it never will be 
in a society of mutual dependence. Moreover, emancipation itself requires 
faith. Te self-liberation of humanity presupposes that the natural order 
behaves in a stable way, that human decision has the power to manipu-
late this order to its will, and that the authority ensuring social cohesion 
and cooperation can be decided by human contract. In premodern society, 
there was insufcient evidence for such faith: the stability of nature, the 
power to shape the world, and confdence in human cooperation were all 
too fragile, subject to the dangers of accident, disease, aggression, or curse. 
Only religious faith provided the hope of security. Whence, then, came the 
confdence for humanity to venture out of the protective order of religious 
faith that was the only source of stability and authority? Was it merely a 
matter of sifting, through experience, the true conditions of stability and 
prosperity from the false? Was it purely a matter of turning attention from 
ideas to real interactions within the world? Or was the rise of modernity a 
transformation rather than a rejection of faith? If there is no purely imma-
nent system, then are the dichotomies that structure narratives of progress 
and emancipation anything more than illusory?
	 One may question the dichotomy between the religious and the eco-
nomic. Of course, the great preoccupation of human life and endeavor has 
been with procuring its own survival and fourishing, and the basic cate-

xii  h  P r e f a c e  t o  t h e  U . S .  E d i t i o n
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gories through which the world is experienced are furnished daily by these 
habits and practices. Yet this preoccupation cannot simply be contrasted 
with religious preoccupations. When the greatest contributor as well as the 
greatest threat to human welfare is humanity itself, then the conditions 
that enable collective welfare must include those observances which regu-
late human conduct. An economy that ensures efective distribution is the 
source of human fourishing, and a religious life that authorizes the obliga-
tions and regulations through which this distribution occurs is the guaran-
tor of economic life. Religious preoccupations have been, in past societies, 
a major part of the conservation of economic life and practice, for human 
fourishing is not obtained simply by material means. Human welfare is 
dependent on cooperation and material distribution, and in most societies 
the authority that lends credit to such practices has ultimately been reli-
gious. Tose who renounce the world in favor of the transcendent are in 
practice just as concerned with the source of material welfare as those who 
labor in the felds, for they are concerned with the conditions of trust and 
authority. A religious age is no less concerned with the conditions of its 
existence than a secular age.
	 Te great transformation of modernity, then, involves a change that is 
at once both religious and economic and should be conceived under both 
registers simultaneously. Te efective basis for trust and authority that 
daily ensures material and economic cooperation is no longer local cus-
tom or authoritative religious prescription. Distribution has to be efected 
by its own immanent, independent, or self-regulating order—the market. 
Te story of modernity has been narrated by the economic historian Karl 
Polanyi (in Te Great Transformation) as the reorganization of society ac-
cording to the ideal of the self-regulating market. Indeed, the separation of 
the economic sphere of life from the political and religious spheres is what 
the notion of a self-regulating market means. Just as the independent order 
of nature is the basis for science separate from faith, and so the theoretical 
condition for atheism, the independent sphere of the market is the practical 
condition for atheism. While it is possible to imagine a godless universe in 
theory, it is impossible to live without efective distribution. Terefore, it is 
only when a self-ordering system of distribution is achieved that atheism 
becomes a live option. Only under these conditions are religious obser-
vances made redundant in economic life.

P r e f a c e  t o  t h e  U . S .  E d i t i o n   h  xiii
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xiv  h  P r e f a c e  t o  t h e  U . S .  E d i t i o n

	 Several historical impulses came together to create the conditions for 
a secular age. One impulse was the industrial development of mechanical 
inventions and the use of fossil fuels. Tis increased the productive power 
of humanity so that it could make the natural order stable and manipu-
lable. Yet the motive for increasing production was not for the individual 
producer’s use but, rather, for exchange: industrialization could not have 
occurred without a commercial society organized for trade. A second im-
pulse, then, was the promotion of market relations, developed primarily for 
long-distance trade, as the principal means of distribution within a society. 
Tis was achieved by deregulation—the active intervention of sovereign 
authority against prior customs and observances. Yet the question remains 
as to whether a market, once liberated and promoted by state power, will 
itself grow to infltrate and regulate the other spheres of social interaction. 
While there may be no limits to the desire for gain and pleasure that drives 
growth, production and consumption remain restricted by efective de-
mand. Desire has no economic power in a market without money or credit. 
Indeed, a market that regulates production and distribution through prices 
exists only on the basis of money as the common commodity against which 
values are compared and through which exchanges are enacted.
	 Tere is, therefore, a third impulse alongside production and con-
sumption that drives the transformation of economic life: the authority of 
money. Nevertheless, a market is not simply grown by more money, since 
demand becomes less efective resulting in infation. Similarly, a society as 
a whole cannot increase in wealth through increased production if there is 
insufcient demand, expressed in the form of money, for additional prod-
ucts. Te third impulse is the invention of a new kind of money, one that 
is created as a debt. A debt is an obligation, a commitment to economic 
activity, and a commitment to repay in money. It is a promise, and money 
holds its value as long as this promise is trusted. Once debt becomes a 
medium of exchange, a widely circulating form of money, then the entire 
nature of the market changes with it. A market based on debt money is an 
immanent system of credits and liabilities, of debts and obligations, and it 
is capable of unlimited growth. It ensures participation and cohesion, with 
promises of wealth and threats of exclusion, through a system of social 
obligations. Debt takes over the role of religion in economic life.

Money is the condition for liberty and prosperity. Without money, one 
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P r e f a c e  t o  t h e  U . S .  E d i t i o n   h  xv

is dependent on others; with money, one can demand their service. Money 
calls forth increased production by opening the possibility of unlimited 
accumulation, by enabling investment in the means of production, and 
by giving an efective authority to demand. Yet money does not provide a 
source for social cohesion until it brings with it an obligation: the obliga-
tion of debt. If in religious life people renounce enjoyment to achieve spiri-
tual goals, then in modern economic life people renounce their property, 
labor, and time in the pursuit of money. Modern secular life is ascetic like 
religious life, even if it has its moments of hedonism. Human fourishing is 
still ensured by a detour. A preoccupation with the conditions of one’s life 
is now a preoccupation with money. Trough its use in structuring every-
day life and practice, money lends its shape to the categories of modern life 
and thought.
	 Local cult, transcendent God, or mobile debt: each may function as 
the basis of authority and the source of sustenance in daily life. Tere is, 
however, a decisive diference between traditional religions and the use of 
money. While the transcendent remains shrouded in mystery, a source of 
power and authority that is not subject to human manipulation, money 
remains rather mundane. If one thinks of money at all, it is as an object of 
human control, a tool expressing human will. One does not consider the 
nature of its power. While the goal of spiritual life is to attain conscious-
ness of the divine order and meaning of things, the goal of economic life 
is merely wealth and enjoyment. Money is regarded as the means, human 
fourishing as the end. It is in modern life that alienation is complete and 
the consciousness of humanity departs entirely from the conditions of its 
existence. It is in modern life, rather than religious life, where ideology is 
most fully instantiated. If modern economic life difers essentially from 
religious life, it does so not because it possesses a truer understanding of its 
conditions of existence or of practical efcacy. Te essential diference lies 
in its lack of consciousness. Tere is no need to venerate or even consider 
money, the source of the modern age. Tere is merely a practical need to 
make money. Te economic detour is seen as purely a detour. At the same 
time, the quest for proft and the growth of debt are unlimited. Te only 
end for human life, which in practice is the making of money, is misper-
ceived as human fourishing.

Tis book, on the theology of money, is therefore an anachronism: it 
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xvi  h  P r e f a c e  t o  t h e  U . S .  E d i t i o n

is written to bring our collective faith back to consciousness. Tis is not a 
task for economists, for there is no practical economic need for it. Such an 
understanding is itself an interruption of practical life, for it is not the case 
that by raising our consciousness we can simply choose to be diferent. We 
are dependent on a complex web of needs and obligations, mediated by 
money, over which no one is master—evident from the numerous fnancial 
crises that afict us all. Instead, the quest to understand the power of the 
beliefs enshrined in money is an attempt to pursue a traditional theologi-
cal quest, to understand the conditions of existence within our contempo-
rary age. In so doing, the aim is to show how human life and endeavor are 
shaped by practices of contracting, accounting, and evaluating. Te pur-
pose is to expose such practices in all their contingency, irrationality, arbi-
trariness, and violence; to enable us to ridicule their pretensions, marvel 
over their powers, and weep over their ultimate consequences. For the dan-
gers of chaos, instability, and possessive spectral forces have not departed 
from the modern world. Te aim is to show what devotions, sacrifces, and 
convictions lie at the basis of contemporary existence, and to call for a new 
efort of devotion, sacrifce, and conviction that may evoke another social 
order.
	 Te global order of credit capitalism found its birthplace in England and 
this book has been written within the economic context of a contempo-
rary English university. Among other things this has necessitated an early 
publication in England to meet the requirements of the national Research 
Assessment Exercise, and so to contribute to the economic viability of my 
institution, department, and position. In the contemporary English uni-
versity, thought is regulated by its price in the form of the funding it can 
attract. Yet the global order of credit capitalism has been propagated most 
forthrightly by the United States, and I am therefore delighted to com-
mend the book’s publication and distribution to a global audience through 
Duke University Press. My thanks are due to the conscientious readers for 
the Press, to Reynolds Smith and his editorial team, and to all who have 
shown and will show patience with this book and with the future of its 
ideas.

P h i l i p  G o o d c h i l d 
Nottingham, February 2008
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Introduction

A  p a r a b l e

And the Spirit immediately drove Jesus out into the wilderness. 
He was in the wilderness forty days, and he was with the wild 
beasts, and the angels waited on him. He fasted forty days and 
forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. Money came and 
said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones 
to become bread. For I would do as much for the least of mas-
ters whom I serve.” But he answered, “It is written, ‘One does 
not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the 
mouth of God.’”
	 Ten Money took him to the holy city and placed him on 
the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son 
of God, throw yourself down, for you can command your an-
gels to bear you up, so that you do not dash your foot against 
a stone. For I would do this much for the greatest of masters 
whom I serve.” Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not 
put the Lord your God to the test.’”
	 Again, Money took him to a very high mountain and 
showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor, 
and said to him, “To you I will give their glory and all this au-
thority, for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone 
I please. If you, then, choose to master me, it will all be yours.” 
Jesus said to him, “Be gone, Money! For it is written, ‘Worship 
the Lord your God, and serve only him.’ One cannot serve God 
and Mammon.”
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�  h  I n t r o d u c t i o n

	 As Money departed, he replied, “If the owner is unwilling 
to sell, one may always pay someone to remove him. I will go 
seek out Judas Iscariot. For though some seek bread, some seek 
power, some seek the world, and some seek to leave it, most 
will accept money instead.”
	 And suddenly the earth was opened, and the fre of the in-
fernal mint was seen rising up to touch Money so that his face 
shone like the sun, and the voice of Mammon came from the 
depths, saying, “Tis is my son, my beloved, upon whom my 
fre rests. Whosoever eats of his fesh and blood will have life in 
all its fullness.”

J e s u s  o f  N a z a r e t h

The teachings of  Jesus of Nazareth on wealth stand out as distinct 
within the history of religions. Many others have taught and practiced as-
ceticism, the renunciation of worldly ways and pleasures. Jesus, by contrast, 
warned against wealth while feasting and drinking himself. Te kingdom 
of God was a feast promised for those without wealth. Such teachings on 
wealth make sense within the tradition of Hebrew prophets who protested 
against theft, exploitation, and the appropriation of property. Te warnings 
against riches are economic: the true meaning of corruption of the soul 
through avarice is the debasement of the lives of others. Tis economic 
meaning of Jesus’s sayings may be evaded if they are interpreted individu-
ally; when surveyed together, however, the meaning is both radical and 
transparent.
	 Jesus announced a gospel of good news to the poor (Luke 4.18).1 Woes 
were proclaimed to the rich and blessings to the poor (Luke 6.20–26). 
Jesus’s followers were enjoined to sell their possessions and give to the 
poor (Luke 12.33). Keeping the Ten Commandments was insufcient for 
a landowner; selling possessions and giving to the poor were also required 
(Mark 10.21). It was impossible for the rich to enter the kingdom of God 
(Mark 10.25). Jesus sent out his followers to travel without money (Mark 
6.8). He did not habitually carry spare money (Matt. 17.27, 22.19), and his 
disciples had a common purse carried by the traitor Judas Iscariot, who 
was accused of stealing from it (John 12.6). Wealth was described as “un-
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   h  �

righteous” (Luke 16.9). Prudent economic behavior such as planning and 
accumulation were rejected (Luke 12.13–21, 13.22–31). Te use of wealth 
was regarded as minor in contrast to the ways of God (Luke 16.11). Te 
extraction of taxes, the fundamental activity that maintained the political 
power of the Roman Empire and the Herodians, belonged to a diferent 
sphere from the service of God (Mark 12.17). Similarly, the children of God 
were regarded as free from paying the temple tax (Matt. 17.26). When Jesus 
attacked the center of religious power in his society, it was the tables of the 
moneychangers that he overthrew (Mark 11.15). All debts were to be for-
given (Matt. 6.12); hence, even the principle of contract, the fundamental 
political power of civil society, was to be laid aside. In declaring that one 
cannot serve God and wealth (Matt. 6.24), Jesus set the divine power of the 
Kingdom of God in the starkest opposition to one of the most fundamental 
principles of both worldly and religious power—the power of money. Such 
is the radical signifcance of his teaching. Jesus’s betrayal by Judas for the 
sake of money (Matt. 26.15) was a poignant rejection of the heart of his 
teaching.
	 Jesus may therefore be regarded as among the most radical of religious 
political thinkers. Te ffth-century British heretic Pelagius explained such 
teaching with the observation that the chief sources of wealth in the an-
cient world were extortion, robbery, and the inheritance of the benefts of 
extortion and robbery.2 Jesus’s protest was at once political, moral, and reli-
gious. In a precapitalist economy, it was evident to all that inequalities in 
wealth largely arose from the accumulation of the products of others’ labor, 
whether through theft, slavery, tribute, patronage, taxation, or debt. Accu-
mulated wealth was stored and exchanged in the form of money; with-
out money, there is less scope for such unequal accumulation. Christian 
theology has attempted to evade the uncomfortable legacy of the social 
signifcance of money by internalizing Jesus’s message: it is love of money, 
not money itself, that has been regarded as the root of all evil (1 Tim. 6.10). 
Christian theology has preferred to concentrate on the opposition of the 
world to Jesus, expressed in his execution as a criminal or in the scandal 
of proclaiming a crucifed itinerant preacher as the son of God. In doing 
so, it has tended to overlook the radical opposition of God to the world, or 
divine judgment, proclaimed by Jesus himself: “Woe to you who are rich” 
(Luke 6.24). Te proclamation of a new savior belonged well within the 
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hopes, desires, and political norms of the ancient world, even if the specifc 
choice of a humble and crucifed savior gave ofence. By contrast, a proc-
lamation against the most fundamental and pervasive ways of the world 
was nothing less than a claim to reveal a diferent underlying principle or 
power: the rule or kingdom of God. Jesus opposed the power of God to the 
power of money. Every time Christianity has worshiped Christ enthroned 
as a heavenly Caesar, it has repeated Iscariot’s betrayal of Jesus.
	 Teology cannot be neutral here. As Saint Paul well understood, the 
central question of theology is that of the essence of the power to be used 
in fnal judgment (e.g., 1 Cor. 15.24). If theology is to judge the ways of 
the world by the power of truth and goodness, then it must explain truth 
and goodness in accordance with their own specifc power. Teology, con-
cerned with the ultimate criteria of life, is the most fundamental and radi-
cal inquiry. It attempts to discern how truth, goodness, and life come to 
be constituted. It ofers to the world a vision of life interpreted according 
to the richest categories of meaning. It has the duty to invest life with the 
deepest layers of spiritual wealth—that is, it has to determine what is the 
nature of true wealth. Tis is the vocation for theology, whether Christian 
or not, and it is the most fundamental inquiry, whether pursued by believ-
ers, nonbelievers, or no one at all. Worldly wealth, which can only measure 
exchange value in terms of money, is to be judged against a new revelation 
of divine power.
	 Such a judgment is inevitably surprising: divine power is an eschatologi-
cal replacement of all fundamental principles. In this life, material wealth 
is the source of all benefts, all delights, all investments, all sustenance, all 
welfare, and all charity. Few ascetics have questioned its necessity for those 
who remain in the world. To question its benefts risks charges of insanity. 
Te quest for wealth is the one practical activity that unites the diverse 
people of the contemporary world. It is the means or precondition for 
undertaking all subsequent worthy ventures or enjoying all pleasures. As 
George Bernard Shaw put it, “Money is indeed the most important thing 
in the world; and all sound and successful personal and national morality 
should have this fact for its basis. Every teacher or twaddler who denies it 
or suppresses it, is an enemy of life. Money controls morality.”3 In a capi-
talist economy, where accumulation occurs through the use of money, the 
moral and political relations from which wealth derives are no longer di-

�  h  I n t r o d u c t i o n
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   h  �

rectly evident. Te equitable relation of voluntary trade appears to embody 
justice. To oppose money as the fundamental principle of the social order 
is therefore deeply immoral and unjust from the perspective of that order. 
Tis opposition is hostile to just standards of measure and hinders op-
portunities for accumulation. To question the pursuit of wealth is to set 
oneself against all common sense, all agreement, all political power, and all 
practicality. Moreover, since wealth gives access to power, to question the 
pursuit of wealth is to abandon all power, dooming oneself to a futile quest. 
It is little wonder that Christian theologians have sought to accommodate 
themselves to the world rather than risk their entire heritage by abandoning 
all power.
	 Nevertheless, the strategy of internalization to accommodate oneself 
to wealth betrays an infdelity. Jesus appears to have been quite content 
to enjoy the hospitality of the wealthy, to allow others to provide for him 
out of their wealth, and to consume to the extent that he and his followers 
were accused of gluttony (Matt. 9.10–11; Luke 8.3; Matt. 11.19). Feasting 
provides the paradigmatic symbol for the arrival of the Kingdom of God. 
It was not, however, the subjective enjoyment of wealth that was his target; 
it was wealth as a principle of power or judgment. Jesus’s opposition to the 
service of wealth marked the greatest diferentiation from the ways of the 
world. In this diference lies an opportunity to explore how the value of 
values may be determined. Jesus’s announcements raise the most funda-
mental of theological problems: what is the value of values? Do our scales 
of evaluation express true values? Te true nature of theological inquiry 
perhaps only became clear after Friedrich Nietzsche, the self-proclaimed 
Antichrist, raised the problem of the revaluation of all values.
	 It is nothing less than a revaluation of all values that Jesus himself pro-
claimed. Money, as the measure against which all things are priced, is the 
contemporary principle of the value of values. A revaluation of all values 
may start by exploring money. It need be a question not of deciding in ad-
vance for or against money, or for or against Jesus, but of noting the signif-
cance of money in the determination of the value of values and inquiring 
into its true nature. Money, above all else, has seemed to be indispensable: 
while Jesus’s following was initially formed as a community of shared pos-
sessions, voluntary poverty, and gift exchange, it has repeatedly abandoned 
this central practical ideal. Perhaps his followers were right to do so. A the-
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�  h  I n t r o d u c t i o n

ology of money must determine the principles, the value of values, through 
which judgments of economic behavior can be formulated. For this, Jesus 
did more than proclaim an opposition; he also illuminated some of its prin-
ciples:

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume 
and where thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in 
heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in 
and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
	 Te eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is healthy, your whole body will 
be full of light; but if your eye is unhealthy, your whole body will be full of dark-
ness. If then the light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness!
	 No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the 
other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and 
wealth. (Matt. 6.19–24)

God and wealth are set in competition; for time, in terms of “storing up 
treasure”; for attention, in terms of the health of the eye; and for devotion, 
in terms of service. Our evaluations are primarily expressed not by what 
we say or simply by what we do, but by how we pray—the determination 
of our time, attention, and devotion.4 Tis is where the power of money is 
to be sought: not simply in the worship or accumulation of wealth for its 
own sake, but in the way time, attention, and devotion are shaped by the 
demands of the social institution of money.
	 All religions, in essence, direct and distribute time, attention, and devo-
tion. Religions enrich life by establishing patterns for living. If there is an 
opposition between God and money, then fundamentally it comes down to 
this: wealth contains its own principles according to which time, attention, 
and devotion are allocated. In a society organized primarily for the pursuit 
of wealth, nothing could seem more evident and unquestionable than that 
time, attention, and devotion should be allocated to the pursuit of wealth. It 
is the very obligation to do so that constitutes the spiritual power of money. 
It is the very obligation to do so that is the object of a theology of money.
	 Te human sciences of wealth do not study how time is spent; they 
merely observe the efects of allocations of time, attention, and devotion. 
While they study the outcome of economic activity, the investigation of the 
powers and principles by which time, attention, and devotion are distrib-
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   h  �

uted should belong, by contrast, to the discipline of theology. A theology 
of money is an exploration of the nature and efects of money’s mysterious 
power.
	 Te problem that lies before us is whether there is something intrinsic 
to the nature of money that directly opposes God, justice, or nature. “God” 
may be invoked here as a symbol for the order of nature—the ultimate 
criteria of power, truth, and goodness; the source of the value of values. 
Teists and atheists may disagree over the unity, logic, and metaphysics 
of such a symbol, and over the value of values itself. However, they rarely 
disagree that something plays the role of the source of the value of values, 
whether or not the symbol “God” is used. Once it is discovered that money 
does indeed veil the source of the value of values, a second problem results: 
how may the value of values become manifest in human life? Tese two 
problems form the agenda for this study.

T h e  B a n k  o f  E n g l a n d

In 1694, when printed tracts declaring the content of true belief were cir-
culating throughout England, a new gospel was announced. It was a gospel 
of such signifcance that its tracts are even now carried on a daily basis by 
most English (and Welsh) subjects: “I promise to pay the bearer on de-
mand the sum of twenty pounds.” Te Bank of England, formed by an act 
of Parliament at the instigation of William Paterson, provided a permanent 
loan of 1.2 million pounds at 8 percent interest to King William III for his 
religious wars. At the same time, the Bank also provided a note issue, in 
units of 20 pounds, of the same amount, guaranteed by the security of the 
government’s promise to pay through taxation. Such notes were issued as 
loans to worthy private borrowers. Te original subscribers to the Bank 
would receive interest on these loans, as well as on the loan to the king. 
Money was efectively created in excess of the original deposit.
	 Te establishment of the Bank of England inaugurated the period when 
credit efectively functioned as money. Since metal coins had always been 
tokens of value, the creation of money as credit does not so much change 
as reveal the essence of money. Te credit theory of money, propounded 
by Mitchell Innes at the beginning of the twentieth century, states that “a 
sale and purchase is the exchange of a commodity for a credit. From this 
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main theory springs the sub-theory that the value of credit or money does 
not depend on the value of any metal or metals, but on the right which the 
creditor acquires to ‘payment,’ that is to say, to the satisfaction of credit, 
and on the obligation of the debtor to ‘pay’ his debt, and conversely on 
the right of the debtor to release himself from his debt by the tender of an 
equivalent debt owed by the creditor, and the obligation of the creditor to 
accept this tender in satisfaction of credit.”5
	 Te creation of money has been notably explained, in the context of 
Holland rather than England, by the economist John Kenneth Galbraith:

Te process by which banks create money is so simple that the mind is repelled. 
Where something so important is involved, a deeper mystery seems only decent. 
Te deposits of the Bank of Amsterdam . . . were, according to the instruction of 
the owner, subject to transfer to others in settlement of accounts. (Tis had long 
been a convenience provided by the Bank’s private precursors.) Te coin on de-
posit served no less as money by being in a bank and being subject to transfer by 
the stroke of a pen.
	 Inevitably it was discovered—as it was by the conservative burghers of Amster-
dam as they refected incestuously on their own needs as directors of the Dutch 
East India Company—that another stroke of the pen would give a borrower from 
the bank, as distinct from a creditor of the original depositor, a loan from the 
original and idle deposit. It was not a detail that the bank would have the interest 
on the loan so made. Te original depositor could be told that his deposit was 
subject to such use—and perhaps be paid for it. Te original deposit still stood to 
the credit of the original depositor. But there was now also a new deposit from the 
proceeds of the loan. Both deposits could be used to make payments, be used as 
money. Money had thus been created. Te discovery that the banks could so create 
money came very early in the development of banking. Tere was that interest to 
be earned. Where such reward is waiting, men have a natural instinct for innova-
tion.
	 Tere was an alternative opportunity involving bank notes, one that was to be 
wonderfully exploited in the eventual American Republic. Tat was to give the 
borrower not a deposit but a note redeemable in the hard currency that had been 
placed in the bank as capital or as a sedentary deposit. With this note the borrower 
could make his payment: the recipient of such payment might, instead of redeem-
ing the note for cash, use it for his payments, and so on ad infnitum. Meanwhile 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   h  �

back at the bank interest was being received on the original loan. One day, perhaps, 
the note would be returned and redeemed for the hard cash of the original deposit. 
But by then the borrower would have repaid his loan, also in hard money. All 
would be well, and interest would have been earned. Tere was a chance also that 
the note would continue its passage from hand to hand and never be returned for 
collection. Te loan which led to its emission would earn interest and in due course 
be repaid. Te note meanwhile would continue its rounds. Against the original 
coin that allowed of the original loan, no claim would ever be entered.6

Such banking practices emerged in Florence, Genoa, Venice, and Amster-
dam. Tey were inevitably the cause of cycles of euphoria and panic, de-
pendent on the fuctuations of confdence in the bank. Te Bank of Eng-
land was exceptional in providing monetary stability.7 Te value of money 
was underwritten by the power of the state to raise taxes, and since the 
Bank’s notes were readily and promptly redeemed in hard coin, they were 
not presented for redemption. Credit came to occupy the secure monetary 
space formerly occupied by coinage alone.8 Te Bank gradually took over 
the money supply and the responsibility to stabilize the value of money. In 
the words of Galbraith, the Bank of England is, “in all respects, to money as 
St. Peter’s is to the Faith.”9 It became the model on which all other central 
banks were based and was pivotal in Great Britain’s rise to global domi-
nance during the eighteenth century and nineteenth century, just as the 
U.S. Federal Reserve became pivotal in the twentieth century.
	 Note the confuence of counterbalancing and cooperating forces in such 
a system. First, there is the demand for unproductive government expendi-
ture in forms such as warfare, which open up new regions for proft and ex-
ploitation. Destruction and excessive consumption become preconditions 
for the creation of wealth by contributing to demand. Second, in warfare 
there is the comparative strategic advantage of having a secure source of 
funding to pay for soldiers, equipment, and invention. Transportable and 
convertible wealth, in the form of a currency whose value extends beyond 
the political territory of issue, is the “sinews of war.” Government expen-
diture, then, may be balanced by the greater profts enabled by strategic 
advantage recovered through taxation. Such growth in the public-sector 
economy may also be balanced by growth in the private sector. Tird, there 
is the ongoing demand for capital to engage in productive investment. Such 
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10  h  I n t r o d u c t i o n

demand is present wherever opportunities for proft emerge. Fourth, there 
is the payment of interest on capital as a result of increased proftability due 
to new opportunities created. While assets and liabilities cancel themselves 
out in such a system, the absolute size of the economy grows. In short, both 
supply and demand increase in the public and private sectors in such a 
system. Te original investors in the Bank of England lent the same money 
to the state and to civil society. Te security of the loan to civil society was 
guaranteed by the state in the form of future taxation; the security of the 
loan to the state was guaranteed by economic growth in civil society. It was 
a brilliant, self-confrming system of mutual dependence and beneft.
	 Te public creation of money is the source of prosperity, stimulating 
growth. Indeed, the creation of new money is regarded by some commen-
tators as one of the principal causes of the industrial revolution and the 
emergence of modernity.10 Joseph Schumpeter has explained what is essen-
tial here: the entrepreneur is not necessarily a possessor of wealth. Indeed, 
the entrepreneur is the typical debtor in capitalist society.11 Schumpeter 
goes so far as to say that credit is such a central part of the capitalist engine 
that the rest of the system cannot be understood without it.12 Moreover:

Te practically unlimited demand for credit is matched by a practically unlimited 
supply of credit. . . . Te banks can always grant further loans, since the larger 
amounts going out are then matched by larger amounts coming in. Te demand 
for credit makes possible not only itself, but also a corresponding supply; and every 
supply makes possible a corresponding demand, so that supply and demand in 
this case do not confront each other as independent forces. . . . Te productive de-
mand for any commodity, e.g. wool, is limited, at constant quantity of money, by 
the falling probability of processing continually increasing quantities; by contrast, 
demand for credit is self-propagating, in that the consequences of its expansion 
and increasing satisfaction go on creating the economic conditions for even more 
credit demand.13

	 Capital growth begins with borrowing for investment, for all economic 
activity is limited by the supply of money. Tere is always so much more 
that could be done if only more money were available. As Samuel Butler 
put it, “It has been said that the love of money is the root of all evil. Te 
want of money is so quite as truly.”14 If money can be created in the form of 
loans for the purpose of proftable activity, then efective limits to economic 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   h  11

growth are removed. Tere is no shortage of money when it can be replaced 
by credit and repaid at a proft. Te consequence was nothing less than 
Karl Polanyi’s “great transformation.”15 Production for the sake of proft 
rather than use became the dominant motivation for social activity and 
interaction. Capitalism—its growth and its globalization—is explained by 
banking. Economic activity, formerly a limited segment of social life, came 
to predominate over all other aspects of social life, including religion. Te 
preachers’ declamations against the evils of usury and the love of money 
were unheeded by those who saw the evidence of prosperity brought about 
through proft.16 As William Cobbett was to observe in 1829:

Time has taught me that public credit means the contracting of debts which a 
nation never can pay; and I have lived to see this goddess produce efects, in my 
country, which Satan himself never could have produced. It is a very bewitching 
goddess; and not less fatal for her infuence in private than in public afairs. It has 
been carried in this latter respect to such a pitch, that scarcely any transaction, 
however low and inconsiderable, takes place in any other way.17

	 Prior to the modern world, the economic sphere was bounded by the 
limits of the production of value by human labor, on the one hand, and the 
fnite amount of money in circulation, on the other. In the modern world, 
however, the limits of production have been partially overcome by harness-
ing the energy stored in fossil fuels and the elements. At the same time, 
the fnitude of currency has been overcome by treating signs of monetary 
value as themselves valuable, ensuring the value of newly created money by 
issuing it in the form of loans, attached to debts. Rates of production and 
rates of interest escape fnitude by compound growth. Production for the 
sake of proft replaces production for the sake of use.
	 It is easy to observe how this shift naturally leads to secularization and a 
direct opposition between God and money. Where God promises eternity, 
money promises the world. Where God ofers a delayed reward, money 
ofers a reward in advance. Where God ofers himself as grace, money ofers 
itself as a loan. Where God ofers spiritual benefts, money ofers tangible 
benefts. Where God accepts all repentant sinners who truly believe, money 
may be accepted by all who are willing to trust in its value. Where God 
requires conversion of the soul, money empowers the existing desires and 
plans of the soul. Money has the advantages of immediacy, universality, 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



12  h  I n t r o d u c t i o n

tangibility, and utility. Money promises freedom and gives a down payment 
on the promise of prosperity.
	 Money exercises a spectral power that exceeds all merely human powers. 
Adapting itself to any desire, it also shapes desire. First, the value of money 
is transcendent. It is a promise, taken on faith, and only realized to the 
extent that this faith is acted out in exchange. One cannot hold the value 
of money in one’s hand, even if one can use that value to pay for things. 
“Te 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.”18
	 Second, money is both a means of payment and a measure of prices. As 
a measure of prices, money endows all things with a universal value: the 
price is the same, whoever is the buyer. Yet as a means of payment, money 
grants the power of efective demand only to those with money. To achieve 
what one values, one must value money frst as the means of access to what 
one desires. Since it is the means by which all other social values may be 
realized, it posits itself as the supreme value. Nothing is more liquid, more 
exchangeable, or more valuable than money. Whatever one’s own values, 
one must value money frst as the means of access to all other values.19
	 Tird, money is only “value in motion.” One cannot achieve proftability 
without investing one’s money. Te value of assets is determined not by 
their intrinsic worth but by their expected yield, their anticipated rate of 
return. Te value of assets is determined by speculative projections. More-
over, even if these anticipations prove misguided, at every stage the value 
of assets is determined by the next wave of anticipations about the future. 
Tus, the future never ultimately arrives: it is purely ideal. Financial value is 
essentially a degree of hope, expectation, trust, or credibility. Just as paper 
currency is never cashed in, so the value of assets is never realized. It is 
future or transcendent. Being transcendent to material and social reality, 
yet also being the pivot around which material and social reality is continu-
ally reconstructed, fnancial value is essentially religious.20
	 Fourth, wealth brings access to power: extrinsically through military 
superiority, access to information, sway over public consciousness, po-
litical infuence, and selective funding; and intrinsically through invest-
ments, profts, growth, favorably negotiated contracts, and liberation from 
the constraints of the natural necessity and social responsibility that limit 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   h  13

the economic freedom of those without wealth. As a result, the power of 
wealth grows exponentially in a cycle of proftability. Yet since wealth can 
grow only if it devotes itself to making profts and paying back debts, it 
necessarily depletes the resources required to meet natural necessities and 
social responsibilities—in particular, the needs of subsistence and sustain-
ability. As the condition for all social activity, the imperative of sustaining 
the money system and creating wealth take priority over the need for sus-
taining the environment, population, or religion.
	 Fifth, speculative profts can be made only on the basis of profts ex-
tracted from production and consumption, and to achieve this, an in-
creasing quantity of the world’s physical resources must be appropriated 
for production, exchange, and consumption through the colonization and 
commodifcation of the world.
	 Sixth, increased production and profts require increased investment 
and debt. While production is of commodities, debts and interest are re-
paid in the form of money. Increased production can lead to the repay-
ment of debts only if there is more money to pay for them; yet money can 
be created only in the form of further loans or else it is infationary. As a 
result, the global economy, since the founding of the Bank of England, 
has been progressively enslaved to an increasing spiral of debt. Te global 
economy is driven by a spiral of debt, constrained to seek further profts 
and always dependent on future expansion. Te spectral power of money 
lies ultimately in its nature as debt.
	 An anthropologist’s judgment on the nature of modernity would iden-
tify the value of money as the modern religion, the transcendent principle 
of the social order.21 As Mary Douglas explains, money is ritual activity:

Te metaphor of money admirably sums up what we want to assert of ritual. 
Money provides a fxed, external, recognisable sign for what would be confused, 
contradictable operations; ritual makes visible external signs of internal states. 
Money mediates transactions; ritual mediates experience, including social experi-
ence. Money provides a standard for measuring worth; ritual standardizes situa-
tions, and so helps to evaluate them. Money makes a link between the present and 
the future, so does ritual. Te more we refect on the richness of the metaphor, 
the more it becomes clear that this is no metaphor. Money is only an extreme and 
specialised type of ritual.22
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14  h  I n t r o d u c t i o n

	 Since the value of money is a purely ideal construct, the religion of 
money has its own theology. Its principles are fourfold: money is the prom-
ise of value on which actual value may be advanced; money is the supreme 
value against which all other values may be measured; money is a specu-
lative value whose intrinsic worth waits to be demonstrated; and money is 
a debt or social obligation that requires that social activity be continually 
reordered around increasing proft and the repayment of debt, while also 
continually expanding the debt and the obligation. Economic globaliza-
tion is the universalization of this religion through its drive for growth and 
power, its progressive colonization of all dimensions of life, and its com-
mitment to growing debt. A theology of money is required to explain the 
distinctive nature of this spectral power in the modern world.

A  T h e o l o g y  o f  M o n e y

A true theology of money, a systematic inquiry into the force of money as a 
system for universal evaluation, has perhaps never before been undertaken. 
Te history of Christian refection on money is of limited service insofar 
as it concentrates on subjective attitudes toward wealth;23 the history of 
economic science is of limited service insofar as it concentrates on an ob-
jective science of money as a functional instrument. Money as a source of 
evaluation transcends distinctions between subject and object, and prob-
lematizes what we have come to expect from science. Our method must 
be philosophical, and a philosophical digression on the nature of modern 
reason is required to orient our image of thought so that it may become 
capable of disclosing the theology of money.
	 Modern thought established a threefold division between objects, sub-
jects, and knowledge. Material reality, including functional instruments, 
is considered to be independent of human agency, with its desires and 
projects. Object and subject, however, may be mediated by a third inde-
pendent term, a science that guides human agents to a more efective real-
ization of their projects through the use of functional instruments. Nothing 
reinforces this threefold division between instrument, agent, and science 
more than the everyday use of money. Money is a passive instrument, held 
in one’s hand, subject entirely to the use of the free human agent, yet money 
is easily lost unless it is used wisely, and the science of the use of money 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   h  15

determines the most efective means to realize desires and projects. Te 
person with money to spend enjoys a liberty and mastery over the material 
world. Te separation of instrument, agent, and science depends on the ex-
perience of freedom of those with access to wealth and physical power. At 
the same time, nothing calls this threefold division into question more than 
the everyday struggle to acquire money, where choices are driven by ma-
terial necessity and evaluations are formed on the basis of opinions about 
ways to acquire money. Material need and social dependence express them-
selves through human agency. Te subject does not stand apart from matter 
and culture; the subject is formed and guided through matter and culture.
	 Te mystery of how subject relates to object, how personal preference 
afects material reality, and how knowledge facilitates and mediates their 
interaction provides endless labor for philosophers. Beneath this modern 
division between instrument, agent, and science lie some ancient philo-
sophical assumptions. Te science of money does not claim to present 
money itself; it claims to present the truth about money. An Epicurean 
assumption is that truth consists of discrete atomic facts, rather like com-
modities available in a market. Truth is assumed to be individual, objec-
tive, egalitarian, passive, and relatively permanent. It is presented through 
independent units of evidence or data. Evidence is repeatable, public, and 
exchangeable; it remains the same, whoever considers it. Tere are, how-
ever, two striking paradoxes concerning such an assumption about truth. 
First, the objectivity of truth is not itself objective, for such truths are never 
exhibited in their individuality and permanence. No truth can be demon-
strated independently of a system of thinking enacted at a particular time. 
Te properties of individuality, objectivity, and permanence attributed to 
truths by induction can never be known, for truth cannot be known inde-
pendently of thought. Te objectivity of truth is thus a subjective presuppo-
sition. Second, the independence of truth and value imposes an evaluation. 
Truths based on evidence are potentially universal because they can be 
acknowledged at all times and in all places. Truths are for anyone or about 
anything. Tey are entirely neutral in relation to value—or, more precisely, 
they are independent of value or without value. Such truths, then, hold 
neither objectivity nor value in themselves but must be attributed objec-
tivity and value by the thinking subject. While the objectivity, universality, 
and value of truth are never presented in themselves, they can be inferred 
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16  h  I n t r o d u c t i o n

by induction when evidence is repeatable, public, and exchangeable. Sci-
ence, as a social practice, repeats and exchanges thought in order to lend 
such thoughts an exchange value. Potential truths that cannot be repeated 
or exchanged are devalued. Only public truths are valuable.
	 Tese paradoxes reach an acute form when one considers the science 
of wealth. Te science of wealth concerns itself with the efects of money 
on value, and yet value itself is only measured in terms of money. Far from 
being objective, the science of wealth is constructed from the perspective 
of those who use money for the sake of making more money. While the 
science of wealth would appear to be a neutral discourse on value, it selects 
for an object of study only that which is exchangeable, imposing exchange-
ability as a value as well as a form of evaluation. Far from being neutral 
in relation to value, it imposes an evaluation of the benefts of exchange-
ability.
	 A Cartesian assumption underlying modern thought is that thinking the 
truth is independent of being true. Immanuel Kant remarked, in regard 
to the ontological argument for the existence of God, that his fnancial 
position was afected very diferently by a hundred real dollars than by the 
mere concept of them.24 Truth is meant to be grounded in evidence, not 
speculation. Te paradox here, however, is that money itself can be created 
through speculation, out of pure thought. A bank may create money as a 
loan to a speculative investor; speculation in general raises the prices of 
assets; the investor can then sell his assets, repay the loan, and keep the 
diference in money. Tinking is no longer independent from being when 
both take time. When it comes to money, then, the Cartesian assumption 
no longer holds true. Money seems to have a dual nature. On the one hand, 
at any particular time it holds a determinate value; on the other hand, 
when invested for a period of time it may gain or lose value. It is both fxed 
and in motion. Similarly, in practice the construction of knowledge takes 
place over time. Where thinking takes time, the truth of things is proposed 
by projecting a time when the work of thinking is complete and truth is 
known. Te truth is represented as an atemporal symbol that substitutes 
for the temporal work of thought. In practice, this symbolization of the 
completed work of thinking is economic. It is formed in order to save time. 
Te essence of modern reason is saving time. Yet since the work of thought 
is never completed, the future in which truth is given remains a speculative 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   h  17

projection. Where thinking takes time, this model of truth is timeless. Since 
such truth is independent of time and thought, it is thoughtless. It cannot 
express the movement of thought or the movement of money.
	 A Parmenidean assumption concerning the truth of things is that the 
truth of things is true. Tis is a tautology, and like all tautologies it identifes 
a subject with a predicate. Nevertheless, subject and predicate difer pre-
cisely as subject and predicate; for them to be identical, there would have to 
be a third term to which they both refer. Te same thing is then for thinking 
and for being. We return to the problem of the mediation between thought 
and reality. Te truth of money is that which is the same in thought and in 
reality. If we locate this truth on the side of reality, then the truth of this 
truth can never be given within thought. If we locate this truth on the side 
of thought, then the truth of this truth can never be given within reality. In 
the case of money, if we understand it as essentially a commodity, then we 
cannot explain its appearance within thought, both as a measure of values 
and as an object of creation. If, by contrast, we take money to be essentially 
a standard of measure or comparison, then we cannot explain its real force 
and value. Money is a promise or sign of value, and as such the truth of 
money is not self-identically true. Te value of a promise is not the same as 
the promised value.
	 In the case of money, then, the neat division between instrument, agent, 
and science is disrupted.25 Money circulates between and participates in all 
three dimensions. It is an instrument of exchange, a promise of value, and 
a measure of value. Moreover, while money is a symptom that exposes the 
artifciality of such a division, it is not the only one. Truth itself is a reality, a 
thought, and a promise of value. One could perhaps say the same of time, or 
even of God. Te modern metaphysical division between material reality, 
subjective desire, and knowledge cannot be maintained on philosophical 
grounds without invoking a deus ex machina to coordinate the separate 
domains. Awaiting the appearance of such a deus ex machina—since in 
the meantime, reality, thought, and knowledge do indeed interact—one 
can rely on money to efect their interaction.
	 Te purpose of this sketch of the problematics of modern notions of 
truth is to explain why the normal procedures for the scientifc construc-
tion of knowledge do not form a part of the theology of money.26 Te Epi-
curean, Cartesian, and Parmenidean assumptions will not be adopted here, 
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since they veil what is most interesting about money. Moreover, precisely 
the reverse assumptions will be explored. First, instead of assuming that 
the truth about money can be composed from a series of discrete, atomic 
facts—or that the truth about money is itself a fact—it will be assumed 
that what are of most interest about money are the concrete relations it 
forms and mediates within specifc contexts. In particular, money takes on 
signifcance in relation to the accumulated means of production, or capi-
tal; the social institutions of market and contract in which it is used; and 
frameworks of credit out of which it is constructed. In relation to money, 
one must always ask about the concrete relations it participates in. It is 
necessary to construct an ecology of money.
	 Second, instead of assuming that the truth about money is independent 
of thought and time, it will be assumed that what is of most interest about 
money is interest and speculation itself: its temporal nature. In relation to 
money, one must always ask about the tendencies, processes, and orienta-
tions that are under way. Such tendencies are veritable social forces. It is 
necessary to construct a politics of money.
	 Tird, instead of assuming that the truth disclosed about money is al-
ready true, it will be assumed that what is of most interest about money 
is what is promised by the truth of money. Te essence of money will be 
explored as credit or debt. It belongs within an objective social sphere of 
obligation and belief, the sphere of religion. It is necessary to construct a 
theology of money.
	 Te truth of money to be disclosed will consist not in a linear chain of 
inferences on the basis of evidence, but in a resolution and condensation 
of a multiplicity of heterogeneous considerations into a point of view. Te 
aim is to imagine the nature of money in such a way that what matters, the 
truth that drives thinking, becomes perceptible. Te truth of money to be 
disclosed will not consist in a series of propositions so much as in a series of 
promises—promises that, like money itself, do not merely ask to be taken 
on faith but express their own active potency to reorient thinking. Instead 
of using reason to master reality, the aim is to allow truth to determine 
reason as a quality of vision or awareness that shapes time, attention, and 
devotion. Truth has a triple orientation in a theology of money: it is a rela-
tion with what is outside thought, or that which matters; it is an orientation 
toward the future, or what is potential; and it is an expression of a vision 
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and awareness.27 Tese are the methodological ambitions of this study. If 
this practice of thought seems unclear at this stage, it may become more 
concrete in the study that follows. Only at the end will the reader be able 
to assess whether such methodological ambitions have been achieved.

Te current global economic system did not derive from the founding of 
the Bank of England alone. Te actual causes are so varied as to call into 
question notions of linear causality. However, the original invention of 
money itself was an indispensable condition. Te Bank’s immediate politi-
cal condition was the seizure of the state by a class of English agrarian capi-
talists in the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Te values of this class became 
enshrined in political concepts of the right to own property, the liberty to 
form contracts, and the separation of social and economic life from reli-
gious control. Te work of the English philosopher John Locke was crucial 
in articulating and preserving these values in a number of respects. His 
work in epistemology established empiricism as the basis for the pursuit 
of a purely technical reason; his work on political philosophy provided the 
theory and theological legitimation for the modern capitalist state; and his 
work on toleration separated the commonwealth, and the sphere of politi-
cal economy, from the residual theological infuence of the church.28 Locke 
also contributed signifcantly to the emergence of economics through the 
study of money.29 Even though he opposed the establishment of the Bank 
of England on political grounds, he was one of the original subscribers, 
with an investment of 500 pounds. While much of Locke’s work has been 
criticized from a number of perspectives, the conceptual framework that 
he established for considering knowledge, right, liberty, and money has 
remained dominant precisely because it has successfully lent itself to the 
making of money. Te value of a philosophy becomes reduced to its price.
	 Not only is this history written into the concepts of a philosopher such 
as John Locke; it is also written into money itself. Inscribed on each note 
issued by a central bank or deposit issued as a loan is a trace of the chaos 
of England in the ffteenth century, sixteenth century, and seventeenth 
century: of warfare between nobles within and beyond England’s borders; 
of enclosures, rack-renting, and “sheep devouring men”;30 of peasant up-
risings against taxation and enclosure; of religious dissent, confict, and 
martyrdom; of dissolved monasteries and stripped altars; of seafaring, 
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trade, piracy, and slavery; of renaissance learning and stinging social criti-
cism; of the agrarian capitalist triangle of landowners, tenant farmers, and 
wage laborers; of the rising urban classes of merchants and craftspeople, 
with their mutual obligations; of the ferment of radical religious and politi-
cal ideas. In the case of money, such a history is encoded not as information 
but as a set of spectral forces. Each time money is used, an epistemology, 
a metaphysics, a politics, an ethics, and even a theology is evoked. Money 
condenses the spirit of capitalism. Money did not create capitalism—the 
early factories and mills were rarely funded by bank loans—yet money 
transmits, propagates, and vivifes it.
	 Te present work bears the imprint of England at the opening of the 
twenty-frst century. Regarding modernity with hindsight rather than an-
ticipation, it endeavors to challenge the legacy of John Locke by means 
of a reintegration of epistemology, politics, religion, and economics, the 
very disciplines he succeeded in separating. While there is currently no po-
litical institution to embody and safeguard the concepts established here, 
the imminent collapse of the global economic order will create a demand 
for new concepts and evaluations. Te only authority accompanying such 
concepts and evaluations will be the credit they attract by means of the 
potential they ofer. Te exploration of the nature of money that follows is 
purely philosophical: it endeavors to remove false problems by establishing 
concepts and diferentiations.31 Since the aim is to condense, crystallize, 
unfold, and perceive—rather than to argue on the basis of authority and 
evidence—the fnal result will not always indicate where infuence and en-
gagement with other writers have taken place. In particular, the intellectual 
giants on the subject of money who stand over this work are Adam Smith 
and Karl Marx. It is the philosophical nature of their work, their capacity 
to explore implications and unfold tendencies, that has set them apart from 
pure economists, as well as from more empiricist philosophers, such as 
John Maynard Keynes and Amartya Sen.32 At appropriate points, I have 
sought to indicate my diferences from Smith and Marx. I fnd neither the 
model of money as “the great wheel of circulation” nor the structural analy-
sis of money as “the general equivalent” at all convincing. Since the aim of 
this inquiry is to construct a theological understanding of money, rather 
than to infer from or debate with authorities, I do not feel it appropriate 
to force the presentation of this work into the hegemonic modern model 
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of reason. It is not a question of working dialectically toward a correct 
point of view by means of critical engagement with the works of others. 
Tis book is not written to advise political or economic subjects as to the 
opinions they should hold about money. It is written to criticize established 
opinions, to create new concepts and values, and to lend credit to future 
institutions that might embody these new concepts and values.
	 Te range of my reading while working on this project is indicated in 
the bibliography. Important infuences that I feel should be mentioned in-
clude theoretical and sociological studies involving money, such as those 
of Michel Aglietta and André Orléan, Elmar Altvater, Geofrey Ingham, 
Maria Mies, and Georg Simmel.33 In addition, a variety of more radical and 
popular thinkers and writers on money and its contemporary implications 
have also stimulated my thought, including Peter Challen, Cliford Hugh 
Douglas, Richard Douthwaite, Silvio Gesell, Frances Hutchinson, John 
McMurtry, Kamran Mofd, and Michael Rowbotham. A more theological 
example of such radical work, focusing on property rather than money, is 
given by Ulrich Duchrow and Franz Hinkelammert.34 In addition, I re-
call benefting from conversations with Angus Cameron, Peter Challen, 
Frances Hutchinson, Lars Iyer, Karen Kilby, Will Large, David Loy, Lissa 
McCullough, John Milbank, Michael Northcott, Kathryn Tanner, Neil 
Turnbull, and Jessica Wiskus, among the many others who have responded 
to presentations of aspects of this argument on numerous occasions over 
the past ten years. None of these was presented with the full argument of 
the book, so none can be blamed for failing to counsel restraint.
	 Te book is divided into three parts. Part I, “Of Politics,” is introductory. 
It explores the context for contemporary refection to give the discussion 
concrete relevance; introduces the theory of money that follows by explain-
ing its signifcance for political life; and argues that the modern concep-
tion of politics, concerned primarily with the power of agency—whether 
in the form of the state, the individual, or the corporation—has outlived its 
usefulness. Drawing on Carl Schmitt’s analysis of the political, it proposes 
that there is an overlooked element of “political energy,” supplementary to 
human decision and physical force, that determines any actual distribution 
of power. Tis element may be flled by religious or moral motivations, or 
by money. Material reality has brought modernity to a state of imminent 
collapse due to the ecological crisis in the form of abrupt climate change 
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and the exhaustion of supplies of fossil fuels. Part I also argues a strong 
form of the “end of politics” thesis—the supersession of the autonomy 
of the state by fnance capital. Tis argument locates money, credit, and 
debt as the principal incarnations of power in the contemporary world. 
What is at stake here is the nature of political theory as such, which, when 
written to advise a democratic subject, implicitly appeals to the illusion 
of subjective sovereignty. Political theology, by contrast, aims to describe 
or modify the authority or political energy that makes decisions efective. 
Once political energy has been subsumed into the power of money, then 
an emancipatory politics can proceed only by modifying the institution of 
money.
	 Part II, “A Treatise on Money,” forms the body of the book and is a philo-
sophical investigation into the nature, function, and promise of money in 
relation to the means of production or capital, the social institutions of 
market and contract, and the formation of knowledge through accounting. 
It proceeds systematically by the elucidation of concepts, explicating the 
reasoning that underlies the theory of money presented here. Its purpose 
is twofold: to diagnose the errors and illusions that are the source of the 
most signifcant threats humanity faces and to illuminate the principles 
necessary for reforming money as a social institution.
	 In Chapter 3, money is explored in relation to productive capital, which 
is the source of all wealth. Capital, defned as the means of production 
that has itself been produced, includes natural as well as human-produced 
capital. Since money measures value in exchange rather than productive 
capacity, and rates of proft may be enhanced in the short term by con-
sumption of productive capacity as well as by its accumulation, and be-
cause economic growth, survival, and victory over competitors is achieved 
solely through rates of proft, then an economic system based on proft 
and debt will necessarily deplete its own conditions of survival. Tis is 
clear from the contrast between compound rates of growth, interest, and 
debt; the fnitude of efciency gains; and the fnite possibilities of a single 
planet. Economy and ecology are mathematically incompatible. Moreover, 
money is a form of social or constructive capital that facilitates exchange 
and substitution. It therefore necessarily replaces preceding social orders 
that facilitated and stabilized production, thereby eroding society alongside 
ecology. Money fows in the opposite direction to produced value in mar-
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ket exchange. Adam Smith’s metaphor of the “great wheel of circulation,” 
on which modern economics is largely based, is erroneous since prices have 
no absolute value. Te conditions of the production and consumption of 
goods difer from the conditions of the creation and cancellation of money 
as debt. Te money economy parasitically inhabits the “real” economy of 
produced goods, determining its growth and fow. Te global economy is 
driven by the cooperation of difering drives: a drive for survival that de-
mands the necessities of life; a drive for pleasure that seeks the benefts of 
produced wealth; a will to power that seeks profts alone; and the obliga-
tion of debt that enforces an increase in production and profts. Yet money, 
as the principle of mediation of all demands, ensures that priority is given 
to the creation, acquisition, maintenance, and investment of money.
	 In Chapter 4, money is explored in relation to the institutions of the 
market, private property, and contract—from which it is inseparable and 
which it makes possible. Te market is often regarded as a paradigmatic 
social scene of peace, equity, balance, justice, and freedom, and yet it is de-
pendent on the sovereign threat of the use of force to ensure that contracts 
are honored. Since contracts represent only the demands of those with 
money, sovereign force is enacted via the market against all interests not 
explicitly represented within contracts. Te market is therefore an agent 
of exclusion, exploitation, and destruction. All social formations that do 
not honor the rights of property and contract enshrined within the market 
are necessarily regarded as a threat to property, peace, and justice, and so 
the sovereign force associated with market society must necessarily be in a 
state of total war against all other social forces that resist its expansionary 
claims. Te illusions of private property, right, and exchange value derive 
from treating exchange atemporally instead of in the social and temporal 
terms of contract. It produces the illusion that a market could operate in 
the absence of some state, religious, or other force that ensures the honor-
ing of contracts.
	 Money, regarded as an implicit contract rather than as an object of pri-
vate property, is no longer analyzed purely in terms of exchange value. It 
is analyzed, instead, in terms of the demand for nutritional value as well as 
an objective social evaluation that inheres within each contract. Te formal 
economy of exchange is understood more fully against the background of 
an informal economy of nutrition and time, provision and care. Te result 
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is a reconsideration of economic class, no longer in terms of relations of 
production, but of diverse modes of appropriation of relations of provision 
and time. Householders, merchants, capitalists, bankers, and speculators 
emerge as fundamentally diferent economic classes. While all classes ulti-
mately depend on bankers for the creation of credit, bankers themselves 
depend on speculators who take risks on the basis of non-measurable eco-
nomic opportunities. In credit capitalism, therefore, the speculators are 
the only truly free class who are absolved from the demands of economic 
necessity.
	 Te distribution of credit and absolution from social obligation are 
religious matters. An economic system that only distributes credit to op-
portunities for proft is bound for destruction. Te distribution of credit, 
however, is the one free activity through which the social order can be 
transformed. Political emancipation from the power of money can come 
only when institutions are created to distribute credit along lines of so-
cially accepted evaluations rather than purely according to the demands 
of money. Liberation may occur through the subordination of money to 
credit—and credit to evaluation—through the emergence of a new kind 
of social institution that expresses efective evaluations.
	 In Chapter 5, money is explored through the institution of accounting 
that gives it substance. It is demonstrated, through a version of transcen-
dental argument, that exchange value does not pre-exist its recording by 
means of accounts but is itself a product of such accounting. Accounting, 
then, may best be regarded as a moral self-discipline that demonstrates 
that one is capable of paying debts and fulflling obligations and so makes 
one worthy of the trust enshrined in contracts. It is the basis for credibility 
and credit. Accounting is essentially a system for saving time and directing 
attention. Nevertheless, economic opportunities and externalities have no 
agreed price. Tey cannot be properly counted. Te paradox of accounting 
is that it directs attention to what is counted rather than to what matters. 
It propagates a morality of self-mastery and the pursuit of self-interest that 
is incompatible with the physical and spiritual realities of most people’s 
lives.
	 Accounting produces a fundamental misrepresentation insofar as it 
counts only what can be exchanged instead of the conditions of exchange 
as such. In practice, it fails to efectively count land, labor, and capital be-
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cause it only treats these as objects of exchange rather than as conditions 
of production. A revaluation of all values must begin with a reversal of the 
moral assumptions embodied in accounting. What is truly valuable always 
escapes representation and counting. It cannot be manipulated according 
to the sovereignty of human self-mastery but must be accorded a religious 
respect. Te evaluation of values and the distribution of credit must come 
to take priority over accounting.
	 Part III, “Of Teology,” is a conclusion. It recapitulates the theory of 
money presented earlier to unfold the spectral force present in money. It 
explores the nature and signifcance of a political theology of money. Te 
theological problem overlooked by much modern thought is that perspec-
tives on true wealth and true power are formed by commitments enacted 
through practices of attention. Perspectives presuppose a metaphysics, and 
the currency of any given metaphysics depends on its acceptability in daily 
life. Far from being the abstract concern of philosophers alone, solutions 
to the metaphysical problem of the nature of being—whether in the form 
of God, truth, or money—have in practice functioned as supreme political 
forces in history as well as in the contemporary world. Conversely, money 
becomes the pivotal object for the consideration of both the philosopher 
and the theologian.35 Credit is the indispensable source of the creation of 
wealth, and the source of all political authority. Emancipation from the 
power of money can be achieved only by inventing a new institution for the 
distribution of credit that evokes a diferent metaphysics, politics, ethics, 
and theology. Such an institution may be formed by subordinating credit 
to evaluation. Te task is to develop an institution that enables credit to 
be given to what is worthy of credit. Yet true credit can arise only from the 
commitment of fesh and blood, from the gift of time, attention, and devo-
tion. Te divorce between the religious and the secular can be overcome by 
a consideration of how attention, credit, and evaluation are to be ordered. 
Te book concludes with some tentative recommendations of how prin-
ciples designed to emancipate evaluation from the power of debt could be 
embodied in concrete institutions.
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A  p a r a b l e

Imagine—if one were only out of debt, owing nothing to any-
one, free to do as one pleased, wishing this blessing upon all 
others, so that one could cancel all debts owing to oneself, so 
that one’s debtors could in turn cancel all debts owing to them-
selves, until all debts were cleared, nothing more was owed, all 
people were free, with no employment, no money, no society, 
no religion, no life. Imagine. Just imagine.
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h
One

P o w e r

Modern thought, with its Cartesian heritage, has distinguished two 
kinds of power. Tere is the purely physical power deriving from gravity, 
solar radiation, and chemical and atomic bonds. It is released through com-
bustion and muscular exertion and is found in power stations and military 
hardware. Ten there is the purely human power of the will. It is expressed 
in speech and in action and is found in markets and in nation-states. Mod-
ern understandings of politics normally require both conceptions of power. 
Human will may act on human will through the image or threat of physical 
power. Tis is evident above all in Carl Schmitt’s defnition of the political, 
which is concerned with the distinction between friend and enemy. For 
Schmitt, war is the most extreme political means, and as such, it discloses 
the conceptual distinction that underlies every political idea: the possi-
bility of distinguishing between friend and enemy.1 Political concepts have 
a polemical character because they ultimately refer to the real possibility 
of physical killing.2 Te decisive political power is the authority to make 
war and so to publicly dispose of the lives of people, whether of the lives of 
the enemy or of one’s own people, in sacrifce.3 Te authority of will over 
will here derives from no other foundation than the exercise of physical 
power.
	 It is necessary to complicate this duality with a third kind of power. 
War involves the concentrated disposal of physical power and its outcome 
is generally determined by an accurate distribution or restriction of such 
power. As General Erwin Rommel remarked in North Africa in 1942: “Te 
frst essential condition for an army to stand the strain of battle is an ade-
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quate stock of weapons, petrol and ammunition. In fact, the battle is fought 
and decided by the quartermasters before the shooting begins. Te brav-
est men can do nothing without guns, the guns nothing without plenty of 
ammunition; and neither guns nor ammunition are of much use in mo-
bile warfare unless there are vehicles with sufcient petrol to haul them 
around.”4 War may be regarded as a particular case of the power to distrib-
ute and exercise physical force. Such a distribution is at once physical and 
ideal in that it concerns the location and orientation of force. Te political, 
more broadly, may take as its foundation the determination of the use of 
resources. While war enables the possibility of an enemy, sharing resources 
enables the possibility of a friend. While economics concerns the most 
proftable distribution of scarce resources, political economy concerns 
just distribution. Politics, as the exercise of human will on human will, is 
grounded on political economy through which the other is determined as a 
member of a class or as a friend or enemy. Collective physical force depends 
on a prior appeal to “right” that unites friends against enemies. Prior to the 
distinction between friend and enemy, political economy must also ap-
peal to principles through which distribution will be ordered and limited, 
perhaps principles of ownership, right, or justice. Beneath the strength of 
physical force lie customs, traditions, and markets that determine concen-
trations of resources. Privileged distributions may occur through kinship, 
regions, language groups, currency areas, or nation-states, for example. Te 
political, as Schmitt concedes, can derive its energy from the most varied 
human endeavors, including religious, economic, and moral dimensions.5 
Here we have a third kind of power, the intangible “energy” of the political, 
irreducible to physical force. It is the authority that guides and authorizes 
the action of will on will.6 It is this energy that is the subject matter of a 
political theology.
	 Such energy, as a supplement to the will, cannot be encompassed within 
modernity’s conception of humanity as universal political subjects. As soon 
as the will is given priority, any claims of the “authority” that energizes 
the will must be dismissed by the will.7 Schmitt himself exposed the con-
sequences of such universalism: in its efort to include all, it remains an 
exclusive category. He argued that the political entity cannot by its very 
nature be universal in the sense of embracing all of humanity and the entire 
world, for the political entity presupposes the real existence of an enemy 
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and thus of another political entity. As a consequence, “To confscate the 
word humanity, to invoke and monopolize such a term probably has certain 
incalculable efects, such as denying the enemy the quality of being human 
and declaring him to be an outlaw of humanity; and a war can therefore be 
driven to the most extreme inhumanity.”8 In a similar way, modern politi-
cal thought, when it makes the political subject the universal category, ex-
cludes consideration of the energy of the political. While appealing to such 
energy in the name of universality, peace, justice, progress, civilization, 
democracy, or humanity, it deploys such energy purely in the name of the 
will. It becomes both arbitrary and totalitarian. Excluding deference to the 
authority or energy that lends validity to the democratic subject, it becomes 
a totalitarian denunciation of all authoritarianisms, drawing on its own re-
pressed reservoir of ideological energy. It neglects the bases of the political 
in the infuence over the human will of both physical power and the energy 
of the political. Authority, far from being abolished by democracy, recurs 
in a disguised form where its power is unlimited. Te nature of such power 
in the contemporary world remains a theological-political problem.

m o d e r n  h u m a n i s m

Modern political thought has been humanistic in three related senses. First, 
the human is constituted as independent of the divine. True power is not 
to be absorbed from sacred places, persons, objects, or rituals. Te claims 
of theocracies or mythical cosmologies to embody the good are rejected 
as superstition. Spectral and occult powers are regarded as illusion. Te 
will must be liberated from beliefs concerning participation in the good in 
nature just as it is liberated from the need to ward of spectral powers. In 
a secular polity, the good is something that must be willed. Such an eman-
cipation or enlightenment occurs through the second sense of humanism: 
the human subject is constituted as such through rational self-refection as 
a self-determining agent. Te human at once distinguishes itself from the 
animal and liberates itself from superstitious hopes and fears through its 
reason. By means of reason, it represents the order in nature and imposes 
order on nature. Te power of the will is exercised through representation. 
Yet the power of the will may only be confrmed as a power through the 
third sense of humanism: the human subject demonstrates its mastery over 
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an external nature. Te subject becomes a subject by exercising itself on an 
object, and the success of humanism depends on the continuation of this 
power of mastery. Te fate of modern political thought rests on demon-
strations of its efectiveness; it rests on a conception of power as mastery; 
it rests on the nonexistence of invisible powers beyond those of physics 
and the will.
	 Tree key elements have characterized the modern Western attempt to 
dominate the unruly forces of nature. Te scientifc revolution aimed at ex-
tracting the ideal form of physical law from the behavior of matter to sub-
ject matter to abstract prediction and control; the technological-industrial 
revolution aimed at subjecting production to the force of the combustion 
of preserved organic power, together with management by rational record-
ing, calculation, and communication, to maximize efciency and output; 
and the capitalist and free-market revolutions aimed at liberating human 
choice from subordination to traditional or natural ends. Te natural world 
has been mastered by science, technology, and economics. Should this 
mastery come to an end, one would have to inquire whether modern man 
is truly reasonable or truly secular.
	 At the turn of the millennium, the progress of humanism has run up 
against insuperable limits in each of these domains. Te new sciences of 
chaos and complexity demonstrate how the behavior of matter frequently 
exceeds all powers of prediction. Science no longer gives mastery. Te eco-
logical crisis demonstrates how economic production is dependent on a 
broader framework of ecological cycles to supply its resources and absorb 
its waste, cycles that can easily become unstable. Technology no longer 
gives mastery. Te globalization of the capitalist free-market economy 
demonstrates how social and personal choices are governed by autono-
mous processes driven by debt, proft, and the control of consumer desire 
rather than ordered by humane values and a substantive rationality. Eco-
nomics no longer gives mastery.
	 Such practical impotence exposes the limits of modern political theory. 
Committed to a notion of power as mastery—humanity exerting its own 
intrinsic force rather than appealing to authority—it confnes its own 
operation to representation. As pure theory or refective knowledge, it aims 
to represent faithfully the actual or desired political constitution of reality 
so that a sovereign will may exercise its judgments. Teory is written on be-
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half of a judging will, whether this is the governing agent of a nation-state, 
the private will of a democratic subject within civil society, or the collective 
force of a revolutionary organization.9 Teory informs sovereign speech 
and action. But it is doubtful whether this notion of power should consti-
tute the norm for politics. As Pierre Manent points out, the deliberate and 
rational constitution of the modern liberal state has been exceptional in 
the history of politics.10 It is by no means clear that the primary vectors of 
power continue to pass through sovereign human agency. Tere are many 
other thoughtful modes of exercising power in human relations apart from 
the alliance between representation and sovereignty found in judgment—
to name just a few, provision, production, reproduction, possession, as-
sociation, legislation, normalization, violence, promise, threat, selection, 
suggestion, persuasion, information, funding, moralizing, praying, or even 
simply giving attention. Yet power cannot be restricted to human relations. 
Beyond human agency, human life is also shaped by the agency of non-
human powers, such as material fows of heat, clean air, fresh water, fertile 
soil, electricity, fossilized energy, pollution, genetic mutation, disease, and 
nutrition. Human populations are dependent on the powers of populations 
of domestic farm animals. Te human will may only operate in alliance 
with these other human and nonhuman powers. It is doubtful whether this 
alliance between the will and the host of other powers can ever be reduced 
to representation and mastery. Tere is, however, a third domain of relative 
impotence of the will. Te subject is aficted from the inside by beliefs and 
desires. While the subject may fatter itself that it has selected its beliefs 
and desires through its own sovereign and rational choice, beliefs and de-
sires exert their own specifc power of attraction. Flowing through popu-
lations as cultures, political opinions, religions, fashions, ideals, goals, or 
anxieties, for example, these autonomous fows of beliefs and desires may 
speak through the political subject like a ventriloquist. Reason may insulate 
itself against some of these fows when it fnds inconsistencies between the 
order that derives from them and the order of perception. It has little power 
against the rationalizations that emerge from beliefs and desires when they 
act as subjects themselves, ordering representation according to their aims. 
Ten, as David Hume remarked, reason is only a slave of the passions.11 It 
is necessary to explore this third, meta-human dimension of power, for 
authority and right belong within the realm of belief.
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t h e  p h i l o s o p h y  o f  r e p r e s e n tat i o n

An awakening to the active forces of these three broad ranges of power 
exposes the limits of subjective sovereignty. Te mastery achieved through 
representation is an illusory mastery, for the quality—selectivity—through 
which representation achieves its power is also the cause of its impotence. 
In the presentation of the world to the mind, the mind is subjected to each 
perception, impulse, and orientation. It is helpless before the arising of 
each image, reaction, and desire. Yet in the representation of the world 
to the mind, the mind associates ideas, whether in accordance with their 
intrinsic nature or in accordance with its own understanding. In represen-
tation, ideas are liberated from the conditions of their arising in the course 
of time. Tey may be reproduced in the mind at will. In the act of selection, 
they are freed from external powers and subjected to the power of the mind 
alone. Te mind imposes order on the represented world. Passing through 
an order of reasons, an association of representations, the mind may deter-
mine its own will. Reproducing objects in its own imagination, the mind 
invests and fxes its own desire. In short, through representation the mind 
becomes a subject to itself. In imagination it constructs its own sovereignty 
in reason, will, and desire. Tis selectivity is at once the construction of a 
limited domain of sovereignty and a broader domain of ignorance and im-
potence. Te failure to represent and respond to every force in the order of 
the mind leads to its impotence before that which exceeds representation. 
Tere is always a remainder, epitomized by the force of the course of time 
itself, for if representation is a reproduction of images in the mind, it can-
not include the contemporary presentation of perceptions, impulses, and 
orientations. Modern reason is a hesitation, a membrane, an interruption; 
it reproduces the world in the theater of the imagination, where the order 
of the sovereign subject is maintained. Yet the sovereignty of reason exists 
in the imagination alone. Tere is one thing that must be excluded a priori 
from the representation of the sovereign subject: its impotence. Tis is not 
to say that one cannot represent oneself as impotent, but this very repre-
sentation of oneself as impotent is generated from within the mind. It is in 
practice an expression of the mind’s power.
	 A belief in the sovereignty of the subject through its rational ordering of 
representation does not emerge without some external support or confr-
mation. Several social roles may serve as a model for imagining the mastery 
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of the sovereign subject: the patriarchal father, the absolute despot, the 
chief executive ofcer, the owner of property, the artist, the animal trainer, 
the craftsperson, or the wealthy consumer, for example. Each may form 
the basis for imagining an unfettered liberty and power over a specifc do-
main. On closer inspection, however, each of these social roles exists in a 
complex web of mutual infuence and interaction with its correlative feld. 
To attain true mastery in each case, it is necessary to hold the capacity to 
break of the relation with the mastered object. Tus, the owner of property 
is absolved from the corresponding obligations for care and maintenance 
of property by disposing of it, selling it in exchange, or allowing it to de-
cay. Ownership is the right to dispose of property. Te consumer exercises 
sovereignty in the selection of products by refusing to purchase others on 
ofer. Choice is rejection. Te craftsperson rejects recalcitrant materials. 
Te despot exercises sovereignty through power over life and death. Sov-
ereignty is destruction. Sovereignty is a relation that exists only in its sus-
pension. It is exercised primarily as a threat, but the execution of the threat 
consists in dissolving the relation. Such power may be exercised through 
violence, through severance, or through fight. Yet as the image of negation, 
sovereign power exists only in the imagination. In practice, the mind may 
be subjected to both physical force and the force of authority.

p o w e r  b e y o n d  r e p r e s e n tat i o n

As a result, a political theory that takes sovereign self-determination as the 
primary expression of power sufers from a bad conscience. If power is to 
be demonstrated beyond the confnes of imagination, it must be demon-
strated in practice. Acts of violence, severance, suspension, negation, or 
fight must continually be repeated to demonstrate the reality of power. If 
the sovereignty of reason exists in the imagination alone, it must be sup-
plemented by an exercise of will. Te will demonstrates sovereignty when 
it converts representation into reality. It is a question of moving from the 
theater of imagination to the theater of life. Yet the body through which the 
will is exercised is less supple than the mind and is determined by physical 
forces and other subjects. Te sovereign will can only act on the narrow 
stage where it concurs with or overpowers other wills. Te sovereign sub-
ject pays little heed to the vast sphere of its impotence or to the construc-
tion of the stage where its action is possible. Te causality of the will is only 
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possible on the basis of cooperation or even a consensus between other 
wills and forces. Selection and consensuality form the basis for the illu-
sion of sovereignty. Tere is a physical, social, and ecological coordination 
that enables all acts of will. It appeals, beyond sovereign representation, to 
physical, human, and meta-human confgurations of power.
	 Tis mediation calls into question established notions of subjectivity, 
causality, and power. Te essence of the political is at stake here. If there is 
active mediation in all human relations, involving the activity of a multi-
plicity of nonhuman powers, of human reactions and reciprocities, and of 
currents of belief and desire, then mastery provides a very poor model, 
ideal, or goal for power. Te relation between subject and object is medi-
ated by a host of powers, both past and present; its underlying orientation 
may be determined by belief and desire.
	 In addition, the essence of reason is at stake here, because mediation 
brings into question the dichotomy between the discovery and representa-
tion of order, on the one hand, and the imposition of order, on the other. If 
action is mediated by a host of additional active forces, then there is a sense 
in which order is both disclosed and emergent. Reason, far from trying to 
represent or master reality, would then be an attempt to cooperate with, 
nourish, and reorient reality. Far from being invested in the abstract and 
universal, reason would be invested in the concrete and local.
	 Finally, at stake here is the essence of theology, for absolute sovereign 
power is a theological notion.12 Where even the tyrant depends on the cre-
dulity of his subjects, only the divine is supposed to possess absolute self-
sufciency. Short of true social models, the notion of unrestrained power 
is encountered, to varying degrees, in forms of monotheistic belief. Te 
divine is the model for the essence of power and the essence of reason. 
Only the power of the creator can be unmediated. Te sovereign subject of 
modern political thought—the basis for freedom and democracy—is not 
free from the constraints of belief and desire. Instead, it contains its own 
theological presuppositions deriving from the history of its emergence. 
Whether the subject is separated from divine power, as for the somewhat 
Arminian John Locke, or identifed with divine power, as for the some-
what Calvinist Benedict de Spinoza, a theological model of power is the 
implicit heart of sovereignty and reason. Te modern notion of the politi-
cal remains contaminated by a theological problematic inherent in its very 
notion of power. Power rests on meta-human fows of beliefs and desires.
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	 Tis notion of power as mastery should therefore be subjected to onto-
logical, political, and theological critique. In essence, one may ask whether 
such a notion of power is true, powerful, or divine. Tis is not a simple 
inquiry, for at stake is also the practice of critique. What ideal or criterion 
can be used to assess this notion of power? What principle can take prece-
dence? And what is the nature of the precedence of such a principle if it is 
not to be conceived in terms of a theology of sovereignty (understood as 
originality, independence, or mastery)? Any attempt to retreat to frst prin-
ciples leads to a vicious circle of self-presupposition. Te meaning of being, 
of power, and of divinity is presupposed in modern models of rational, 
critical inquiry. Indeed, a theology of sovereignty, expressed in the exalta-
tion of originality, independence, and mastery, is implicit within the entire 
tradition of thought deriving from Greek reason, whether this thought is 
classical philosophy, medieval theology, or modern critical reason.
	 Tere is, however, an alternative direction of thought. It is possible to 
enter the mediation of the concrete. Te move from representation to 
reality requires the mediation of the theater of life. One may escape the the-
ology of sovereignty by engaging with immanent problems.13 Te selection 
and coordination of active processes of nonhuman powers, of human inter-
actions, and of orientations of belief and desire occurs in reality as well as in 
the mind. Tere is a social body that corresponds directly to the power of 
the imagination in representation. It proceeds similarly through selection 
and mediation and is a catalyst enabling physical, human, and meta-human 
confgurations of power to interact. We are concerned here with a diferent 
kind of causality, a power external to both physical process and human will. 
It is here that a truly incarnate political theology is to be sought.
	 A specifcally social form of power is necessary to support the public 
representations on which the will acts. Such a political body could be the 
marked and appropriated body of property, or the body of the sovereign, 
or money itself.14 It is a material instance invested with ontological, eco-
nomic, and theological presuppositions. It forms a stage for the collective 
exercise of will in the public theater of representation. It mediates causality. 
It is the body of power. Without this political body, little public exercise of 
power is possible. One may try to dispose violently of as much property 
as one wishes, but if one has no title to such property, one risks meeting 
resistance from counter-violence. One may issue as many decrees as one 
chooses, yet if one has no authority, this exercise of will comes to nothing. 
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One may make as many demands as one pleases, but if one has no money, 
then one will be unable to purchase. Political power is thus unthinkable 
without a body that supports it, whether such a body is a weapon of vio-
lence, a sovereign authority, or money itself. As Edward Leigh remarked in 
1715, “Money, or that which supplies it, is the Sinews of Government both 
in War and Peace: where that is wanting, nothing can move regularly, the 
want of Money being the Root of all Political Evil.”15
	 Te conversion of thought toward concrete reason, by means of a con-
sideration of these political bodies, has a dual efect: it changes the con-
tent of reason, turning away from laws and frst principles toward concrete 
problems and mediations, and it changes the nature of reason, since reason 
no longer stands over and above the concrete but must itself pass through 
concrete mediation. Reason must go further than representation. Te im-
mediate relation of representation to consciousness is a product of the fan-
tasy of omnipotence of an isolated subject, but power is always mediated 
by selection and by a body. Each political body may operate its own par-
ticular kind of causality. Ten it is not only the case that a political body is 
invested with ontological, political, and theological presuppositions. Being 
itself, power itself, and the divine itself are not immediate representations. 
One cannot simply claim that being is, that power is powerful, or that God 
is divine. One cannot discover what such concepts might mean without the 
mediation of a concrete, political body. Ontological, political, and theologi-
cal inquiries cannot proceed directly to impose their order, will, and desire 
on representation without being caught up in a narcissistic fantasy. Indeed, 
there is no reality or verifcation, no power or representation, no divinity 
or credibility without mediation. All ontological, political, and theological 
inquiries—concerning truth, power, and divinity—need to pass through 
the mediation of some kind of body that gives substance to their claims. 
As Jacques Lacan once said, “Man thinks with his object.”16 Contemporary 
philosophy, political theory, and theology can make no further progress 
without a consideration of money.

m o n e y  a s  a  p o l i t i c a l  b o d y

In modernity, money mediates property and sovereignty: one comes into 
sovereign possession through exchange. Money is itself property belonging 
to an individual account. Money is also dispersed sovereignty: the capacity 
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of the sovereign to repay debts through future taxation underwrites the 
value of money. Te sovereign body itself, now in the form of the sym-
bols of sovereign power, has become multiplied and dispersed among indi-
viduals. Each time money is spent, whether inside or beyond the limits of 
the particular nation-state, it expresses the sovereign power of the nation 
whose symbols it bears. Property, sovereignty, and credit become united in 
the body of money. Money participates in and brings together the realms 
of the nonhuman, the human, and belief and desire. In modernity, money 
is the political body par excellence.
	 Money acts as the living symbol of the sovereign individual. It expresses 
individual power as nothing else can. If the right to dispose of property is ex-
ercised to the full, and property is exchanged, then the value of that property 
is expressed in terms of money as its price. Money substitutes for property 
after severance of the bonds of ownership. Similarly, the liberty of the sov-
ereign individual to enter into any obligation or contract at will is expressed 
in terms of money. It is only money that may trade for all other things. 
Money, in Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s phrase, is “coined liberty.”17 Furthermore, 
money is efective demand, or, in James Buchan’s phrase, “frozen desire.”18 
It commands order. Without money, there would be no production in a 
society based on the division of labor. Money gives the motive for produc-
tion. Money efectively symbolizes the value of property, the sovereignty of 
freedom, and the power of desire. It is the political body that stands before 
and represents the individual. Money is the tool through which democracy 
is realized. Money is the supreme instrument of political expression.
	 According to the old saying by George Savile, “Tey who are of the opin-
ion that Money will do every thing, may very well be suspected to do every-
thing for Money.”19 One must consider not only whether money efectively 
symbolizes the sovereign individual, but also whether the sovereign indi-
vidual may not be the imaginary refection of money. One must consider 
whether power in modernity operates primarily through the sovereignty 
of the will, or whether power in modernity operates primarily through the 
active force of money. One must consider whether the beliefs and desires 
that fow through individuals are not made possible by social institutions 
such as the market and the nation-state in which the individual’s sovereign 
will can be exercised. One must consider whether the market itself is not 
founded on money as the basis for exchange and whether the state itself is 
not founded on money as the basis for taxation.
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	 Te turn of thought to the mediation of the concrete, therefore, has 
very little to do with the scientifc study of empirical reality, which selects 
and analyzes reality on the basis of principles, concepts, and formulas em-
bedded in the imagination. Life itself is deprived of its own embodiment, 
mediation, and fecundity. Te consideration of money as a political body 
is a matter of theology rather than of economic science. Tis can be ex-
plained by means of a concrete example. In his introduction to Grundrisse, 
Karl Marx famously argued that “civil society,” the society of free individu-
als detached from natural bonds in free competition, is itself a historical 
product. Te producing individual, using tools and language, is a product 
of the family and communal society. Only in the eighteenth century did 
social relations confront the individual as a mere means toward private 
purposes.20 For Marx, if everything—including social forms such as indi-
viduals and money—is produced historically, then the social structure is 
entirely determined by the structure of production.21 Te individual is itself 
a representation, a product. Marx attributed primacy to production be-
cause everything is produced historically. Tis seems to be the primacy of 
temporal order: process comes before product just as subject comes be-
fore object. Where the other classical economists took the individual as a 
presupposition, Marx argued that the individual possessed of property and 
liberty is itself a historical product—a product of collective labor.
	 It is not clear that “social production” or “historical production” are any 
less derivative than the individual will. Social production, of course, is de-
pendent on tradition, command, or money.22 We need to consider whether 
historical production is dependent on some mediating term that gives it 
orientation and direction. A few pages later, Marx answered the question 
diferently:

Nothing seems more natural than to begin with ground rent, with landed property, 
since this is bound up with the earth, the source of all production and all being, and 
with the frst form of production of all more or less settled societies—agriculture. 
But nothing would be more erroneous. In all forms of society there is one specifc 
kind of production which predominates over the rest, whose relations thus assign 
rank and infuence to the others. . . . In bourgeois society . . . agriculture more and 
more becomes merely a branch of industry, and is entirely dominated by capital. 
Ground rent likewise. In all forms where landed property rules, the natural relation 
[is] still predominant. In those where capital rules, the social, historically created 
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element [is]. Ground rent cannot be understood without capital. But capital can 
certainly be understood without ground rent.23

Te primacy of a natural or temporal order, implicit in the notion of “his-
torical production,” is undermined.24 Tree principles are enunciated here 
against what one might consider a “naturalistic fallacy.” First, capital pre-
dominates—it exercises a sovereign power. Second, it does so as the his-
torically created element, since social production now organizes natural 
production. Tis is only because of the frst principle: that capital rules. 
Tird, capital can be understood without ground rent; it is thus based on 
independent principles of the understanding. Capital is supposed to be in-
dependent of agriculture. It is capable of ruling, therefore, because of its 
independence. Sovereignty derives from a severance of relation.
	 What is at stake here is the specifc power of capital, its mode of ruling. 
Tis power has something to do with independence, although it is in 
reality inconceivable that there could be capital without agriculture, just as 
it is inconceivable that there could be city-states without agriculture. Te 
power would therefore seem to be independence in an order of principles 
or reasons. Yet this power also has something to do with ofering itself as 
a representative body, “a general illumination which bathes all the other 
colours . . . a particular ether which determines the specifc gravity of every 
being.”25 Indeed, the activity of historical production as well as the exercise 
of sovereign power may be impossible without such a representative body 
that mediates all causation. Marx himself broke with historical determin-
ism: “It would therefore be unfeasible and wrong to let the economic cate-
gories follow one another in the same sequence as that in which they were 
historically decisive. Teir sequence is determined, rather, by their relation 
to one another in modern bourgeois society, which is precisely the oppo-
site of that which seems to be their natural order or which corresponds to 
historical development.”26 In bourgeois society, private property as a social 
reality is a product of money, since landed property is enclosed for the pur-
pose of obtaining money through trade rather than simply obtaining grain 
through agriculture. Property is only private property when it is capable 
of being exchanged. Similarly, the liberty of the individual is a product of 
money, since an individual may be freed from the demands of commu-
nity, tradition, and authority only by fnding other sources to provide for 
needs, through trading for money. Furthermore, the individual becomes a 
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42  h  O f  P o l i t i c s

subject of desire, capable of ordering production through demands, only 
when such demands are made efective through money. Te abstract social 
relations of property, liberty, and desire, removed from their formation in 
a physical and social context, gain social consistency through money.

c o n c l u s i o n

One can no longer consider the vital political problem to be that of politi-
cal subjectivity. It is no longer a question of conscious self-determination, 
whether as an individual or as a collective. Te sovereignty required for 
such a subject is itself an illusion. Instead, the concrete manifestation of 
physical and meta-human powers at the end of modernity requires eluci-
dation. Once the context for contemporary intervention is clarifed, two 
subsequent problems become urgent. Te frst concerns the way in which 
capital or money predominates, or the mode of exercise of a power that 
does not appear to be constrained by competing powers. It concerns the 
essence and exercise of power itself. Te second concerns the possibility of 
bodies of representation. What political bodies can still be created that will 
attribute a diferent hue or gravity to all particular things represented under 
their light? What further concretions can be enabled? How may the value 
of such values be assessed?
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T h e  E n d  o f  M o d e r n i t y

Modernity has  always been a utopian myth. Te unique reorder-
ing of the surface of the planet over the past two hundred years, and espe-
cially over the past sixty years, has not occurred through acts of human will 
and knowledge alone. Te contributions of physical processes and other 
life forms, of instinctive human care and provision, of captivating ideas, 
and even of money have been immense. One may even wonder whether 
the human will is a product of such a broader range of processes. Discus-
sion of this point is somewhat academic, however. Te end of modernity 
or the disclosure of modernity as an illusion, whichever is the case, does 
not arrive as a change in intellectual fashion. It is a brutal, physical, over-
whelming reality. It is the breakdown of stable alliances between environ-
mental, human, and meta-human processes. For those aficted as a result 
of modernity—by war, contagious disease, loss of land and access to fresh 
water, loss of networks of social provision, and loss of employment and 
means of subsistence—modernity has always meant instability and im-
potence. Modernity has fed of and propagated geographical inequality.1 
And, as will be demonstrated in the chapters that follow, wealth is built on 
poverty, and knowledge is built on ignorance.
	 Te impotence of the modern, rational subject is exposed by instabili-
ties in both physical and meta-human powers. Modernity comes to a fnal 
end in the collision between economy and ecology. At the time of frst 
writing (in November 2005), the vast majority of informed opinion has 
little sense of the inevitability or impact of such a collision. By the time 
this book reaches many readers, the end of modernity may be so evident 
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that it is pointless to attempt to predict or explain it. For example, the end 
of modernity engulfed New Orleans in early September 2005 in the wake 
of Hurricane Katrina. Te environment ceased to behave in a stable way 
necessary for prediction and control; damage was inficted on the primary 
source of power for modernity, oil production and refning; the human 
bonds of modern society evaporated with the fooding of the energy and 
transportation infrastructure; and, most signifcant, a climate of fear in-
vaded the otherwise undamaged public institutions responding to the 
crisis—the media, military, and emergency-management authorities—
leaving many of them paralyzed and useless, at best, or positively harmful, 
at worst, for several days. Such is the end of modernity: a generalized state 
of emergency in which the stability of normal, modern life proves to be 
the exception rather than the rule. Indeed, the stability of modernity has 
always been exceptional. Te emergency and chaos that are its inevitable 
by-product are the norm.

p h y s i c a l  i n s ta b i l i t y

Human agency can achieve mastery only if the physical world behaves pre-
dictably. Assumptions of continuity and gradual change have been axiom-
atic in the development of science from Newton up through the twentieth 
century, whether in physics, biology, or geology. At the limits, however, 
discontinuities arise. What is difcult to predict in a complex world, as op-
posed to an isolated laboratory, is where the thresholds of stable behavior 
might lie.
	 Dominant narratives of climate change designed to inform policy have 
until recently focused on the detection of trends rather than the predic-
tion of possibilities. Te narrative of abrupt climate change, by contrast, 
implies that surprises are inevitable.2 Te past ten thousand years (in geo-
logic terms, the Holocene era) have shown a remarkable level of global cli-
matic stability, but even during this period abrupt regional climate changes 
have been sufcient to wipe out civilizations.3 Prior to the Holocene era, 
global average temperatures oscillated much more sharply, according to 
evidence from the Greenland ice core and from ocean sediments. Abrupt 
oscillations between colder and milder conditions lasting ten or twenty 
years were common; vast changes of temperature took place within fve 
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years.4 Te last warm age, the Eemian period of 135,000–110,000 years ago, 
had sudden plunges toward ice-age temperatures; only its last two thou-
sand years were stable.5 In comparison, the past eight thousand years have 
been strangely stable. Human agricultural and industrial activities have not 
yet faced the large and rapid climate oscillations typical for most of the last 
110,000 years.
	 Projections of temperature rises over the coming century depend on the 
rate of anthropogenic forcing through the emission of greenhouse gases. 
Te mechanisms that trigger abrupt change or establish global stability are 
as yet poorly understood and can easily escape detection. An abrupt climate 
change occurs when a threshold is crossed, triggering a transition to a new 
state at a rate determined by the climate system rather than by the initial 
cause. For example, the last ice age was followed by another cold spell that 
lasted for about thirteen centuries. Te Younger Dryas period, as that cold 
spell is known, may have been caused by the melting of a glacier and the re-
sultant change in the drainage pattern of a large freshwater lake in Canada 
from the Mississippi River basin to the St. Lawrence estuary. Tis change 
in route, in turn, redistributed salinity in the North Atlantic and disrupted 
the prevailing pattern of thermohaline circulation, changing the global cli-
mate. Such is the delicacy of the overall climate system. Anthropogenic 
triggers are potentially more signifcant. Tere are many potential candi-
dates for positive feedback processes that trigger abrupt climate change. 
Greater evaporation from rising sea temperatures near the equator may 
disrupt the thermohaline circulation of ocean currents through increased 
precipitation and runof, causing lower salinity in the Arctic. Tese changes 
have been postulated as a potential cause of past dramatic oscillations in 
the Earth’s climate. Te melting of the Greenland and Arctic ice sheets 
may have a similar efect. Rising sea temperatures in the Arctic may reduce 
the coverage of the Arctic with ice and, consequently, reduce the albedo 
efect by which solar radiation is refected, leading to a self-perpetuating 
process. Methane gas, released from soils and bogs in the Northern Hemi-
sphere as the permafrost melts, would intensify the greenhouse efect. Te 
drying out of rainforests such as the Amazon as the temperature rises may 
lead to increased forest fres and the release of carbon dioxide. It has been 
estimated that small temperature increases would turn forests, oceans, and 
soils into net sources rather than sinks of greenhouse gases.6 Increasing 
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diferences in temperature between ocean beds and surfaces could lead to 
greater stratifcation of temperature layers, reducing the fow to the surface 
of nutrients that feed the phytoplankton on which all sea life depends and 
that act as a major sink of carbon dioxide. News reports in 2005 and 2006 
stated that most of these processes are already under way: Downward cur-
rents in the Arctic to drive the Gulf Stream have signifcantly decreased; 
levels of ice cover in the Arctic after the summer melt are signifcantly re-
duced; the defrosting of the western Siberian peat bog, the size of France 
and Germany combined, is releasing bubbles of methane; numerous forest 
fres have broken out; and the Amazon is sufering droughts.7 In short, 
if the global climate is normally unstable, and anthropogenically induced 
climate change triggers a much larger release of carbon, methane, and ni-
trous oxides—whether from fossil fuels, industrial agriculture, forests, or 
degradation of the soil—then dramatic changes in temperature are inevi-
table. Less predictable are the extremes of regional temperature changes 
that will occur over a period of instability and whether a new stability will 
be achieved at a much hotter temperature or, as a result of processes yet 
unknown, a much colder one than the present. Climate models have not 
yet succeeded in simulating the abrupt climate changes of the past, and 
the summaries of scientifc papers speak only in terms of uncertainties. 
Te results of anthropogenically induced climate change may well include 
droughts, famines, foods, hurricanes, and forest fres. Tey may well in-
clude the permanent fooding of low-lying countries and coastal cities, 
which contain a signifcant proportion of the global population, as well as 
frequent fooding of a third of agricultural lands. Tey may result in dra-
matic and rapid oscillations in temperature or even another ice age. Predic-
tion of the most basic conditions for continued human existence becomes 
impossible.8
	 At the end of modernity, a second, perhaps more imminent, catastrophe 
is also waiting to happen. Te fnitude of environmental resources such as 
fossil fuels, fresh water, fertile soil, forests, biodiversity, and pollution sinks 
threatens to destabilize the global economy. It is already possible to gain a 
sense of the scale of this collision course, if not its ultimate consequences. A 
paper presented in 2002 to the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, “Track-
ing the Ecological Overshoot of the Human Economy,” aggregated the area 
needed for cropland, grazing, forestry, fshing, and human habitation, as 
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well as for the absorption of carbon dioxide, and concluded that the human 
economy has exceeded the carrying capacity of the planet since 1980. In 
2002, some 1.2 Planet Earths were needed to sustain levels of consumption. 
Moreover, if 12 percent of the planet were set aside for the preservation of 
biodiversity, which contributes to a wide variety of essential environmental 
services, then the fgure would be closer to 1.4 Earths.9
	 We are consuming our own collective body. Because wealth is inevi-
tably perceived in terms of physical consumption by embodied human 
beings, economic growth necessitates an increase in consumption. A global 
growth in wealth and consumption of 2.8 percent per annum (the average 
in 2000–2004) would be sufcient to double this load within twenty-fve 
years. For low-income countries, with a total population of 2.3 billion and 
a growth rate in the gross domestic product (GDP) of 5.1 percent over this 
period, consumption would double in merely fourteen years.10 Clearly, vital 
instabilities will arise at a global level within twenty-fve years. Most of the 
efects of overshoot will be regional, since fertile soil, fresh water, forests, 
and even natural gas have limited transportability. Te efects have com-
paratively little impact on the lives of the wealthy. Te global crisis emerg-
ing from the collision between economic growth and ecological fnitude 
must therefore arise from a defciency of oil supplies. While an intelligent 
layman could have predicted this some years ago (it was in early 2001 that 
this reasoning led me to check the data on the remaining years of oil re-
serves at the current rates of production) there is now a burgeoning litera-
ture on the fossil-fuel crisis as the end of modernity.11
	 Te carbon burned in fossil fuels amounts to the consumption of four 
centuries’ worth of total primary plant growth each year. Oil deposits derive 
from a few epochs of extreme global warming when the atmosphere was 
flled with carbon dioxide, which fostered prolifc algal growth that efec-
tively poisoned the seas and lakes. Deposits of algae were later converted 
into oil. Te geology of oil is well understood, and there are few deposits 
left to fnd; extrapolation from the rate of past fnds suggests that 90 per-
cent of recoverable reserves have already been discovered. Indeed, more 
oil has been produced than discovered for each of the past thirty years. 
With the peak of discovery in the early 1960s, and cumulative production 
lagging discovery by thirty-eight years, the fnal peak of oil production is 
approaching very shortly. For example, rates of oil and natural-gas produc-
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tion in the United States and United Kingdom are set to fall sharply over 
the next ten years. While some estimates of the date of oil’s peak place it 
as far away as 2037, these are largely speculative.12 Credible estimates place 
it in the current decade. Whatever the precise date, the peak of fossil-fuel 
production signals the end of modernity. During the twentieth century, 
the global population expanded sixfold, exactly in parallel with oil produc-
tion.13 Fossil fuels are an essential part of most aspects of food production, 
including transport, the construction and operation of farm machinery, the 
production and use of fertilizer and pesticides, the generation of electricity 
for refrigeration and storage, and cooking. Given the ease of storing and 
transporting fossil fuels, and the small amount of energy required to ex-
tract them from the ground, there are no efective alternatives for use on a 
similar scale.14 At the same time, the world’s level of energy consumption 
will double in a mere twenty-eight years, driven by population growth, 
industrial development, and increasing per capita energy use. Te collision 
between supply and demand will take place within a decade.15 (Indeed, I 
now regard the credit crisis of 2008 as the frst phase of the collision: the 
rise in oil prices and consequent infation led to the rise of interest rates, 
triggering the failure of subprime loans.) Given the extent of the degrada-
tion of the soil by industrial agriculture over the past century, the global 
population looks set to plummet toward preindustrial levels over the next 
thirty years.16 Te consequences will be worst in countries with poor soils 
and dense populations, as well as in countries heavily afected by climate 
change.
	 Te end of modernity will be met by climatic instability, fuel poverty, 
food shortages, disease, social unrest, confict, and war. In a time of shrink-
ing rather than growing resources, few of the economic and political values 
of modernity can be preserved. A social order propagated through mass 
communications rather than personal relations will demonstrate very little 
resilience. Catastrophes and abominations of hitherto unimagined propor-
tions are almost inevitable.
	 Te aim of this summary is not to persuade people of the coming catas-
trophe of the end of modernity, as events themselves will do this more 
rapidly and efectively. Te argument is, rather, that the modern age has 
been built on the power of fossil fuels rather than the human will alone. It 
is difcult to summon up political will when one is aficted by physical in-
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stabilities, whether in the environment, in access to essential resources, or 
in health. Any account of the political that begins with the will alone must 
be defcient. Any account of the economy that begins with human labor, 
as opposed to the labor of the soil, of domestic animals, and of fossil fuels, 
is defcient. Moreover, once the self-referential circle of the human will is 
breached, the way is opened for other interventions and forces.

c o n c e p t ua l  i n s ta b i l i t y

In modern thought, concepts are formed by a process of abstraction and 
representation. Humanity can only achieve mastery if concepts retain their 
identities through this process. Should concepts dissimulate and nature 
prove to be unnatural, power prove to be subservience, wealth prove to be 
poverty, democracy prove to be tyranny, or freedom prove to be constraint, 
then concepts will be insufciently stable to inform the will.
	 Te normal procedure is to attempt to stabilize concepts through the 
sovereign decree of defnition. Defnition may establish a network of con-
ceptual relations, but it does little to guarantee the authenticity of repre-
sentation, as the existence of relatively more and less useful defnitions 
shows. Instead, it is essential that the process of abstraction and represen-
tation preserve the nature of the abstraction designated by the concept. 
Abstraction cannot be allowed to compromise fdelity. Herein lies a pecu-
liar difculty: abstraction is a selective procedure. In the representations 
of the sovereign subject, the selection cannot be performed by the nature 
that is to be selected; it must therefore be performed in representation 
itself, with the abstraction as its own criterion. Abstract concepts precede 
the sovereignty of the thinking subject as the conditions and criteria for 
representation. Tey are at once what is represented and what enables rep-
resentation. Tey are like the courtiers who fatter their sovereign as to the 
wisdom and originality of his decisions while at the same time they serve as 
his sole sources of information, manipulating an inevitable outcome. Tey 
are like the bureaucrats who govern elected politicians without those politi-
cians’ knowledge. Tis self-referentiality has the efect of self-confrmation, 
excluding all that is diferent from consideration. Tere is no longer a test 
of fdelity to the matter at hand.
	 Te manipulation of concepts to appeal to immediate interests and pas-
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sions is a perennial and widely acknowledged tool of propaganda. It is rarely 
acknowledged that reason will inevitably be supplanted in such a process. 
For if consciousness is informed by a process of representation, then one 
will only select for representation that which contributes to a judgment 
that will continue such representation. Imagination has its own process 
of natural selection, its own economy of survival. Te vividness of con-
cepts depends more on their conceptual coherence and self-referentiality 
in specifc circumstances than it does on the nature of those circumstances. 
Tese paradoxes are well illustrated by the concept of democracy. Democ-
racy consists in the identity of the governed and the governing. It is a re-
active conceptual formulation, taking its notion of “governing” from the 
sovereign institutions, such as absolute monarchy, that it historically op-
poses. Carl Schmitt noted the paradox here: in a democracy, the sovereign, 
whether an assembly composed of or representing all citizens, can change 
laws and constitutions at will, without the limitations imposed on mon-
archy or aristocracy.17 Indeed, in a democracy, where each consents to be 
governed by the collective will, there is a capacity for unrestricted domi-
nation. As Schmitt points out, it matters little whether the collective will is 
determined by the majority or whether it is determined only by a minority, 
perhaps even the executive, as in the case of war. Te collective will must be 
obeyed without appeal. For Schmitt, the “people”—referring to those who 
govern and are governed—is a public category. Note the self-referentiality 
here. How can one have a public without a people or a people without a 
public? For Schmitt, then, ballots and opinion polls are insufcient to form 
the will of the people. Te “unanimous opinion of one hundred million pri-
vate persons is neither the will of the people nor public opinion.”18 Te key 
issue is neither the will of the people nor the will of the executive but the 
process by which the public will is formed, both as a general will through a 
constitutional process and as public opinion through information and dis-
cussion. Democracy is fated to destroy itself in the formation of the will.19 
In the last instance, it is neither the people nor the executive that govern 
but the processes of formation of a public will. Te public will is compatible 
with dictatorship or almost any other kind of government. Every signifcant 
political power can hope to form the people’s will and so identify with the 
will of the people.20
	 Joseph Schumpeter has similarly pointed out that the will of the people 
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requires a conception of a common good around which the will of the 
people can be unifed.21 For the collective will to be public, it must be repre-
sented, and in that respect it requires a determinate object. Te problem 
for democracy here is that such a conception of the common good appears 
to be lacking. Te mechanisms of liberal democracy, including freedom of 
speech, freedom of press, freedom of assembly, and freedom of discussion, 
produce an unrestrained clash of opinions. Te role of mediation comes to 
the fore once more. It is one thing to have an abstract freedom of speech 
and another to be efectively heard. In the clash of opinion, opinions are 
not heard more vividly if they speak the truth, for the truth can be veri-
fed only by the confrmation of further vivid opinions. Instead, opinions 
must fatter the audience they attempt to attract; they must appeal to pas-
sions and immediate interests. Te resolution of this competition—where 
liberal-democratic mechanisms give weight to the majority—must be a 
utilitarian conception of the common good, the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number. Tis is not the triumph of liberal ideology but the efect 
of mechanisms of confict and competition. Moreover, this utilitarian con-
ception can be little other than a materialistic conception of the common 
good as the creation of wealth, for no other conception can survive the test 
of liberal discussion. Te creation of wealth alone has universal appeal to 
immediate interests.
	 Te stability of liberal democracy depends on the stability of its concept 
of wealth. In a liberal democracy, the consumer appears to be sovereign. 
Te people, governed by the vision of the common good of consumption, 
are fated to serve the creation of wealth. Tis vision might not, without 
considerable advertising propaganda and institutional conditioning, corre-
spond to the private will. Yet no other outcome is possible. Capitalism is a 
process of continual restructuring for the sake of maximizing consumption. 
Consumption, of course, rests on production, and production rests on ma-
chines, resources, people, and organizations. Te sovereignty of consump-
tion results in the subservience of production; for each act of consumption 
there is an extended network of producers engaged in production, often 
beyond the confnes of the democratic state. Te inevitable outcome of 
a liberal democracy, lacking a collective determination of higher goods, 
is subjection to consumer desire. Production no longer has a universal 
representation like consumption; it cannot form the basis for agreement 
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on the common good. Wealth is necessarily dualistic and unequal. It in-
volves domination and poverty. Te stability of democracy depends on 
keeping this poverty beyond the confnes of expression in a political will. 
As Schmitt noted, if democracy requires the equality of the homogeneous 
on the basis of, for example, membership in a nation, it also necessarily 
requires the elimination of the heterogeneous from political representa-
tion.22 Te foreign and unequal, but also the animal and nonhuman, as 
well as higher values or spectral forces, are excluded from political repre-
sentation. Democracy constructs the homogeneity of the collective will to 
which it appeals. In sum, the concept of democracy dissimulates. Beneath 
the ideals that it conjures up, it facilitates the domination of the people by 
consumer desire and money.
	 Democracy is merely a polemical principle, an organizational form 
without political content.23 Historically, it has often been supplemented 
by liberal norms of discussion and openness: persuading an opponent or 
allowing oneself to be persuaded of the truth or justice of something. Te 
assumption is that truth or justice will predominate in free and open dis-
cussion. Te problem of representation recurs here once again. Represen-
tation necessarily isolates an individual from its context. It separates the 
object from its environment. It imposes a hierarchical dualism between ob-
ject and environment. Te environment is treated as background, excluded 
from the value of the object, defned and explained in terms of the object, 
stereotyped, and homogenized.24 All representation is partial, obscuring 
truth and propagating injustice. All representation is misrepresentation; 
all representation imposes its own values in advance. Representation has 
little facility for propagating truth and justice, because truth and justice are 
independent of opinion and representation. Te paradox of representation 
is that, although matters that are true and right may be represented, the 
truth or justice of such matters cannot be represented in their indepen-
dence from representation. Truth and justice exceed all representation. If 
one attempts to represent them, then they are produced by thought and 
are no longer independent of representation. If one merely appeals to their 
independence, then they are not represented at all. In short, democratic 
discussion is doomed to fail—not because people are insufciently ascetic 
to pursue truth at the expense of their own interests, but because the inter-
ests of reason already exist that determine the conditions of representation. 
All of the common complaints about democracy in practice emerge from 
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this structural problem: the degeneration of democracy into a struggle of 
party interests, the banality of debate, the politics of personalities, the irra-
tionality of human behavior, the manipulation of opinion by propaganda, 
the secrecy of real decision making outside public debate, and the deter-
mination of politics by economic realities. None of these failings are new. 
Democracy is corrupted at the origin because it subscribes to an impossible 
ideal.
	 Similarly, the political ideal of freedom echoes modern humanism. It 
is freedom from public representations of divine command or the sacred 
common good; it is freedom to determine one’s will by entering into con-
tracts in the marketplace; and it is freedom to master a portion of nature or 
dispose of one’s property as one pleases. Lacking public representations or 
manifestations of a common good, free and open debate must necessarily 
settle on such individual freedom as its lowest common denominator. Once 
guarding against threats to the individual or property becomes the essence 
of the common good, then manipulation of fear becomes the pre-eminent 
tool of governance, and absolute rule by the state may be sanctioned to de-
fend against an emergency. Yet this very perception of the primacy of threat 
and consequent absolutism derives not from taking freedom and property 
as ontological points of departure. Instead, the positing of freedom and 
property as a basis derives from the mechanisms of representation and dis-
cussion themselves. For freedom and property alone have universal appeal 
to immediate interests.
	 Just as the collective will of democracy requires the creation of wealth as 
the object that makes it possible, it also requires an assumption of the free 
individual as subject of this will. Failing the public representation of truth 
and justice, however, there is no other form of persuasion than the ma-
nipulation of opinion. Just as in the sphere of economics, where freedom 
to consume is dependent on the constraint on others to produce, so also in 
politics, freedom of expression is dependent on the constraint on others to 
be persuaded. Universal freedom is only possible in an ideal world without 
context. Te modern quest for wealth—the increasing domination of the 
natural world—and freedom—the separation from natural constraint and 
social obligation—are illusions, impossible ideals born of representation 
and abstraction, projections of an idealized condition in which humanity 
cannot survive or fourish.
	 In the last instance, representation rests on a utopian faith. Modern 
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values are supported not by nature or reason but by nothing less than a 
secular theology. Teological questions may be reintroduced as soon as 
one places representation—that which abstracts from time—back within 
time. Saving time forms the essence of the modern project of emancipation. 
Only when one is liberated from the constraints of natural necessity that 
may foreshorten our life spans, and one is liberated from the constraints 
of social obligation that occupy our time, does one have the freedom to 
become what one wishes to be. Te aspiration is for a condition of atheism 
where one is fnally unconditioned by God or nature. Economic rationality 
depends on a symbolization of time so that a calculation can be performed 
that minimizes relative expenditure while maximizing control over nature 
through technology and maximizing control over social obligation through 
money. Te certainty that attaches to economic rationality derives from its 
proofs in practice: technological invention and acquisition of wealth. Yet 
the knowledge, power, and wealth acquired are always local and partial. 
Projecting a future when liberation will be complete, economic rationality 
is faith seeking understanding. In this total future, abstract symbols of time 
will efectively represent time as open, empty, and undetermined in a glori-
ous, heavenly future where the passage of time is no longer constrained by 
natural necessity or social obligation. Trust in the transcendent will vanish 
only when one fnally attains the complete repeatability and universality 
required for scientifc certainty, and when all knowledge is grounded on 
evidence. Only as such will the secular sphere be constituted, the sphere of 
the present age untrammeled by obligation to repeat the past or anxious 
expectation of the judgments of the future, where all causes are mediated 
to their consequences by knowledge.
	 To attain such a condition, however, it is necessary to short-circuit ex-
pectations and treat the secular age as though it were present, here and 
now. One projects hypotheses about the natural world before one can test 
and correct them. Similarly, in the sphere of value, one estimates the price 
of a commodity in relation to other commodities, needs, and interests. Tis 
very anticipation, this very faith, introduces a distortion into emancipatory 
practice, producing ignorance and slavery. For one has to project the secu-
lar utopia as already attained in order to construct the world of nature or 
the sphere of value. Te result is a totalization that attempts to efect both 
a formal and a real subsumption of reality. Concepts of nature, value, so-
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ciety, necessity, power, wealth, freedom, and even money are abstractions 
that depend on a prior totalization, as though the system of exchange and 
relation that constitutes the world were universal. In each case, a represen-
tation of material life, which functions as a medium of social interaction, 
assumes an autonomy from social interaction as soon as it is posited as 
existing in itself. It maintains such an autonomy only by attempting to real-
ize itself, by efecting frst a formal and then a real subsumption of material 
life under its organizing categories. In short, the material, secular, natural, 
and social worlds have no ontological purchase. Tey are representations 
that exist only insofar as they attempt to realize themselves. Tey possess 
an abstract unity that can never be realized in practice.
	 Te mechanism for the constitution of the secular order of nature, or the 
“novo ordo seclorum” celebrated on the dollar bill, is explained by money. 
We return to the problem of the specifc power of money to venture a pre-
liminary exposition. Tis mechanism, the dominant political “energy” of 
modernity, can be summarized briefy here. It will be elaborated subse-
quently. Failing the arrival of the universal, secular utopia, one substitutes 
a particular for the universal in anticipation of the universal. In Grund-
risse, Marx noticed the “contradiction” that occurs between money as the 
universal unit of account and money as a particular commodity that can 
be exchanged: “Money—the common form into which all commodities 
as exchange values are transformed, i.e. the universal commodity—must 
itself exist as a particular commodity alongside the others, since what is 
required is not only that they can be measured against it in the head, but 
that they can be changed and exchanged for it in the actual exchange pro-
cess. Te contradiction which thereby enters, to be developed elsewhere.”25 
Te consequence of such a contradiction is that there is no longer such a 
thing as nature, society, or even history. No such universal terms are ever 
achieved or explained. One always substitutes a particular for the universal: 
a natural process for nature as a whole; a social institution for society; a 
historical event for history. Lacking access to knowledge of the full order 
of nature, one projects partial and particular images to substitute for the 
universal. Yet what are rendered invisible in a commodifed, naturalistic, 
secular ontology based on evidence and information are not merely social 
forces, but temporal forces. In the very act of saving time, one loses time 
altogether. In the construction of secular knowledge, a knowledge of the 
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“present age,” one excludes the past and the future in favor of an imagined 
eschaton of perfect knowledge. Tis attempt to save time by attaining a 
partial vision of perfect knowledge in advance of the eschaton is the very 
move that at once eliminates all possibility of true knowledge of time and 
allows the entry of diabolical forces into human thought.
	 Te consequences of the substitution of the particular for a projected 
universal have a signifcance that amounts to both the origin and the end 
of modernity. First, since there is no necessity that governs which particu-
lar should be substituted for the universal, this structure of thinking can 
capture all desires. All points of view can be represented here, for the sub-
stitution of the particular for the universal is a purely formal structure. It 
does not initially seem to matter which content will come to fll it. Progress 
toward the universal ofers the promise of limitless possibility. In the secu-
lar eschaton, once progress has been achieved, people will have the freedom 
to do as they please with their time and money, since they will no longer be 
subjected to natural necessity or social obligation. As a commodity, then, 
money stands in for any specifc will or desire; it is the material represen-
tation of a universal form. Second, however, those particulars that are best 
suited to occupying the place of the universal are those that are capable of 
universalizing themselves. A conception of the people as supreme power, 
for example, or a conception of human identity as self-consciousness, or a 
conception of truth as founded on empirical evidence, or a conception of 
money as supreme value—it is astonishing to consider the extent to which 
human activity has been regulated by such autopoietic ideas. Te relevant 
characteristics of such ideas include both an openness to relation, so that 
the rest of the world is judged from their perspective, and a closed interior 
generated by self-reference, so that they become the sole measures of them-
selves. In the case of money, since it is both means of payment and unit of 
account, the best way to acquire what one wishes is to make money frst. 
Tus, money posits itself as the universal, supreme value and the means 
of access to all other values. At the same time, money becomes a kind of 
encompassing membrane that determines what will count as valuable, just 
as empirical truth determines what counts as real, or self-consciousness 
determines what counts as experience, or the will of the people determines 
what happens in the course of history. Tird, once signifcance has been 
delegated to the universalized particular, it then becomes the source of all 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



T h e  E n d  o f  M o d e r n i t y   h  57

benefts, wealth, and signifcance. By saving time and borrowing a particu-
lar postulate from a future secular utopia, one owes a debt of gratitude. 
One is under an obligation to demonstrate that one’s idol will indeed ap-
pear in the secular utopia. In this respect, the extreme vulnerability of the 
monetary system constitutes the very source of its power. Not only are 
economic agents committed to making future profts to pay of current 
debts, but governments are committed to preserving and restoring a fragile 
monetary system as the very condition of all social activity. Te devastating 
efects of fnancial crises demonstrate how dependent the “real economy” 
is on monetary systems.26 Moreover, such devastating efects tend to im-
poverish and disempower ordinary people, while international bodies en-
sure that reconstruction gives prime importance to the re-stabilization of 
the monetary system in the interests of international capital as the precon-
dition for any political action.27 Volatility and instability, the result of the 
“internal contradictions” of capital, only strengthen the system as a whole. 
Te analogies hold with other universalized particulars. Te absence of 
clarity concerning the will of the people makes the determination of public 
opinion all the more necessary. Failures of human self-consciousness make 
self-knowledge all the more important. Errors and prejudices make empiri-
cal verifcation of the truth more urgent. Te freedom of modernity entails 
an unlimited debt to the future that it has created. Within the illusion of 
modernity, life is determined by eschatology.

e c o n o m i c  i n s ta b i l i t i e s

Te end of modernity is a crisis of representation. Once nature is no longer 
stable, it cannot be efectively represented and mastered; once concepts are 
no longer stable, political decisions can no longer be taken according to 
principles or pragmatic considerations. Te humanistic representation of 
two kinds of power—of the body and of the will—proves to be an illusion. 
Humanity has always been at the mercy of other principles and powers.
	 Te problem of the relation between the economic and the political 
should be considered in relation to the crisis of representation. Where po-
litical power relies on a qualitative representation of nature and society, 
economic power relies on a quantitative representation of exchange value. 
Tis diference in representation is decisive. Debates about whether eco-
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nomic globalization leads to the “end of politics” or the subjection of the 
nation-state to the power of fnance capital may be resolved at an ontologi-
cal level. If the principal power of the nation-state is sovereign legislation, 
or a restriction of liberty, then its power is limited. One may restrict the 
movement of bodies through force and shape the determination of the will 
through threats, but one can no longer legislate for rates of exchange value. 
Although the state may attempt to act in the economic feld by controlling 
interest rates, the money supply, rates of taxation, borrowing, and spend-
ing, it remains one economic agent alongside others. Te state merely has 
a power of economic intervention. Of course, the economy cannot operate 
very efectively without a set of market regulations enforced by the state 
and a currency supported by the state. Yet the state cannot operate very 
efectively without the economy as its source of wealth and power. Tere is 
a mutual dependence between economic and political power. Tis depen-
dence is asymmetrical in one vital respect: where state power is localized in 
a people and territory, economic power is localized in money. One is static, 
the other is mobile. States may be heterogeneous, but capital is relatively 
homogeneous. Where capital can choose which states it does business with, 
a state cannot easily choose which capital will beneft its polity (leaving 
aside, for now, considerations of a hegemony of currencies). A state may 
regulate the movement of capital, in theory and in the past, subordinating 
economic power to political ends. Once the movement of capital is de-
regulated, however, it is like gas that has been let out of a bottle.28 Capital 
cannot be restored without some stronger force of attraction drawing back 
inward investment. Once capital has been liberated, it will be reluctant to 
commit itself permanently to the economic fate of a particular nation and 
currency; exchange in search of better prices and profts is the essential 
power of money. In this respect, economic globalization is irreversible 
short of a breakdown in transport, communications, banking, or energy 
infrastructures. States that have released the movement of capital have 
little choice but to subordinate all other political aims to the attraction of 
investment or risk losing the source of their power. Money is the supreme 
political authority in modernity. It constitutes and expresses the will of the 
people. It forms the illusory autonomy of the political subject at the same 
time that such autonomy is undermined.
	 Money, in its essence, responds to the crisis of representation. For where 
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representation within a polity corresponds to perceptions of truth or right, 
to observation or to habits, customs, and laws, money provides a medium 
for the representation of exchange value. Te value that money represents, 
then, is merely the value that could be exchanged for it—in other words, 
a value that is represented by others. Tis, in turn, represents the value 
of other exchanges and other representations. Tere is no grounding of 
exchange value outside the specular realm of representation, in which 
representations can only represent other representations. Whereas politi-
cal representation is constructed internally in relation to a culture where 
everything has a determinate place and value, economic representation re-
fects the activity of a set of exterior evaluations. Exchange value is never 
the value of an object in itself or the use value of an object to a particular 
person or culture. It is the value that may be substituted for the object in 
exchange. It is the value that remains when the internal relations of a polity 
or culture are broken by the alienation of property.
	 If politics concerns the construction of a public space of representation, 
economics concerns the construction of a diferent kind of public space: 
the market. In the market, goods can be found that have traveled some 
considerable distance from their sites of production. Such markets operate 
inefciently by means of barter exchange; they operate far more efectively 
with the use of money. In Aristotle’s account of the invention of money, 
metal was adopted because of its mobility and ease of transportation, and 
was stamped with a sign to save the trouble of weighing, for the purpose 
of long-distance trade.29 In such trade, value is carried beyond the polis 
and its representation of values. In spite of the sovereign’s stamp on the 
coinage, the value of money is determined by possibilities of exchange in 
other markets, not simply those within the polis itself. Even when used 
within a political space, money represents value that belongs outside. It 
is a representation of value that continues to function when all internal 
representations break down. Indiferent to the particular goods and values 
with which it may be exchanged, money represents the abstract quantity 
of an exchange value. Money is apparently neutral in exchange, indiferent 
to buying or selling, production or consumption. It merely facilitates ex-
change by measuring and storing value, having no intrinsic interest on its 
own account. Money has political and ethical neutrality. It produces and 
destroys nothing; it is indiferent to any exploitation, violence, appropria-
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tion, or exclusion carried out in order to obtain its services. Money con-
tinues to bear value through political crises and through nihilism.
	 Aristotle was prescient here. Te use of money to make money, money 
that bears interest, and the quest for profts for their own sake have no 
determinate value and so no place within the polis. Te condemnation of 
usury derives from this principle. For money that makes money leads to 
the acquisition of a power that has no political essence or limits. Te power 
of accumulated money threatens chaos and nihilism by overpowering all 
existing values. It threatens to dismantle the social order piece by piece 
through appropriation, substitution, and exchange. Economic globaliza-
tion is the completion of this anti-political process throughout the world 
through millions of minor acts of alienation between people and people, 
people and land, and land and its products or resources. It fragments the 
world of public representation through substitution and exchange.
	 Nevertheless, exchange value does not dissolve prior social relations 
without reconstituting its own public space of representation. As Adam 
Smith explained at the opening of Te Wealth of Nations, trade is the con-
dition of possibility of the division of labor and of economic interdepen-
dence.30 Money facilitates the growth of a new social network of public 
representation. Te market is the social form that replaces public repre-
sentation. Values become local, variable, and purely quantitative in an ex-
tended system of markets.
	 Money mediates between representation and reality. While exchange 
value is represented in terms of a quantity of money, a quantity of money 
also represents demand. Te degree of one’s desire for any good or ser-
vice is represented publicly in terms of the sum of money one is willing to 
pay for it. Of course, one’s desire may exceed the money one has available 
for payment, but such desire is not publicly represented. In a market so-
ciety, political values are irrelevant. If public representation occurs only in 
the form of abstract quantities, then evaluation can be represented only 
in the quantitative form of a degree of desire. Tere is no efective public 
representation apart from as a degree of desire. In the market, then, all 
evaluations must be invested with a degree of desire to become public; 
they must further be backed by a sum of money. Money, which renders de-
mands efective, is a reality principle that realizes desire. It makes exchange 
possible. It does so, however, by being desirable itself. Money is acceptable 
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in exchange because it is the means of exchange itself. Since it may be ex-
changed for anything, money mediates between and coordinates desires. 
As the means of access to the realization of desire, money is supremely to 
be desired; as that which is supremely desired, money is acceptable in ex-
change and so becomes the means of access to the realization of desire. It is 
this vicious circle that underlies the trust in money. Money has a dual role 
in representation. On the one hand, it represents the objective social value 
that could be obtained in exchange for it; on the other hand, it represents 
a degree of subjective desire for that value. It joins desire to satisfaction in 
representation itself. As such, it constitutes the very texture of market so-
ciety. Market society is constituted not simply by exchange, therefore, but 
by the representation of exchange as a satisfaction of desire.
	 Representation takes on a diferent form in the market from that found 
in politics. In politics, representation reproduces a form or concept. In 
economics, representation reproduces a value or quantity. Nevertheless, 
there is a sense in which representation in money is already fractured and 
not itself. For money is at once, according to the economists, a means of 
payment, a measure of value, and a store of value.31 Exchange value is at 
once acquired through money, represented by money, and preserved in 
money. While other commodities may be taken as representing their ex-
change value, money remains distinct from other commodities in a number 
of respects. It has a socially validated monopoly of equivalence, expressed 
both in its status as legal tender and in its being uniquely required for the 
payment of wages, taxes, interest, and dividends, and for the repayment of 
loans. Moreover, where other commodities have to be sold to realize their 
exchange value, money represents its exchange value without needing to be 
exchanged. As such, money is the object of an unlimited desire for accu-
mulation. Furthermore, money is the measure of profts, yet it can yield a 
proft only through investment, fowing out and back through exchange.
	 To represent exchange value as a price in terms of money, therefore, is to 
synthesize three diferent considerations into a single quantity. In the frst 
place, a price represents a sum of money, which represents the value of all 
sorts of other goods that may be acquired through money. Value is formed 
through an imagination of exchange, generated by all kinds of desire. In 
the second place, a price represents a sum of money, which represents a 
specifc degree of the demand for money. In the third place, a price rep-
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resents a sum of money, which represents a certain degree of power for 
making profts through investment. All three of these desires fnd public 
expression in a price: a desire for goods, a desire for money, and a desire 
for profts. Money is a source of perpetual dissimulation and equivocation. 
At one and the same time, money is that which makes desires efective 
through exchange, that which makes desires achievable through accumu-
lation, and that which makes desires more efective through profts. As a 
means of payment, money participates in the sphere of objective reality 
through circulation; as a measure of value, it participates in the sphere of 
subjective reality as a degree of desire; as a store of value, it participates in 
an impersonal sphere of credit or the possibility of expressing desire and 
realizing value. As the universal mediator, money substitutes its own desire 
as the secret essence of every heart’s desire.
	 Money therefore reconstitutes the social order as an order of inter-
dependence, of desire, and of credit. As the means of realization of the 
social order, facilitating interdependence, desire, and credit, it is that which 
is the supreme principle of reality. In a market society, there is no higher 
aim than making money, for money is the reality principle. Within a market 
society, there is an unlimited demand for profts. Tis power of realization 
and this demand are purely social forces, subsisting outside the human will 
in society itself. It is an impersonal and abstract force, beyond the pleasure 
principle. Indeed, as the means of access to pleasure, the means of making 
desire efective, money must be acquired through profts or hoarding. One 
passes through that which has no intrinsic desirability—the acquisition of 
money—to gain access to pleasure. Tis is the profound link between capi-
talism and the structure of the Oedipus complex. More than this, it calls 
on desire as the only mode of evaluation capable of structuring market 
society. It constructs an abstract and impersonal politics in the interstices, 
faults, and ruins of existing political orders: a politics of desire. Economic 
fows destabilize politics by fracturing existing relationships by means of 
appropriation, substitution, and exchange. Modernity is always already 
anachronistic, constructing its inefectual representations on a base that 
is economically destabilized. Economic fows, then, re-stabilize a market 
society, using representations that may be inefective from a political point 
of view within an economy of desire.
	 It is vital to diferentiate, therefore, between the self-representation of 
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modern political society as deliberately ordered according to the ratio-
nality of the collective will and a market society shaped by irrational fows 
of desire and money. Of course, the two forms only exist together and in 
mutual presupposition. Yet modern political society is purely formal; eco-
nomic society is real. If there are cases of successful subsuming of actual 
societies beneath rational political projects, they are exceptions rather than 
the rule. Tey are islands of stability in an ocean of instability. Te extraor-
dinary consequence is that political judgments—whether of the state, of 
the citizen, or of a revolutionary minority—remain largely impotent. An 
entire model of political thought and action remains anachronistic. In the 
face of money, even sovereignty lacks power. Modernity is at an end.

m a r k e t  i n s ta b i l i t i e s

Economic society does, of course, also have its own intrinsic instabilities. 
In a purely market society, a degree of wealth can be measured by one’s 
accumulated assets. Assets gain their value from exchange. When a market 
society is inhabited by a capitalist society, by contrast, assets may be re-
garded as capital stock and therefore as factors for the production of value. 
Te value of an asset is no longer given by exchange alone. Rather, it is 
given by speculation on a rate of proft. Value no longer measures an accu-
mulated stock in relation to desire. It measures a diferential rate of proft. 
Fixed quantities are destabilized by underlying rates of return; asset values 
fuctuate wildly and become subject to speculation; speculation infates 
values in a self-perpetuating cycle, guaranteeing the short-term success of 
speculation as a further form of destabilization and re-stabilization. On the 
one hand, money is a determinate quantity, entered on bank statements 
and balance sheets, circulating in fnite units; on the other hand, capital is 
a rate of proft or credit, a diferential rate, value in motion, independent of 
the material form that it assumes. Capital destabilizes the representation of 
value in terms of money from within. Under normal conditions of capital-
ist representation, all knowledge is quantifable information. Science and 
management become purely matters of bookkeeping, as though the world 
were under the sovereign control of the rational subject. Yet all movement, 
creation, and selection happen elsewhere. Every step in the construction of 
knowledge may be rational, but the whole enterprise is entirely delirious, 
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shaped by interdependence and fows of desire, belief, speculation, and 
credit. In spite of popular assumptions, however, speculation efects a lim-
ited degree of destabilization because it tends to enclose unstable positive 
feedbacks within stabilizing negative feedbacks. If prices rise too high, it 
is time to sell; if prices fall too low, it is time to buy. Te principal forms of 
economic instability lie elsewhere.
	 In the frst place, there is the relative strength or weakness of curren-
cies insofar as this exceeds political control. Instability may be expressed 
in comparisons with other currencies in the form of devaluation or in com-
parison with the same currency across time in the form of infation or defa-
tion. Such efects are central to economic analyses of the politics of money. 
Such crises are geographically determined; they may be the principal form 
of expression through which the absolute limits of capitalism are actualized. 
Tey may also be the principal forms through which contemporary warfare 
is threatened or enacted. Te dangers of the use of force may be avoided 
by achieving economic domination of another nation-state. Even the U.S. 
military remains helpless before the buyers and sellers of U.S. Treasury 
bonds: devaluation of a currency is at once devaluation of that nation’s 
purchasing power and a partial enhancement of its productive power. It is 
also a devaluation of the entire nation’s assets, leading to an initial fight of 
foreign capital investment, followed by the purchase of a nation’s assets at 
bargain prices, eventually resulting in a continual economic drain in the 
repatriation of profts. Currency crises are good for speculative investors 
who may reap the benefts several times over.
	 More signifcant for our purposes, however, are the absolute economic 
crises. In the second place, there is the unlimited quest for profts charac-
teristic of capitalist society, with its consequent requirement of increased 
consumption. As previously mentioned, the mechanism for the creation 
of wealth depends on a quest for monetary value driven by the threat of 
exclusion or poverty, by the self-positing of money as the supreme bearer 
of power, by the enhanced power of those institutions that habitually ac-
quire money, and by the exploitation of those who are compelled to labor 
for subsistence. Tis process of continual growth or economic colonization 
drives the increase in both production and consumption. It produces insta-
bility when consumption uses up resources and reaches its physical limits. 
As previously discussed, economic crisis results from physical instability. 
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Te physical limits to the growth in capital as the means of production are 
absolute, although capitalism itself may survive and prosper even within a 
context of rapidly shrinking GDP. Here, again, speculators may proft from 
the rise in commodity prices as well as from shorting the stock markets.
	 In the third place, money is gradually replaced by credit, or credit comes 
to take the form of money itself, for it is necessary to produce both goods 
and money. An unlimited quest for profts is made possible both by the 
production of value through industry and enterprise and by the produc-
tion of money for circulation and reserves. For every quantity of exchange 
value produced, it is necessary that sufcient money be available that can 
be exchanged for it. In large part, this problem is solved by recirculation, 
since what is produced is later consumed, whereas money can continue to 
circulate. Economic growth, however, does result in an increased demand 
for money, since the timing of the production and distribution of goods 
and services may not match entirely with the timing of their consumption. 
In practice, such accumulated stocks may be immense but such inefcien-
cies are mitigated by all the varieties of fnancial intermediation. Financial 
intermediation places a value in purely nominal assets in order to facilitate 
the temporal process of market exchange. Credit here functions efectively 
as money, as a store of value that has perfect liquidity and can be exchanged 
at will. Growth in production is therefore matched or even exceeded by a 
growth in credit. A capitalist economy is supplemented by a credit econ-
omy. Money itself is largely displaced by credit; indeed, as a mere token of 
exchange value, money itself is revealed in its essence to derive from credit 
rather than from a hypothetical and unlimited process of exchange.32 As 
Geofrey Ingham concludes, “Capitalist credit-money 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.”33
	 Te creation of credit has a curious efect on production, for it marks the 
emergence of a further layer of spectral fnancial power. Money as credit, 
whether in the form of paper money or an electronic record in a bank ac-
count, is created as a simultaneous asset and liability. Money is created 
in the form of loans as a claim against property. Such loans have limited 
infationary efects that apply to speculative assets such as property; they 
are guaranteed by an undertaking to make sufcient money to pay back 
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the loan. Te money added to the economy must be withdrawn; economic 
agents who have taken out loans must act as economic defators, seeking 
to withdraw money from the economy, for loans are repaid in the currency 
of their issues, not in terms of pure exchange value. If they are repaid at 
interest, then more money eventually must be withdrawn from the econ-
omy than was originally added. Since the money was newly created, then 
it must be replaced by the creation of further money elsewhere in the form 
of a loan. Te entire economic system functions as a spiral of increasing 
debt, with individuals, businesses, and governments committed to ever in-
creasing levels of overall debt in the system as a whole. Such has been the 
case throughout the history of modernity, even if concentrations of debts 
have always been localized. Te result is that the quest for profts is less an 
aspiration than an obligation. Te global economy, within capitalism, has 
always already been destabilized by a credit economy that functions as its 
internal milieu and condition of possibility. Te spiral of debt can increase 
indefnitely, progressively enslaving democratic citizens to contracted 
debts until the physical limits to economic growth are reached. Debt will 
then need to be redeemed by massive levels of infation, devaluation, and 
impoverishment. Te illusion of accumulated wealth is displaced by the 
reality of accumulated debt. Economic collapse, often regional in its most 
intense efects, is the outcome of the end of modernity.
	 In the fourth place, there is also a more subtle form in which the econ-
omy is undermined from within. While a market society gives birth to capi-
talism, and this in turn is driven by a credit society, the credit society opens 
the possibility of a further economic form. Tis may be considered under 
the unprepossessing rubric of fnancial disintermediation: the separation 
of forms of credit and speculative value from their productive roles within 
capitalism and intermediary roles within a market. While the trade in deriva-
tives may facilitate market activity by providing a means to hedge against 
risk, it may also become a means of proft seeking in its own right. While 
buying shares may contribute to investment, betting on the movement of 
share prices has a limited efect on production. Speculation on derivatives 
and currencies, despite the vast profts and sums involved, may be con-
sidered a specialist activity, the prerogative of expert investment funds. 
Te common wisdom is that it is nearly impossible for amateur traders to 
beat the general rate of return in the market. About 90 percent of amateur 
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traders fail to make profts. As such, derivatives trading has little impact on 
wider society, however lucrative it may be for the successful few. Te ad-
vent of Internet communications and of speculative tools such as contracts 
for diference, options, and covered warrants, however, allow the opportu-
nities provided by disintermediation to become available to the ordinary 
investor who is willing to take large risks. By means of charting, or the tech-
nical analysis of price movements; short-term trading; high rates of gear-
ing; and compound interest, extraordinary rates of speculative proft may 
soon be available to the privileged common person. Even if considerable 
expertise is required to trade successfully, such expertise is already for sale 
at afordable prices. Tis process is signifcant for a number of reasons. By 
means of selling short—that is, agreeing to sell an asset one does not pos-
sess at the current price so that one can later buy it at a lower price before 
delivery—one can make large profts when the markets are falling. Proft-
making becomes detached from the productive economy. Once this means 
of making a living becomes available to a large class of people apart from 
the productive economy, it signifes the emergence of a new economic class 
beyond capitalist relations of production—a class of unlimited power that 
can thrive when all other classes do not. Capitalism therefore undermines 
itself from the inside with the growth of derivatives trading. Rates of proft 
from rapid price fuctuations, amplifed by gearing and compound interest, 
far exceed the rates of proft achieved by production and investment. Te 
productive, capitalist economy is becoming subservient to the speculative 
economy of casino capitalism. Capitalism is evolving once more. It is be-
coming a society of speculation and credit operating in the service of a 
parasitic class who control access to profts. Te full implications of such an 
evolution are not yet clear. Such a class requires only a conventional econ-
omy of sufcient size to fulfll its demand for consumption and to provide 
a spectacle of predictable price movements from which it can reap a proft. 
Its continued existence is otherwise autonomous.34

c o n c l u s i o n

Modernity has never achieved human mastery of nature or the liberation of 
the human will. Striving for wealth and freedom has had the efect of sub-
ordinating humanity to the impersonal and abstract force of money. Once 
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money becomes the condition of possibility of society as such, whether in 
the form of market exchange, capital accumulation, credit intermediation, 
or speculative disintermediation, then the value of money, however fragile, 
must be maintained at all costs. Indeed, the very fragility of the fnancial 
system, its vulnerability to frequent regional crises, is the very source of its 
power. Traditional political means have no force against its spectral power. 
No institution, whether in the form of a state, a revolutionary vanguard, 
or a people, is able to control it. Te power of money cannot be seized by 
physical force, even if a fnite quantity of valuable assets can. Te power of 
money cannot be restrained by legislation or an act of will, for the locus 
of its value is always refected elsewhere in future exchange. Attempting 
to control money is like attempting to seize hold of an image in a mirror 
or a ghost. Te spectral power of money, for all its ephemerality, is no less 
real. It is even invulnerable to enlightened critique, for there is no mode of 
social representation that escapes its power. Te specter of money hangs 
over democracy as its inner principle or truth. Only money gives efective 
public representation to the expression of desire.
	 Money is not the sole principle of social reality. In contemporary so-
ciety, however, it does have a peculiar dominance, a spectral power. It me-
diates between representation and reality. Attempts to counterpoise a dif-
ferent social order to the present are therefore caught in a dilemma. It is 
one thing to represent a diferent social order; it is another to make that 
order efective and real. It is one thing to will that an alternative be realized; 
it is another for that will to be efective. Politics cannot circumnavigate the 
problem of money without acquiring its own political “energy,” without 
acquiring the authority to make a political will efective. In the economic 
world of natural selection, capitalism expands because of its own internal 
dynamism, its own spectral power. Any challengers would have to demon-
strate a greater capacity for survival, colonization, and appropriation than 
that present within capitalism. Te unique advantage of a society mediated 
by money is that it represents value in an external milieu, in a form that 
may be refected and appropriated by all others, independently of their own 
political preferences. Money succeeds in shaping society because it is the 
element of the exterior, beyond political representation. No genuine politi-
cal alternatives are possible without a new mode of representation, a new 
political body—one capable of redemption from debt at the same time as 
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that it constitutes the texture of an entirely diferent social order. Progress 
cannot be achieved by turning back to older, pre-market society models for 
these will remain forever vulnerable to the market’s corrosive power. Politi-
cal progress can come only from passing through the internal logic of the 
political body of money, appropriating its soul and distinctive power while 
subordinating it to newly created ends. Such a political problem requires a 
careful analysis of the theology of money.
	 A frst radical conclusion is ontological. It is no longer sufcient to op-
pose will and matter, representation and production, being and becoming, 
the one and the many, transcendence and immanence, for the relations be-
tween these dualisms are always mediated by a spectral power that autho-
rizes their realization. It is a question of belief and desire. Belief and desire 
are everywhere. Even if no one really wants money—it is always a means, 
never an end—everyone believes in money, everyone desires money, or, 
rather, money is the reality, the interiority of belief and desire in which we 
dwell. It is not we who desire money; it is money that desires in us. For 
where thought as representation is an abstraction from time, an attempt to 
master a given space, money as credit is an abstraction from space, an ap-
propriation of time. Credit ofers value in advance; in doing so, it functions 
as the condition of the creation of that future value. Credit posits itself as 
a spectral, temporal force. In addition to the determination of bodies in 
space through physical power and the representation by means of concepts 
in imagination through the power of the will, there is also the power to 
determine time. It is the power to determine attention. Money produces 
nothing—not even desire. It gives credit. It appeals to the future. To put it 
another way, it prays. Ontology is determined by eschatology. Life is de-
termined by a possible future that attempts to actualize itself in us, even if 
the outcome of this actualization bears little resemblance to the future as 
conceived.
	 A second radical conclusion is political. It is no longer sufcient to oppose 
political forces of the state in the name of autonomy or self-determination. 
At present, the powers of inhuman ecological forces and meta-human 
forces of demand and debt are rapidly growing, leaving little scope for self-
determination through political activity. Te sphere of human freedom 
has narrowed. Even at this level, possibilities of resistance to a dominant 
credit capitalism are confronted by more formidable powers than ever be-
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fore in the alliance between the military, industry, fnance capital, corpo-
rate media, informationalized knowledge, and consumerized subjectivity. 
Any successful resistance to the dominant power structure would have to 
face destabilization by external forces, economic sanctions, direct military 
opposition, or simple exclusion from the means of production. Te global 
history of modernity, and especially the history of the twentieth century, 
has repeated the same drama throughout the world with almost a single 
outcome. When dealing with ecological and spectral powers, it is useless 
to aim at seizing or abolishing the power of the state. Powers have to be 
engaged at their own level: ecological adaptation to new environmental 
circumstances, for example, or the creation of new structures and practices 
of belief and desire.
	 A third radical conclusion is that the “energy” of the political is in-
human. It is a spectral power that may insert itself into human life through 
belief and desire. Such may be the political signifcance of the world reli-
gions; such may be the political signifcance of money. Te question is no 
longer one of a transcendent power of divinity intervening in nature; nor is 
it of immanent powers that are produced entirely within nature. For “na-
ture” itself is indeterminate and incomplete, opening itself out onto tem-
poral and spectral forces wherever the complexity of life opens itself onto 
multiple possible connections and determinations. Such virtual potencies, 
while absolutely prohibited in modern thought, may form the substance 
of a politics of the future. Such a politics must begin with an ontological, 
political, and theological inquiry into money.
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A  p a r a b l e

Te nature of money is not generally understood; it is ac-
cessible only to the exceptionally wealthy. We are convinced 
that economic governance is scrupulously determined in ac-
cordance with the nature of money; nevertheless, it is an ex-
tremely painful thing to build our cities upon a substance 
whose nature we do not understand. I am not thinking of the 
disadvantages involved when only a few and not the whole 
people understand the nature of money, and the opportunities 
this afords for deception. Such disadvantages are perhaps of 
no great importance. For the wealthy have obviously no cause 
to be infuenced by personal interests inimical to us into de-
ceiving us about money, for the nature of money was made 
to their advantage from the beginning, and they themselves 
stand above the need for money since they can rely on mutual 
credit. Tis seems to be why the understanding of the nature 
of money is entrusted exclusively into their hands. Of course, 
there is prudence in that, but also hardship for us. Such hard-
ship is probably unavoidable.
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	 Te very existence of economic laws deriving from the na-
ture of money, however, is at most a matter of presumption. 
Some of us have attentively scrutinized the behaviour of the 
wealthy, and claim to recognize among the countless number 
of transactions certain main tendencies which permit of for-
mulation in terms of principles. Yet when in accordance with 
these scrupulously tested and logically ordered conclusions we 
seek to adjust ourselves somewhat for the present or the future, 
everything becomes uncertain, and our work seems only an 
intellectual game, for perhaps these laws that we are trying to 
unravel do not exist at all. Tere are actually some who are of 
the opinion that if there is any economic law, it is simply this: 
the laws of economics are what the wealthy do. Te overwhelm-
ing majority of the people, however, account for discrepancies 
and failed forecasts by the fact that the science of economics is 
far from complete, and that the material available, prodigious 
as it looks, is still too meager. Tis view, so comfortless as far 
as the present is concerned, is lightened only by the belief that 
the time will eventually come when the science of economics 
is complete, and the nature of money is fully understood. Ten 
wealth will belong to the people as a whole. It is not that the 
wealthy are despised; on the contrary, we are more inclined 
to despise ourselves for our failure to understand and acquire 
money. And this is the real reason why those who doubt the 
existence of economic laws remain so few—even though their 
doctrine is so attractive—since it unequivocally recognizes the 
right of the wealthy to do as they please.
	 Te problem can be expressed in a sort of paradox: any 
party that would repudiate all belief not only in the laws of 
economics, but also in the necessity for money as such, would 
have the whole people behind it. Yet no such party can come 
into existence, for nobody would dare to repudiate money. 
Te sole indubitable law that is imposed on us is the need for 
money, and must we deprive ourselves of that one law?

Adapted from Franz Kafka , “Te Problem of Our Laws,” in  
Te Collected Short Stories of Franz Kafa, 437–38.
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c a p i ta l

3.1.1  Capital is  the means of production that has itself been pro-
duced. Since everything has been produced, all means of production are 
capital.
	 Production is inherent in the natural order. Stars, planets, elements, 
compounds, cells, genetic codes and living bodies, for example, form the 
means of production for more complex forms. Natural capital is produced 
independently of human activity. Human activity modifes existing pro-
cesses of production by selection and extraction, by juxtaposition and as-
sembly, and by fueling and catalysis. All economic production involves the 
cooperation of natural and human-produced capital.
	 Te production of capital involves accumulation, invention, and assem-
bly. It is one thing to produce and accumulate; it is another to produce a 
means of production. An accumulated stock of product does not become 
a means of production until a productive machine is invented into which 
it may be assembled as a part. Stock is only potentially capital in reference 
to a determinate machine or productive process. Potential capital only be-
comes capital when it is actually assembled into a productive machine.
	 Nevertheless, it is insufcient to simply accumulate stock, to invent 
form, and to assemble parts. Te machine, to become productive, has to 
be switched on. It has to be powered, whether by electricity, combustion, 
human skill, animal strength, or solar power. Production consumes a fow 
of energy. If a common modern metaphysics represents the world in terms 
of matter, information, space–time, and energy, then these dimensions are 
represented in the production of capital as the accumulation of stock, the 
invention of form, the assembly of parts, and the supply of energy.
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	 Money is a form of capital. An ecology of money explains the role of 
money as a means of production in terms of the relations it forms with 
other modes of capital. Yet a difculty arises when one tries to represent 
money in relation to capital. Money is an accumulated stock. It is not, how-
ever, assembled as a material part of a productive machine. Instead, it is 
exchanged for an accumulated stock, for an invented form, for the labor 
involved in assembly, or for a supply of energy. Money is also an invented 
form. It does not, however, govern the arrangement of parts. Instead, it is a 
form that measures the value of the stock, form, labor, and energy used in 
production. Money also plays a decisive role in assembly. Te availability 
of money determines whether investment in capital can take place. Money 
does not, of course, stand alongside the workers to assemble the parts. In-
stead, it promises value and so enables itself to be exchanged for stock, for 
plans, for labor, or for energy. Moreover, money is invested for the sake of 
a proft. Te value promised by money may take the form of products that 
fulfll needs and desires or the form of profts in money.
	 Money may therefore be diferentiated from other forms of capital as a 
stock that is not assembled or consumed, as a form that does not order or 
arrange, and as an act that accomplishes nothing other than promising. As 
an object of pure exchange, it is not an object of use. As a pure quantity, it 
imposes no conditions on form. As a passive instrument, it takes no active 
role in directing assembly. Money is a condition of production that is not 
itself productive. It defes the metaphysical categories of representation 
by means of its anomalous participation in each category. Te question 
of whether money participates in the category of energy is more perplex-
ing. Money is inert; it contains no physical or potential energy. Te role of 
money in capital production remains a philosophical conundrum.
	 Te common solution is to regard money as a symbol of human evalua-
tion and desire.1 Money is treated as an ambassador for the private human 
will in the public and material world. Money expresses the efective de-
mands of the sovereign, rational subject. If money leads to accumulation, 
invention and assembly, this is because it expresses the agency of the human 
subject. Money is the instrument of desire; desire is required, alongside 
energy, to realize capital production.
	 Such a solution leaves open the question of how human capital, itself a 
product of processes of reproduction, nutrition, and evolution, can become 
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a human subject. Moreover, these subjects are inaccessible apart from their 
material and symbolic expressions and their representations in conscious-
ness. Tere is a weight of philosophical argumentation that questions the 
existence and autonomy of such a subject.2 Although one might observe 
agreement between private consciousness and material and symbolic ex-
pression, one cannot observe a strict order of causality between these in 
either direction. One cannot therefore be confdent whether money ex-
presses desire or desire expresses money. Te common assumption that 
money expresses desire arises from the observation that one can desire 
without money, and money itself evidently lacks energy, qualitative form, 
or active will. Te human subject is invoked to explain how money can 
accumulate value, measure value, and promise value. Money is treated as 
a substance, a standard, and an instrument. Te problem that remains to 
be explained, however, is that of the objective nature of the value that the 
subject is supposed to act on through the symbol of money.3
	 Nevertheless, we need to decide in advance whether such value is the 
precondition or the product of money. Tis problem can be easily resolved 
by a consideration of the diference between representation and produc-
tion.4 A productive machine can be represented in imagination in terms of 
its accumulated stock, invented form, and assembled parts. It may even, by 
extension, be represented in some malleable material or symbolic medium. 
A represented machine, however, will never function to produce because 
its new medium lacks its own source of energy. Indeed, media of represen-
tation are chosen precisely for their malleability, which involves inertness 
and a lack of energetic process. An imagined machine is reproduced under 
the force of the imagination alone: instead of bearing its own energy, it 
bears the energy lent to it by the vividness of the imagination; instead of 
bearing its own force of attraction and selection, it is subject to the force 
of attraction and selection by which the contents of the imagination are 
composed; instead of bearing its own power of evolution and invention, 
invention is regarded after the fact as a product of a fertile mind. Tus, 
when the world is reproduced in imagination, it is no longer reproduced 
as productive capital but as passive and inert. Such is the source of the 
theology of the human subject as creator. Since the world is only known 
as represented, it must be supplemented by the transcendent decrees of a 
human subject.
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	 Tere is no reason to extend the power that a mind exercises over the 
imagination, or that a hand exercises over malleable materials and symbols, 
to the relation that humanity has with the world as a whole. Te notion 
that the production of capital occurs outside the sphere of human activity 
is sufcient to dispel this modern myth. Energy, force, attraction, selec-
tion, and invention are not the sole preserve of human culture. Represen-
tation itself must be explained. Representation is a process of abstraction 
that reproduces forms without their material substance. It separates forms 
from the context in which they dwell and function; it separates forms from 
the passage of time and from their own productive processes; it separates 
forms from the forces that impinge on them to give them orientation and 
direction.
	 When money is represented apart from its context, then the accumula-
tion of relations that give it meaning is neglected in favor of its residue of 
a material or symbolic substance. When money is represented apart from 
time, then its role as an agent of investment is neglected in favor of its role 
as a store of value. When money is represented apart from credit, then its 
role as producer of value is neglected in favor of its role as a standard mea-
sure of value. In short, the entire nature of money as productive capital is 
occluded by representation. Since the mystery of capital production re-
mains unexplained, the human imagination merely extends its own power, 
a free power of imagination, so that it appears as though the human sub-
ject exercises its power through the malleable instrument of money. Such 
a power is extended in imagination only. Te one who believes that he can 
do anything through money ends up doing anything for money.
	 It is not necessary to assume the imposition of value as a transcendent 
form on nature. Value is an abstraction that derives from representing na-
ture in terms of money—or at least, in terms of a form that is assumed to 
be composed of discreet, inert units, independent of the temporal work of 
thinking or representation and entirely passive, subject to the sovereign 
decisions of the will. Value is represented in a form that is taken to be in-
dependent of evaluation. If it emerges that such a form has an active role 
in evaluation, as is the case with money, then even the highest values are 
devalued.
	 An alternative is to represent nature in terms of productive capital. Tis 
does not eliminate the dangers of illusion. It does, however, liberate thought 
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from subservience to the form of representation by enabling the direction 
of attention to relational context, to temporal process, and to orientation to 
the future. For, as we shall see, money contributes its own specifc determi-
nation as a promise of value. Te power of such a promise exists in addition 
to energy and desire. Consideration of money as productive capital enables 
the elaboration of an ontology, a politics, and a theology of money.

3.1.2  Capital is the source of all wealth. Wealth derives from accumulation, 
invention and assembly. It also requires a supply of energy, instigation by 
desire, and facilitation by the promise of money. Wealth is poorly under-
stood when it is considered in terms of products alone. An accumulation of 
stock or assets provides a very limited conception of wealth. Accumulated 
stock is subject to consumption and depletion. Te process is entropic: it 
begins in wealth and ends in poverty. If, by contrast, accumulated stock is 
assembled into a productive machine, then the output may be consumed 
without harming the integrity of the machine. Machines may continue to 
produce so long as they draw their inputs from the outputs of other ma-
chines. While the entire system may be entropic, drawing energy from the 
sun, machines may continue to produce in a sustainable process for as long 
as the required inputs can be produced by other machines, and all prod-
ucts can be inputs for further machines. Sustainable economic production 
concentrates on the production of capital rather than the consumption of 
accumulated stock. Capital itself is negentropic: it is the production rather 
than the depletion of wealth.
	 Accumulated stock, therefore, cannot be considered capital until it has 
the potential to be incorporated into a productive machine. Nothing in 
itself may be considered a means of production; it becomes a means of 
production only in relation to the machine that may incorporate it. Capital 
is therefore a relative notion. Te value of capital appreciates to the extent 
that capital becomes capable of entering into viable processes of produc-
tion. Te invention of new processes of production and the assembly of 
productive machines make vital contributions to the creation of wealth. An 
increase in wealth occurs through accumulation, invention, and assembly. 
Capital also involves energy, desire, and promise. It is a process of inter-
mediation. Capital is the site and occasion where parts of a machine can 
interact productively. It cannot be reduced to a set of material parts, an 
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ideal form, or spatial contiguity. Capital has the mysterious power to con-
vert assembled parts into an active process.
	 Te creation of wealth, therefore, is poorly understood in terms of an 
accumulation of value. Te creation of wealth is more properly considered 
the creation of capital. While the creation of wealth expends energy, it may 
be understood in terms of the accumulation of resources, the invention 
of forms, the assembly of machines, the intensifcation of desire, and the 
increase in the credit of promise.

3.1.3  Capital can be exchanged for money, just as money can be exchanged 
for capital. Tis process of exchange facilitates the assembly of capital and 
so contributes to the process of production. Exchangeability itself is part of 
the means of production, even though the process of circulation involves 
products that are not in themselves part of a productive process while in 
circulation. Money may therefore be regarded as capital insofar as it stimu-
lates production through facilitating exchange.
	 Te exchange of capital for money has another efect: capital may be 
represented as having a determinate value in terms of the quantity of money 
that is exchanged for it. Moreover, to be exchanged, capital, like anything 
else, must be represented in this way as having a determinate price. A price, 
like a hoard of money, produces nothing. Yet the act of pricing, through 
considerations of exchange, facilitates exchange and therefore production. 
Ten as a represented quantity, money has no productive role. Yet as a 
quantitative representation, money facilitates production. In precisely the 
same role, money is both unproductive and productive. Money becomes 
active and productive through making itself into a passive body for repre-
sentation.
	 Tis paradoxical nature of money is the source of some signifcant illu-
sions. On the one hand, the representation of capital in terms of money 
as an exchange value obscures its specifc nature as capital. When capital 
is represented in terms of money as an exchange value, it is represented as 
already sold. In other words, it has been disappropriated or alienated. It is 
no longer part of a productive machine. It is reduced to an accumulated 
stock. Capital is represented, then, in terms of the product of a process 
of production rather than in terms of the productive process itself. It is 
represented without energy, desire, or belief. Te distinctive element that 
makes it capital has been removed; even the product or accumulated stock 
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has been removed. All that remains in representation is a sum of money. To 
measure capital in terms of an accumulation of exchange value is to miss 
the decisive ingredient of capital as capital.
	 On the other hand, the representation of capital in terms of money 
facilitates its nature as capital. For the purchaser of capital, such a represen-
tation holds out the promise that capital may be acquired and assembled 
and so become productive. Te representation of capital in terms of money 
increases its promise, its capacity to be incorporated into new assemblages. 
Money promises production. It delivers this promise through the illusory 
representation of exchange value. Money efectively functions by conceal-
ing its nature as capital. It is therefore hardly surprising that it is normally 
treated as an accumulated stock.

3.1.4  It is not essential to identify capital with money. Money may indicate 
the presence and operation of capital in terms of its efects. A rate of pro-
duction indicates the activity of capital. A rate of proft, or the diference 
between the exchange value of outputs and the exchange value of inputs, 
measures the efects of capital. Instead of valuing capital assets according 
to their past accumulation of value, therefore, it may be preferable to value 
capital assets according to their rates of proft. Assets may be valued ac-
cording to the time taken to earn their purchase price. If capital is regarded 
as a value that increases, or as money that makes money, then the value of 
capital may be regarded as a rate of proft.
	 Such a move is not altogether sufcient to escape from illusion. Inputs 
and outputs are only priced according to their exchange values. Teir value 
in the process of production is irrelevant except insofar as it contributes 
to the market price as a whole. What is measured by a rate of proft is not 
the value produced by capital production but the outcome of a particular 
trading strategy of buying one set of goods and selling another. Capital is 
valued, by this means, in terms of external measures of exchange rather 
than in terms of intrinsic productive power and signifcance. When rates of 
proft are taken as indicators of the operation of productive capacity, there 
is a danger of a fundamental dissimulation: income may derive from the con-
sumption of capital as well as from new production. An enterprise may destroy 
the conditions that make it possible in the very process of production. For 
capital itself includes all the means of production, including the prevailing 
conditions that make production possible. If these conditions are provided 
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by nature and society, then they may not need to be regularly purchased. 
If they are not represented as internal costs of production, capital may be 
consumed and depleted. Without an independent measure of capital, it is 
impossible to tell from the rate of proft whether wealth is being generated 
or depleted by any particular process. Indeed, all processes generate some 
forms of wealth while destroying others. When reduced to a single rate of 
proft, this ambivalence is no longer represented. All economic activity is 
accounted as positive if it yields a proft. An increase in stock of exchange 
value replaces all measures of the increase of capital.5
	 Tis dissimulation is the crucial error of modern economic activity. 
Modern economic activity only measures rates of proft. Since it is more 
proftable, in the short term, to consume the means of production than to 
preserve them, then economic activities that do so will outstrip economic 
activities that aim for sustainability. Since they are more proftable, they 
will survive, grow, and prosper in the short term, forcing their sustainable 
competitors to adapt or be forced out of business. In such an environment, 
sustainable practices in ecological terms are not sustainable in economic 
terms; similarly, sustainable practices in economic terms are not sustain-
able in ecological terms. An economic system that is constructed around 
the maximization of short-term profts will necessarily consume its capital. 
For in such a system, consumption of inherited and accumulated assets is 
measured only as an increase in wealth. Such a system will necessarily de-
stroy its long-term conditions for survival. It is inevitably bound for crisis.
	 All social systems involve the production of means of production. Capi-
talism may be regarded as the social system in which capital is measured as an 
accumulated quantity in terms of exchange value. It matters little whether the 
means of production are privately owned, or owned by the state, or owned 
by workers’ or buyers’ cooperatives. Each is a form of capitalism. Each 
measures the means of production in terms of its exchange value. Each 
will necessarily deplete its capital insofar as it seeks to maximize profts. In 
capitalism, investment itself, guided by the maximization of profts, is di-
rected toward the maximization of rates of depletion. Such is the inevitable 
contradiction of capitalism: it is necessarily self-destructive.

3.1.5  Te production of natural capital depends on the fnite rate of fow 
of nuclear energy from solar radiation. Tis energy may be stored in highly 
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fssible or fusible chemical elements; it may also be stored in fossil fuels. 
Such stores are fnite. Once depleted, the overall rate of energy for produc-
tion is that which can be captured from renewable sources. Natural capital 
imposes limits of past accumulation and present rate of fow on the energy 
use of any economy.
	 Natural capital uses this energy for the circular fow of matter. Te 
hydrological cycle, carbon cycle, and nitrogen cycle are the most basic and 
signifcant circular fows. Te waste products of one part of each cycle are 
the nutrients of another. Similarly, metabolic oxidation in living creatures 
is balanced by photosynthesis. Te rates of recirculation within such cycles 
also place limits on the rate at which any organic or economic system can 
function. If such cycles are not maintained, the result is the depletion of 
natural capital. Within such bounds, however, organic systems have evolved 
an unlimited proliferation of forms adapted to specifc environmental 
niches. Te limits on fows of energy and matter do not impose limits on 
the creation of forms. Such is the accumulation of natural capital.
	 Capitalist economic systems, by contrast, aim at a single primary prod-
uct: exchange value. Exchange value, once reinvested, aims at the produc-
tion of an unlimited quantity of exchange value. Te motive power of capi-
talist reproduction is compound interest. A national economy that grows 
at a rate of 4 percent per annum over three centuries would increase in 
size more than one hundred thousand times. A capital sum invested at 
a 6 percent rate of interest per annum would increase in size nearly four 
million times. A successful day trader who earns an average daily proft of 
.6 percent from small variations in asset prices would, if starting with a sum 
of $1,000, be capable of buying the entirety of global assets within twenty 
years. Material production cannot keep up with such rates of growth.
	 Economy and ecology are mathematically incompatible.6 Economic growth 
is incompatible with ecological fnitude. It must necessarily reach its limits 
and collapse before rising again to a lesser extent in an oscillating pattern 
of decay. Capitalism is unsustainable. Global capitalist development is im-
possible. Such a logical fact strikes at the heart of faith in capitalism.

3.1.6  Te incompatibility of economy and ecology meets with much re-
sistance. One strategy of denial is to attempt to mitigate the depletion of 
energy and resources by means of efciency gains through technological 
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improvements. Yet since large and unnecessary inefciencies may be re-
moved frst, levels of efciency gain tend to decrease with each succes-
sive stage. Compound interest, by contrast, increases exponentially. Te 
collision cannot be postponed for long. Moreover, efciency gains reduce 
overall costs and improve profts. Te additional income will be used for 
consumption and investment. Both consumption and investment stimu-
late production, resulting in an overall utilization of energy and resources 
at a similar rate to the previous one. Efciency gains, in themselves, con-
tribute nothing toward ecological sustainability.7
	 In practice, efciency gains have to be enforced by a rise in prices of 
the relevant energy and resources. Te suppliers of energy and resources, 
especially the oil, gas, and mining sectors, gain a greater share of the rele-
vant wealth. Tis wealth, again, will be used either for investment or for 
consumption. Te same is true for government taxation, which supplies an 
additional source of revenue to increase government spending, leading to 
a multiplier efect throughout the economy.8 In short, neither efciency, 
prices, nor taxes can signifcantly reduce energy use. Energy consumption 
can only be reduced in the system as a whole by “demand destruction” 
through economic recession.
	 A second strategy of denial is to attempt to separate non-material from 
material production. Tere is no absolute limit to the production of ideal 
forms. Economic growth can continue through the production of ideas, 
knowledge, and virtual or silicon-based entities, as well as through growth 
in the nominal value of speculative assets. Economic growth can and does 
continue on a shrinking ecological base. Nominal economic growth can 
and does continue on a shrinking base of material production and con-
sumption. Non-material economic entities can continue to thrive under 
conditions of material scarcity. Nevertheless, this strategy does not reckon 
with the material reality of consumption: consumption remains an essen-
tial part of economic growth. A human consumer, possessing money, will 
possess a free choice as to what he or she consumes. Being material beings, 
people will wish to consume material goods, should they be at all available. 
Price signals derived from depletion rates may do something to restrict ma-
terial consumption. Yet prices refect costs of production, as well as overall 
demand. Tey do not directly signal absolute rates of depletion. Moreover, 
if compound rates of economic growth continue, they will be matched by 
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compound rates of consumer-spending power. To reduce consumption, 
prices of material goods would have to rise sufciently to destroy demand. 
In practice, this would mean that those with little spending power would be 
unable to aford the necessities of life, while those with plenty of spending 
power would be able to continue to consume at a similar rate. Demand de-
struction is also tantamount to reducing production and thus reducing eco-
nomic growth as a whole. It means economic collapse. While some non-
material sectors of the economy may in theory continue to thrive, they 
will in practice be inhibited by a lack of wealth in the rest of the economy. 
In short, there are two fundamental restrictions on the dematerialization 
of the economy. Embodied human consumers will fnd that material con-
sumption takes priority over other forms of consumption, leaving it as the 
last form to sufer from demand destruction. In addition, there are very 
few real forms of non-material production. Even the computing, entertain-
ment, research, and education sectors require an ever increasing through-
put of material resources to sustain their non-material production. Any 
continuation of nominal economic growth on a shrinking material base can 
only be accompanied by the material impoverishment of the majority.
	 A third strategy of denial is to argue that the market will take account 
of ecological limits through price signals. Yet prices respond to the scar-
city of supply, not to absolute rates of depletion. Prices do not distinguish 
whether supply derives from sustainable production or a depletion of fnite 
reserves. For example, natural gas remains cheap while it is forced out of 
the ground under pressure; when the pressure drops through depletion, 
the fall in production rates is rapid and terminal. Price signals only come 
into force at crisis levels of depletion, when demand exceeds supply. It is 
too late by then to conserve natural gas. Indeed, when production levels fall 
and prices rise due to continued demand, it becomes much more proftable 
to engage in further and more rapid depletion of the remaining stocks. Te 
ultimate result is demand destruction, with a consequent shrinkage in the 
economy.
	 A market economy necessarily leads to a defcit in capital growth. In a 
market economy, capital is measured by prices and therefore in relation 
to efective demand expressed in money. Te only demands measured are 
from those who have money. Tose who control the most money are those 
who invest money for the sake of a proft. Capital is therefore priced in 
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relation to its proftability. It is priced in relation to a set of competing 
investments in terms of the single quantity of a rate of return, measured 
against risk. Measurements of capital, then, do not take into account the 
distinctive varieties of capital and their need for maintenance. For example, 
the renewal of depleted resources and the recycling of waste may be re-
stricted in important respects by physical limits. Without infnitely power-
ful technology, price signals will be insufcient to achieve substitution and 
recirculation.
	 Moreover, positive feedback efects arising from the destabilization of 
capital may outpace the growth in the relevant forms of economic activity 
that respond to such change. Only in limited circumstances does supply 
rise to meet demand. For example, the high demand for good governance 
and social stability does not express itself, at times of extreme instability, in 
terms of available money for investment in governance.
	 Furthermore, markets are unable to deal with the free-rider problem.9 
Waste is discharged; its toxic efects are not restricted to the economic 
entities that generate it. While the removal, recycling, and disinfecting of 
waste is a public good, the costs of waste are widely distributed across the 
public. For any economic entity that generates waste, then, the costs of tox-
icity may be relatively minor compared with the potential benefts of the 
toxic process of production. A cost–beneft analysis at a microeconomic 
level is incapable of accounting for the external costs of toxicity.10
	 Finally, price signals only give value to activities of detoxifcation to the 
extent that toxicity reduces profts. Te total amount available to be spent 
on detoxifcation, whether by the private sector or by governments, is lim-
ited to a perceived potential reduction in profts should toxicity be allowed 
to continue. It bears no relation to the costs of the actual work of detoxi-
fcation needed to maintain capital. Indeed, as long as similar profts may 
be acquired through substituting new areas of capital for depletion, leaving 
behind exhausted capital and polluted ecosystems, a market economy will 
necessarily prefer such substitution over eforts toward detoxifcation. Ex-
haustion and substitution is more proftable than maintenance. In short, a 
market economy will necessarily produce successive and increasing toxic 
efects.
	 Te problem of the clash between economic growth and ecological fni-
tude derives from a capitalist system that is based on perpetual growth. 
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All growth is represented positively as a proft. Little account can be taken 
of the need for conservation and recycling material. A market economy is 
a monoculture aimed at the growth of profts alone; it does not facilitate 
the development of reciprocal and complementary systems that recycle 
its products. A market economy is necessarily toxic. It matters little which 
political system is imposed to support such a market economy or the extent 
of its redistribution of wealth. Once capitalism reaches its limits, it will nec-
essarily shrink as a sphere of circulation, leaving those who are now outside 
its parameters bereft of essential resources.
	 Te error derives from a simple illusion: if capital is measured in terms 
of exchange value as an object of accumulation, then no account is taken 
of capital as a diferentiated and interdependent means of production. An 
alternative economy will be required by those who live outside the margins 
of a rapidly shrinking capitalist mode of production.

3.1.7  Means of production can be divided into four approximate cate-
gories: those that contribute primarily to the accumulation of stock, or 
physical capital; those that contribute primarily to the invention of pro-
cesses, or creative capital; those that contribute primarily to the assembly 
of processes, or constructive capital; and those that contribute primarily 
to the execution of processes, or dynamic capital. Physical capacities for 
production include natural resources, such as fresh water, sunlight, air, fer-
tile soil, fossil fuels, minerals, seeds, and livestock, and artifcial resources, 
such as roads, buildings, and machines. Creative capacities for production 
include human capital, which is itself dependent on health, knowledge, 
skills, adaptability, and motivation. Constructive capacities for production 
include human labor, institutions that facilitate cooperation, shared cul-
tural practices, mutual obligations and interdependence. Dynamic capital 
includes physical energy, desire, and credit. In a complex, interdependent 
world, accumulation, invention, assembly, and execution are all necessary 
for economic production. Physical, creative, constructive, and dynamic 
capital must be combined.
	 Capital necessarily exceeds capitalist representation. Representation 
is the product of a process combining physical capital as the medium of 
representation, creative capital as the invention of forms of representa-
tion, constructive capital as the practice of representation, and dynamic 
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capital as the power of representation. Representation is itself a form of 
produced wealth. It is not its own capital production. Representation is a 
simple product of a complex process of synthesis. It does not disclose its 
own substance, form, construction, or energy since it directs attention to 
the substance, form, construction, and energy of that which it represents. 
Moreover, even when the power of the object of representation is repre-
sented, the power of the representation is not identical to the represented 
power. As an active force of mediation, capital is inherently unrepresent-
able. Hence, the true nature of money exceeds all possible representation. 
It is a dynamic power, not an object of knowledge.
	 Capital necessarily exceeds measurement. It is less signifcant that capi-
tal should be measured than that it should be sustained, enhanced, and 
developed. If wealth consists primarily in capital, in capacities for accu-
mulation, invention, and assembly, then it does not consist in the specula-
tive value of assets, in prices determined by demand, or in rates of income 
or proft. Te speculative value of assets refects the behavior of traders in 
the market more than it refects the accumulation of capital. Prices refect 
demands for consumption more than they refect possibilities of inven-
tion. Rates of proft and income refect the consumption of capital more 
than they refect its construction. Money that is represented is not money 
in itself. In short, wealth cannot be properly assessed by an experience of 
available pleasures or by an evaluation of assets, income, or prices. Capital 
generates prices and pleasures. It cannot be assessed by them.
	 A price is formed within a market by comparison with the prices of 
other commodities or assets that could be substituted for the one in ques-
tion. Such representation depends on a dissimulation: it assumes that all 
capital can be appropriated, exchanged, and substituted. It assumes that 
the complex relations between physical capital, human capital, construc-
tive capital, and dynamic capital can be reproduced by the logic of market 
relations. It assumes that there is always an alternative or a substitute. It 
assumes that value only appears insofar as it is replaceable. It assumes an 
infnitely disposable world. It assumes that everything that contributes to 
wealth can be given a price—that is, that it can be appropriated, exchanged, 
and substituted.
	 Nevertheless, appropriation, exchange, and substitution involve the re-
moval of the thing from its networks of physical, personal, and social rela-
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tions. Tey involve the disassembly of capital. Adaptation for the market 
by rendering all things in the form of exchangeable property is essentially 
antithetical to the production of capital. Market relations may be the con-
dition for new forms of assembly and invention; they always come at the 
cost of existing relations of production.
	 Te generation of wealth cannot, therefore, be reduced to the genera-
tion of quantities and prices, for wealth is generated by the set of natu-
ral, personal, and social processes that compose the entirety of human 
experience.

e x c h a n g e

3.2.1  In economic representation, money is considered in terms of value. 
Te subjective process of evaluation is accorded priority; money merely 
represents the values given by subjective choices. According to Georg Sim-
mel, the subjective estimate of value becomes representable through ex-
change: “Te value of an object acquires such visibility and tangibility as it 
possesses through the fact that one object is ofered for another. Tis recip-
rocal balancing, through which each economic object expresses its value 
in another object, removes both objects from the sphere of merely subjec-
tive signifcance. Te relativity of valuation signifes its objectifcation.”11 
Money expresses this value of exchangeability: “If the economic value of 
objects is constituted by their mutual relationship of exchangeability, then 
money is the autonomous expression of this relationship. Money is the 
representative of abstract value.”12 One may observe that money represents 
such value in a triple sense. It represents or symbolizes actual value when 
it functions as a means of exchange; it represents or measures ideal value 
when it functions as a standard unit of account; and it represents or prom-
ises potential value when it functions as a store of value.
	 No market, or institution of exchange, can function without subjective 
choices being represented in some kind of object or symbolic medium. 
One cannot presuppose, however, that such subjective choices are inde-
pendent of the operations of the market. Even if desires pre-exist their 
expression in a price or an exchange, it is doubtful whether subjective 
evaluations pre-exist their expression in a price.13 For values cannot enter 
consciousness without some symbolic medium of representation through 
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which desires may be expressed. Such a scale of comparison is provided by 
money. Te market efects its own disciplining and ordering of desire, just 
as language efects a disciplining and ordering of thought, providing the 
condition for what is thinkable. Tere are desires that are not represented 
in the market because the bearer has insufcient money to make demands 
efective. If the realization of desires is entirely unrealistic, then little atten-
tion will be paid to them, and they may hardly fgure in consciousness at 
all. Someone who participates in a lottery can imagine how he or she would 
spend the winnings and so nourishes his or her desire for the benefts of 
wealth. Since the market ofers the possibility of the realization of some 
desires, it has an efect on desire and subjective choices and so on repre-
sented value. Te value represented by money is not independent of money 
itself. Money makes certain evaluations efective. Tis efective power of 
money demands a reconsideration of the role of money in representation. 
It will be necessary to critically examine the standard functions of money 
in exchange discussed in the textbooks of economics.

3.2.2  As a means of payment or medium of exchange, money is believed 
to facilitate a process of exchange that already exists in the form of barter.14 
Money is able to mediate between difering demands that exist in diferent 
places. Money makes transactions between two parties possible that would 
not be otherwise because money is able to represent an unspecifed de-
mand. Money is acceptable because it can later be turned into a particular 
demand: it represents all available objects of desire. It may be exchanged 
for all things. Tere are, however, signifcant diferences between purchase 
with money and barter exchange.15 A barter exchange takes place between 
two parties. Barter is comparable to a reciprocal gift, where the obliga-
tion to return a gift is efected immediately. Each gift is of a dual nature: 
a present is given at the same time as an honor and an obligation. Giving 
has both a physical and a social signifcance. Depending on relative status, 
such an honor may be regarded as tribute, patronage, or a bond initiating 
an obligation to give back. Indeed, if the relative status is uncertain or fex-
ible, the choice of returning a gift, including its nature and timing, may be 
elements of political strategy.16 Te exchange of gifts is inseparable from a 
relation of power.
	 Here lies the signifcant diference between the social form of value and 
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the social form of honor. Values are estimates constructed by autonomous 
subjects. Even if a subject accepts or imitates received values, the work of 
evaluation is still an expression of the subject’s power. Honors and obliga-
tions, by contrast, must be given or acknowledged where they are due.17 
Tey express the incorporation of the subject into an existing social form 
of representation. Tey express a mode of piety. Power lies outside the sub-
ject in social customs, and although these may admit some fexibility, any 
transgression risks punitive measures, exclusion, or the wrath of the gods.
	 In barter exchange, by contrast with gift, the obligation to return is ef-
fected immediately. Barter exchange may presuppose a relation of relative 
equality; alternatively, barter exchange may be conducted to construct re-
lations of relative equality, averting potential hostilities. Yet if each gift is 
regarded as the equivalent of the other, such equivalence may not signal an 
absence of social diference so much as the limit of a process of negotiation 
through which diferences of potential are enacted. Te actual exchange 
may be the outcome of diferences in relative power and status. Only after 
the event may the gifts be regarded as equivalent in value because they 
were indeed exchanged for each other. Prior to the agreement of exchange, 
however, the resolution of a bargain may be the expression of difering 
levels of power. Barter exchange is not neutral in relation to other systems 
of social power; it may be an expression of it when such power is enacted 
to the full in exchange. Although both parties may gain what they wish 
in barter exchange, the relative quantities of what they gain may be aug-
mented or diminished by the exercise of social power.
	 Te social elements of power and status call on factors external to the 
simple relation between two parties. In the same way, monetary purchase 
is not simply a physical exchange of goods. It also has a social dimension 
that is compressed into the actual values agreed while obscured by the 
notion of value itself. For exchange never takes place between two parties 
alone. Barter exchange may only be possible in the rare coincidence of 
complementary demands. Monetary exchange changes this signifcantly. 
By vastly augmenting the occurrence of possible exchanges, it also enables 
each transaction to be compared with a set of alternative transactions 
that could be substituted for it. In addition to the two parties, there is a 
range of possible exchange relations with third parties that each of the two 
parties has preferred not to pursue. Tese have an impact on the actual 
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exchange insofar as they determine the agreed price. Te logic of exchange 
is not complete as a two-way transaction; it also includes comparison and 
substitution. In every monetary exchange there remains a third, inactive 
party whose presence determines the outcome. In this respect, monetary 
exchange remains a social relation. Te possibility of transferring one’s 
business to a third party tends to neutralize efects of social power. Social 
power is not entirely removed, however, for it is now assumed by those 
who have the highest mobility or the option of transferring their business. 
Tose who have access to the most markets, whose assets are most liquid 
or in demand, have the opportunity for a greater degree of comparison and 
substitution. Tey have the most social power.
	 Te possibility of a transfer of business enables those who buy to choose 
a partner who has the weakest level of social power and will therefore be 
willing to ofer the most advantageous terms of trade. As a result, all trading 
partners will be reduced in power to the weakest available on the market. 
Exchange efects a stripping away of invested social powers, dissolving prior 
inequalities. It leaves one principal inequality between those who have the 
power to transfer business and those who have the most urgent demands 
for the trade to take place. Power lies with money, in the hands of the buyer. 
Money dissolves other social powers, therefore, but it retains its own so-
cial power. Te power to transfer business—whether this refects the social 
properties of the commodity for sale or pertains to the reputation, mo-
bility, or knowledge of the market actor—trumps all other social relations 
in exchange. It is the power of disassembly or fight, abandoning one set of 
mutual dependencies for the sake of establishing an equivalent elsewhere.
	 Te overall efect of exchange, then, is not merely to dissolve all previ-
ous social powers, leaving equality in exchange. It is to remove the recipro-
cal balances on social power so that one party who profts most from trans-
actions because of his or her superior mobility can act with progressively 
less restraint. Market exchange creates the illusion of social equality at the 
same time that it brings about the reality of social inequality. Yet social 
power circulates through exchange. Te seller acquires both the exchange 
value of money and its social value of liquidity. Patterns of circulation and 
recirculation, then, will be more signifcant in determining the overall bal-
ance of power expressed in money than will the accumulation of money at 
any one time.
	 Money does, however, have a considerable efect on the nature of ex-
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changes. What might be considered a delicate social negotiation within 
barter takes on the appearance of a simple exchange within the market. 
Yet money does not simply facilitate exchange. It also dissolves a prior so-
cial order, with its obligations, reciprocities, and interdependencies, and 
replaces it with the social order of the market. Money generates markets 
at the same time that it facilitates exchange. Te function of money is not, 
therefore, reducible to a medium of exchange. Money is an active principle 
of social change. It has efects that are not reducible to its designed func-
tion. Money cannot be represented fully by the function of a medium of 
exchange or means of payment. It does more than merely symbolize value. 
It imposes its own scale of evaluation through which proftable activity, as 
the source of social power and means toward all other ends, is valued more 
highly than other activities.

3.2.3  Money may also be represented in terms of its function as a unit of 
account. Money facilitates the representation of exchange value. In rela-
tion to this function, money also acts as both condition of the market and 
product of the market.
	 Markets are not given in advance. Like all forms of constructive capital, 
they have to be invented, assembled, and accumulated. Markets may be 
accumulated when a particular location acquires a reputation for the buy-
ing and selling of certain assets, goods or resources. Such a market is open 
to those who have access to that location, as well as to the assets, goods, 
or resources that may be traded there. Tere is therefore no such thing as 
a single, global market. Markets are diferentiated by location, reputation, 
and what is bought and sold.
	 Markets are also facilitated by the acceptability of a single commodity 
or asset in exchange for all other items traded there. Money enables goods 
within a market to be compared directly with each other in terms of a price. 
In addition, money mediates between markets, joining them together, 
crossing boundaries of location and types of items traded. Money facili-
tates exchange between markets that are diferentiated in respect to dis-
tance, time, reputation, and category. As the single principle that enables 
markets to interact, money enables values within markets to be measured 
in relation to values in other markets. By enabling trade and comparison 
between markets, money efectively functions as the medium for the in-
vention of markets.
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	 Markets may be facilitated further when a dealer undertakes to buy and 
sell a particular asset or commodity to anyone who wishes to sell or buy it. 
While all traders may buy and sell money, some traders take it upon them-
selves to buy and sell another asset or commodity. Such dealers aim to bal-
ance quantities bought and sold by controlling the price. Tese dealers are 
market makers. To facilitate throughput in the market, and thus to increase 
the profts achieved through a small spread between bid and ofer price, 
such dealers need to hold a certain reserve of the asset in question. Te 
dealer makes the market by controlling a reserve, a spread, and a price.
	 In practice, therefore, markets are not simply composed of a large num-
ber of two-way barter transactions. One cannot fully represent the form of 
the market by the exchanges that take place within it. Markets are made 
possible by their own distinctive infrastructure. Such an infrastructure is 
not itself an object of demand within the market. Te location and reputa-
tion of the market difer from what is traded there; the money used within 
the market is acquired not for its own intrinsic use, but simply for the pur-
pose of further exchanges; and the dealer’s reserve must be maintained 
overall, not accumulated or depleted. Reputation, money, and reserve are 
the factors that facilitate markets.
	 Money, in its role of generating exchange between markets, acts as a 
vital component of constructive capital. Since money, unlike other prod-
ucts, is not consumed, it provides a sustainable vehicle of circulation. In 
this way it difers from reputation, which is not alienable but accumulates, 
and from reserves, which do not circulate as reserves. Exchange values are 
represented in terms of money rather than in terms of reputation or re-
serves of stock, since money may actually be exchanged for them. In this 
way, money becomes a unit of account.
	 Money does not merely circulate, however. While reputation and re-
serves are not money, money contains within itself the functions of reputa-
tion and reserves. It is portable reputation and portable reserves. Indeed, it 
has to retain these properties to function as a unit of account. Values have 
to be measured in terms of some reputable standard of measure. Values 
also have to be measured in relation to a value that is stored or reserved. 
Neither a two-way exchange nor circulation alone therefore explains the 
true nature of money.
	 Debates over the true nature of money derive from emphasizing only 
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one of its characteristics.18 If the value of money is taken as deriving from 
its intrinsic content, as in metalist theories of money, then its function as 
a reserve of value is exaggerated at the expense of other functions. If the 
value of money is taken as deriving from its reputation as a means of cir-
culation, as for those who derive money from banking and credit, then its 
reputation is exaggerated at the expense of other functions. Yet money can-
not be acceptable in exchange, possessing a real value, unless it is capable 
of reserving value. Money cannot reserve real value without being accept-
able in exchange. Reputation and reserve are mutually dependent; neither 
explains how money acquires value and becomes capable of generating a 
market.
	 Tere are two main approaches to explaining the value of money: money 
is regarded either as a commodity or as a unit of account. Commodity theo-
ries of money derive money as an emergent product of barter. In barter 
exchange, one seeks to acquire goods not only for immediate use but also 
for their liquidity or exchangeability. Te commodity that is most widely 
accepted in exchange plays the role of money. Faith in its acceptability en-
ables it to become an efective store of value. Tere is a logical circularity 
here: money is a means of payment because it is a store of value, yet money 
is a store of value because it is a means of payment.19 Te most exchanged 
commodity may still have multiple exchange ratios in diferent circum-
stances. It does not become a standard unit of account.
	 Unit of account theories of money explain money in terms of its extrin-
sic imposition on the market by a political agency such as a state. According 
to state theories of money, money is issued by the state in the form of pay-
ments and demanded by the state in the form of taxes.20 Te endless, circu-
lar fow of the market is replaced by a model of efux and refux.21 Money 
maintains its reputation in line with the power, prestige, and prudence of 
the issuing state. It is acceptable in exchange as legal tender, supported by 
authority. Te difculty here lies in explaining how money tends to circu-
late freely beyond the territorial boundaries of the state. Beyond political 
boundaries, money embodies the economic prestige of the respective state. 
It has a market value only where it becomes a means of payment because its 
reputation stores value, and its reputation stores value because it is a means 
of payment.
	 Te commodity and unit of account theories of money are not mutually 
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incompatible. Indeed, they are complementary, each supplying the defcits 
in the other.22 Money does not belong solely to the market or to the state, 
because each institution is incomplete without the other. Te question is: 
to what extent do the two together explain the function of money as a unit 
of account? A third factor, in addition to market and state, will also need to 
be invoked.
	 As a medium of exchange, the value of money is thought to derive from 
the quantity in circulation relative to size and speed of the market as a 
whole.23 Yet since it possesses a reputation, money also accumulates or de-
preciates in value apart from changes in circulation. Indeed, the “market as 
a whole” is an abstract ideal. Tere is no possible way in practice for prices 
to be assessed in relation to the market as a whole.24 Te value of money 
does not depend on the quantity in circulation alone. It is not an absolute 
standard of measure or even a measure internal to a closed system. Te 
value of money also derives from beyond its territory in associated mar-
kets. Moreover, money is a reserve of value that promises the delivery of a 
certain quantity of value at a future date. Te value of money, as a reserve, 
depends on future expectations. It embodies a degree of credit. Te nature 
and value of money therefore do not derive solely from factors within a 
market or from factors provided by a state. Te value of money as a unit of 
account depends on its acceptability in external markets and in future mar-
kets. Te use of money as a unit of account is not simply a means of valuing 
commodities against other commodities within the market as a universal 
equivalent. Tere is no universal market. Te pure market is itself a uto-
pian abstraction. Such a process of comparison is never completed; com-
modities are not compared in value directly with each other through the 
medium of money. Instead, commodities are valued in terms of money—
that is, in relation to expectations of evaluations in external and future mar-
kets. Money is not simply a unit of account because it also embodies repu-
tation and credit. Te nature of money is not properly explained as a unit 
of account within a closed market. While money may function as a unit of 
account, it also opens evaluation up to exterior and future factors.

3.2.4  Money also represents value through its function as a store of value. 
Money is regarded as storing or reserving the exchange value of goods, as-
sets, and services. As a reserve of value, money is a passive object of human 
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control. Money is comprehended under the form of property. For the one 
who possesses money, money is a passive instrument of desire. Yet for one 
who seeks to acquire money, money has an active power of command. Te 
value of money as a reserve of value lies in its capacity to express an active 
power. Once again, this active power is not comprehended when money is 
treated as a passive object of exchange. Money proves to be more than a 
machine designed for the preservation of value.
	 In reality, value is not reducible to the situation of exchange alone. In 
exchange, value circulates. In reality, the value of goods, assets, and ser-
vices may undergo signifcant transformations outside exchange. It is im-
portant to distinguish between goods and services acquired for the sake 
of consumption and assets appropriated to be held. Reserved assets may 
be property or stock and therefore subject to subsequent exchanges; they 
may be capital that produces additional value; or they may be speculative 
assets whose value is expected to rise as demand outstrips supply. Whereas 
consumption cancels out the value of production, appropriation preserves 
or even increases value. Whereas in exchange, value is preserved by def-
nition, since the market value is determined by the price paid for it, such 
exchanges take place for the sake of consumption, production, or specula-
tion. Market value is subordinate to other processes that afect value. Te 
value arrived at in exchange will depend on intentions and expectations 
regarding the future progress of value. Money enters into relation with the 
value of the goods, assets, or services for which it is exchanged. Money also 
enters into relation with activities of consumption, production, and specu-
lation that it makes possible. In relation to exchange, money is a passive 
store of value. In relation to consumption, production, and speculation, 
money is constructive capital.
	 Te true nature of money, as constructive capital, has to be uncovered 
from beneath the illusion that money functions purely for the preserva-
tion of value. Money as an active force exceeds its apparent functions. It 
makes a diference whether money is used to purchase goods and services 
or for production or investment. If money is used for purchase, it is simply 
a means of payment; if money is used to pay for production, whether in 
the form of rent for physical capital, wages for labor, or interest on fnanc-
ing, then it actively stimulates production. Tere is a signifcant diference 
between production and distribution: production adds an absolute value, 
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a stock of product, whereas distribution adds a relative value, expressed as 
an increase in price. When all values are expressed as exchange values, this 
distinction is concealed. Moreover, distribution is itself part of the activity 
of constructive capital, since it facilitates the assembly of the means of 
production. Nevertheless, absolute values are heterogeneous, expressed in 
terms of various stocks of product, while relative values are homogeneous, 
expressed in terms of prices. When money is exchanged for existing goods 
and services, then it merely functions as a means of distribution. When 
money, by contrast, is used for rent, wages, or interest, then it stimulates 
the creation of value. Such value would not be created if money were not 
paid for it. Money, therefore, has an active role in the process of produc-
tion. It is a mode of dynamic capital.
	 It has been assumed that it is demand, rather than money, that stimu-
lates production. Te productive power of money would then be merely an 
instrument in the transmission of demand. One can distinguish between 
demand itself, which originates with people, and money, which is the sig-
nal of such demand. Nevertheless, however strong people’s demands may 
be, they remain inefective until they are supported by money. Demands 
are only efective to the extent that they are expressed in money. Money 
has the distinctive power of making demand efective. Te active power of 
money is a power of purchasing, of making demands efective. Tis active 
power has a diferent nature when it constitutes physical capital as capital 
by means of the payment of rent; when it commands human capital as 
labor in the form of wages; and when it enriches constructive capital in 
the form of interest. Te metaphor of exchange for these forms of pay-
ment conceals the active power of money in making demands efective 
and stimulating production. For money facilitates the release of potential. 
Tere is always an excess of productive capacity that could be released if 
money became available. Rather than an exchange, the relation is more 
like a contract or mutual obligation. Rent is paid if capital is constituted 
for production. Tere is always an excess of potential demand over efec-
tive demand. Labor is contracted rather than purchased. Wages are paid if 
labor gives itself to be commanded. Similarly, money capital is borrowed 
rather than purchased. It is given to be invested and spent in return for an 
agreed payment of interest. Indeed, in this process capital does not strictly 
leave the original owner, even if money does, for capital is converted from 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



E c o l o g y  o f  M o n e y   h  97

money into an asset such as a share, bond, or loan. Such assets are often 
highly liquid and can be exchanged as easily as money. Investment there-
fore should be regarded not in terms of an exchange but in terms of the 
contracting of assets and liabilities.
	 An essential diference remains between exchange and contract. Ex-
change is an instantaneous swap of private property; contract is the agree-
ment of mutual obligations that endure for a period of time. Property itself 
rests on permanent implicit or explicit contracts. A village market where 
products are exchanged as property provides a poor paradigm for the com-
prehension of economic behavior.25 Most economic behavior endures over 
time rather than consisting of a series of instantaneous transactions. Most 
economic behavior involves the agreement of contracts. Where exchange 
retains the physical dimension of gift giving, contract belongs to the sphere 
of social power and obligations. Where exchange is subjected to the sov-
ereign choice of the owner of property or the consumer, contract imposes 
obligations. Money, as dynamic capital, has to be understood in terms of 
the social sphere of contractual obligations rather than in terms of a village 
market where products are exchanged.

3.2.5  In a productive economy, capital is heterogeneous yet interdepen-
dent. Land, labor, and fnance are not constituted as capital until they are 
assembled for production by the intermediation of money for the payment 
of rent, wages, and interest. Capital is composed of absolute and heteroge-
neous values, yet it is paid in terms of a homogeneous value. Tere is no way 
to determine a just division of payments between rent, wages, and interest, 
since the contributions of land, labor, and capital are absolute rather than 
relative. Production would not take place without each of them. Instead, 
rates and proportions may be determined in practice through the market, 
in terms of exchange and substitution, according to supply and demand. 
In practice, then, the price paid for capital has little relation to its intrin-
sic capacity or productivity. It is determined in relation to exchange, in 
which the original capital is no longer constituted as capital, since an alter-
native is substituted for it. Capital as capital disappears from the measure 
of prices to the extent that it is treated as an object of comparison and sub-
stitution. Relative values take priority over absolute values. Relative values 
are formed by substituting anticipated profts from future constitutions of 
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capital for those modes of capital that are already actually constituted in 
a determinate location. Relative values are anticipated; they do not assess 
values that exist in reality except in relation to anticipation.
	 Te power of money is efectively neutralized when money is regarded 
as a passive instrument of exchange. When an asset is exchanged for a quan-
tity of money, the exchange values of the asset and the quantity of money 
are equated. An asset is worth a certain price because it may be exchanged 
for that particular quantity of money; the money is also worth that price 
because it may be exchanged for the same quantity of money. As pure 
liquidity, $1,000 is tautologously worth $1,000. Te illusion here is to treat 
the unit of account as a commodity. As a commodity or object of exchange, 
money has no distinctive power in exchange. It appears to be neutral. Yet 
as a unit of account, money has an active power of pricing. Money is not 
neutral in exchange because it has an active power of intermediation. It 
makes exchanges possible.
	 Te efect of reducing exchange value to prices is to reduce exchange 
to an equation between the value of a quantity of one commodity and 
the value of the quantity of another. Te perspective that predominates 
here is that of the seller who judges all things in relation to the quantity of 
money desired. In selling, capital is liquidated as capital, even if it may be 
reconstituted as capital by the buyer. Te seller’s perspective excludes the 
perspectives of other parties in an exchange. Te buyer must compare the 
proposed purchase to a set of alternative purchases, weighing these against 
each other in an attempt to fnd an optimum rather than an equivalent. 
In addition, any exchange always involves a number of other participants, 
even if their positions remain unchanged by the exchange. Such partici-
pants may include alternative sellers, whose products are refused; alter-
native buyers, who ofer too little or arrive too late; conveyancers, who 
may facilitate the transmission of property from one owner to another; and 
market makers, who make exchange possible. Even if intermediaries may 
not be required, money itself or banks facilitate and intermediate exchange. 
By facilitating exchange, intermediation makes exchange possible. It there-
fore has an impact on prices.
	 In the formation of exchange values, then, this complex social situation 
is eclipsed by the imposition of the hegemonic perspective of the seller. 
While the power of liquidity may remain in the hands of the buyer, having 
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a signifcant impact on prices, the dominant perspective in pricing belongs 
to the eyes of the seller. Exchange value is formed from imagining a condi-
tion in which capital is disassembled and sold. It is constituted entirely by 
anxiety or anticipation. Exchange value, rather than refecting past accumu-
lation or present productivity, embodies a future orientation. If prices are 
represented in terms of money, then money itself represents anticipations 
of the future. Money therefore stands in the place of and represents credit. 
As the advance that is ofered on the basis of credit, money, as the measure 
of prices, is essentially credit.

m o n e y

3.3.1  Te nature of money explains exchange; the nature of exchange 
does not explain money. How, then, are we to understand the function 
of money? Adam Smith famously described money as the “great wheel of 
circulation”: “Te great wheel of circulation is altogether diferent from the 
goods which are circulated by means of it. Te revenue of society consists 
altogether in those goods and not in the wheel which circulates them.”26 
As a mere vehicle or means of exchange, money contributes nothing to the 
overall output of a society. Money carries value, but the value that it carries 
is that of the goods, not its intrinsic value as money. Te revolutionary 
insight here derives from Copernicus: money has become a mere token 
of value.27 Te use of money, as a sign of value, carries more ontological 
and economic signifcance than its substance. Smith can therefore make a 
sharp distinction between money itself and the value of money. If money is 
merely a vehicle, then Smith could argue that the substitution of paper for 
gold and silver replaces a very expensive instrument with one that is much 
less costly. Te value of money is its value as an instrument or vehicle. It is 
not the value of the substance of which it is composed but the value of the 
goods that can be had in exchange.
	 Smith’s image of a wheel of circulation presupposes a closed economy. 
Money can recirculate only if it remains in the economy without being 
spent elsewhere. Te distinction between goods and vehicle of circulation 
holds only to the extent that there is a circulation. In practice, however, 
goods do not circulate but are produced and consumed. Similarly, money 
does not continually recirculate if it is also produced and consumed. Yet 
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to the extent that money recirculates, it can be replaced by abstract value. 
Assuming that money is functioning efectively as a wheel of circulation, it 
can be displaced by a consideration of abstract value until the wheel breaks 
down. Money needs to be considered by economics only when it fails to 
function as an efective vehicle for circulation. Tere would appear to be an 
optimum quantity of money for an efcient wheel. If too little is present, 
exchange will not take place, because there is nothing with which to pay 
for it; if too much is present, prices will rise until the excess is absorbed. 
If there is too little or too much, exchange is restricted either through lack 
of means or through loss of confdence in the vehicle of circulation due to 
infation. Monetary economics may concern itself with the optimum quan-
tity of money. It does not concern itself with the accumulation of money as 
such. Te object of economic activity, then, would be not to acquire money 
but to accumulate exchange value.
	 Te “great wheel of circulation” does, however, provide a poor image 
of economic activity. As has often been noted, Smith’s understanding of 
money as a wheel of circulation does not explain the quotidian facts of 
economic life: the striving after money, the desire to accumulate money.28 
Exchange value is accumulated, but for this to occur, exchange value must 
be converted back into money. Money is required for the payment of rent, 
wages, interest, and taxes. Capital investment takes place in the form of 
money, and profts are realized in the form of money. Tere is a cycle of 
production, then, but it begins in money and ends in money. While the 
cycle of exchange may begin with goods and end with goods, the cycle 
of production begins with money and ends with money. Each cycle oper-
ates in and through the other. Each operates according to independent 
principles. Te demand for goods, expressed through exchange, drives 
production; the demand for profts, expressed through production, drives 
exchange. Each liberates the other to achieve a greater potential. Invest-
ment in production leads to the discovery and satisfaction of more wants; 
increases in consumption lead to greater profts. Economic activity origi-
nates in complementary drives: a pleasure principle and a will to power. 
Tere are diferent circuits of money and goods, even if they operate only 
through each other. Since prices are arbitrary, the circuits of goods and 
money merely provide the occasion and means for the fow of the other. 
Tey do not determine the rate of fow.
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	 Smith’s image of a circulating vehicle in a closed economy depends on 
the presumption of a fnite amount of gold and silver in circulation—an 
amount that adjusts in relation to the size of the economy. Nevertheless, as 
soon as variability of the total quantity of money in circulation is admitted, 
such variation may be infuenced by factors extrinsic to the endogenous 
requirements of exchange. In particular, if money is issued as paper or in 
the form of electronic bank records, then it can be created to stimulate 
production. Money, created in the form of loans, passes through its own 
life cycle before being canceled when the loans are repaid. Money here 
is an active stimulant of production. It is therefore insufcient to regard 
money as merely a technical instrument of exchange whose quantity can be 
adjusted to maximize the facilitation of exchange. It is insufcient to regard 
the economy as the sphere of circulation of exchange values, whether these 
are borne by goods or by money. Instead, the common-sense perspective 
holds more weight. On the one hand, goods are produced, distributed, and 
consumed, fowing in one direction; on the other, money is created, circu-
lated, and canceled, fowing in the reverse direction. An economy requires 
a production of money commensurate with its productive output, even if 
money endures and recirculates for longer than do the goods for which it 
is exchanged. Both directions of circulation need to be considered. One 
concerns the circulation of goods; the other concerns the circulation of 
social power.
	 A more subtle cycle, however, must be considered. As a means of pay-
ment, a sum of money has a particular purchasing power expressed in terms 
of the value of goods that may be obtained for it. Yet goods themselves are 
heterogeneous. Teir relative values can be established only by comparing 
them with a sum of money that could be exchanged for them. Te price 
of goods is expressed in terms of money, while the value of money is ex-
pressed in terms not of the goods themselves, but of their prices. Tere is 
a vicious circle of reciprocal presupposition here. Just as money physically 
circulates as a means of payment in acts of buying and selling, it also men-
tally circulates as a measure of value in terms of possible acts of exchange.
	 Te efect of this vicious circle is that prices are real and determinate 
yet arbitrary. Lacking any independent or absolute standard of value that 
would establish economics as a science, such as the one sought by David 
Ricardo, prices are open to arbitrary fuctuations. Ten the purchasing 
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power of money, the quantity of goods that may be exchanged for it, is en-
tirely relative. Just as one may distinguish between money and the value of 
money, one may also distinguish between an absolute power to purchase, 
the power inherent in money itself, and a relative value that is purchased—
the exchange value of money. Money possesses both an absolute and a 
relative purchasing power. Relative purchasing power is a passive object 
of exchange. Moreover, whatever price is agreed in exchange, relative pur-
chasing power remains unchanged in the act of exchange, since the value 
of the goods and that of the money exchanged are defned as equivalent 
to each other. Exchange value, whether expressed in goods or in money, 
remains constant by defnition in exchange. Exchange value does nothing 
to measure increases or decreases in value that always occur outside the 
sphere of exchange, whether in the accumulation of goods or in the appre-
ciation in prices. Tere is no need to consider money separately, according 
to such a perspective.
	 Money does have an absolute purchasing power, and it is this power 
that circulates in the reverse direction to goods. It is a question not of how 
much value is purchased—or relative purchasing power—but of the power 
to purchase that much value. It is the power, the potential to acquire value, 
that makes demands efective. Whereas relative purchasing power requires 
that one view the exchange with hindsight as though it had already taken 
place, establishing equivalence between a sum of money and a quantity 
of goods, absolute purchasing power requires viewing the exchange with 
foresight, as a power to acquire value. Whereas exchange value or relative 
purchasing power is instantaneous, absolute purchasing power endures 
until the exchange. Money, as constructive capital or an absolute power 
of purchasing, is essentially a promise of value. It is a power to enter into 
exchanges or contractual arrangements. It is an embodied social power.
	 Te power of a promise is not represented in account books. It escapes 
accounting and the empirical investigation of economic science. As a 
promise, the power of money is subject to uncertainty, confdence, and 
even strategy. It may perhaps best be understood through theology rather 
than economics, for the absolute purchasing power of money consists in 
the power of a promise. It consists in credit. A promise involves the sus-
pension, yet determination, of a value in time. It is therefore necessary to 
diferentiate between what is promised, or the relative value of money, and 
the promise itself, or money’s absolute purchasing power.
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3.3.2  Money promises value. It does not specify the form that such value 
will take. Used for consumption, money promises pleasure. Used for ex-
change, money promises property. Used for investment, money promises 
more money. Te value of money, or the value that is promised, has no 
exact or fxed measure. It is an indefnite potential.
	 Te promise provided by money, then, is more than simply the value 
of the goods and services that it can buy. Money promises access to other 
markets. Money promises future profts. Money extends purchasing power 
to distant places and future times. It is pure, unqualifed potential. It has the 
capacity to generate markets. Money has the power to acquire pleasure, to 
appropriate property, to constitute capital, to command labor, and to repay 
interest and loans.
	 Te selling of goods and services is driven by the desirability of this 
purchasing power. Money gives the freedom to select and refuse within the 
marketplace. Money gives the freedom to disassemble current relations of 
mutual dependence to replace them with future, more desirable relations 
of mutual dependence. Money, as the promise of freedom, generates the 
demand for money. Freedom is a kind of social entropy. Once possessed of 
money and freedom, and thus fnancial independence, few would be willing 
to enter into onerous obligations, except to acquire more money. Money 
is therefore the great liberator. Te promise of freedom and independence 
empowers money. It makes money acceptable in exchange. It gives money 
a relative purchasing power, since it is acceptable in exchange. Yet the abso-
lute purchasing power of money that is embodied in its promise exceeds its 
relative purchasing power, which is expressed in terms of a determinate set 
of goods. Money opens value out onto an unlimited future. It is irreducible 
to fnite spheres of exchange.
	 Tis is not to say that money is primarily an object of hoarding. It is not 
essential to possess money; it is merely essential to have access to money. 
Tis is consistent with money’s nature as promised. Exchange value can be 
hoarded in the form of proftable assets that are highly marketable. With 
a high degree of liquidity, proftable assets are one step removed from 
money. Tey bear the promise of money and so represent the promise that 
is available in money. Since exchange value is normally hoarded in the form 
of proftable assets, the will to power expressed in the desire for profts may 
be concealed beneath an apparent demand for the pleasure provided by 
assets and goods. Money itself is left out of account. Such an illusion can be 
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left to economists. In practice, it is all too obvious that assets are valued by 
the amount of money that they promise, by the amount of money that may 
be ofered in exchange for them. For the consumer, driven by the pleasure 
principle, money is the promise of goods. For the speculator, driven by a 
will to power, assets are the promise of money.

3.3.3  Distinct drives open up distinct perspectives of evaluation. In eco-
nomic life, all things hold their value through something else. All things 
have value only insofar as they are capital, capable of being incorporated 
into some productive activity, even if it is only the production of pleasure. 
For example, living beings function efectively only in an environment that 
meets their needs; they have no value in isolation, for they cannot survive 
in isolation. Similarly, property, goods, and services hold value only as ob-
jects of desire and use. Tere is no value without the invention of form. 
Even in representation, use values are imagined in relation to some desired 
process. An imagined world of use values is substituted for prior values 
within an ecological context: use is value in relation to a human agent. 
Moreover, such an invention and imagination of form is the precondition 
of productive economic activity. Desire appears to constitute the very tex-
ture of society.
	 A diferent perspective is expressed in exchange. Considered in relation 
to exchange, a thing holds value only in relation to possible substitutions. 
Te intrinsic properties of the thing, whether in relation to its ecological 
context or in relation to its human use, are put aside. One replaces a feld 
of forms and uses with one of exchanges and prices. Tis is essentially a 
change in perspective: use and exchange are difering perspectives through 
which the world may be seen. Tey are not neutral but have determinate 
optical efects. If one examines the world from the perspective of use, then 
the entire world is colored and distorted by one’s own demands, needs, 
and desires. If one examines the world from the perspective of exchange, 
then instead of seeing things themselves, one sees that which can be ex-
changed for things. Moreover, these things in turn are not seen, but other 
exchanges are substituted for them. It is as if one looks only at the shadows. 
Only intensities of shade are expressed in terms of exchange value. Money, 
as the unit of account, is the screen on which all shadows are formed. All 
of one’s demands, needs, and desires that fnd confrmation in things are 
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temporarily suspended; no satisfaction is immediately visible. Te world, 
as seen from the perspective of exchange, ofers itself to a single desire: the 
desire for an increase in proft. No other desire or thought is represented in 
exchange value.
	 Te use of money as a screen against which the world is projected has a 
peculiar optical efect: all demands, needs, and desires are kept in suspense. 
Tey remain private and do not impinge directly on social relations. Social 
relations become constituted by a sole public demand: the demand for 
money. It is only by fulflling the demand for money that other demands 
can come to fulfllment. Te texture of society appears to be constituted 
by the promise of value expressed in money. Hence, money functions as 
more than just a screen or support for the projection of exchange value. 
Te demand for money maintains the perspective through which exchange 
value may be seen. In a relative sense, the exchange value of commodities is 
measured in terms of money; in an absolute sense, exchange value is con-
stituted by the perspective through which it is seen, the demand for money 
as such. Te demand for money, in turn, is constituted by the promise that 
is ofered by money. In exchange, the texture of society is constituted by 
credit.
	 Such perspectives of use or exchange are only maintained if they answer 
to particular needs, desires, and demands. To answer here means to ofer a 
promise. A perspective must produce images through which the demand 
fnds satisfaction—imaginary satisfaction or satisfaction through images. 
Te power of money, then, does not ultimately lie in its capacity to deliver 
promised value. Money gives trust that the image can be achieved. Te 
power of money is its capacity to hold and maintain a perspective in the 
mind. As a promise, it focuses attention on the power it promises. As a 
screen, it veils and withdraws attention from all other modes of social inter-
action. None of the competing perspectives promise the liquidity, fexibility, 
and freedom available to the one who has money. Te power of money is a 
power to control attention, to absorb mental energy, to shape the spending 
of time. Te power of money as a promise consists in its ability to capture 
attention and desire. Money promises freedom and power. As a screen and 
a perspective, it does not draw attention to itself so much as to the free-
dom and power acquired by its means. Withdrawing itself from attention, 
its hold over attention is all the more secure. As the principle that makes 
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demands efective, the supreme means of freedom and power, money is 
a reality principle: it promises the power to realize all other desires and 
values. It ofers itself as the universal social means. As the supreme means 
of access to value, money is that which is of most social value. It is the 
precondition for the realization of all other ends. All other ends must be 
suspended until sufcient money is obtained for their realization. Money 
thus posits itself as the supreme being, the focus of attention and desire, the 
principle for the realization of capital projects. Money posits itself as God, 
the principle of all creation. Its hold over attention is the worship it de-
mands. As long as the world is regarded from the perspective of exchange, 
the power of money is absolute.

3.3.4  It is an apparent paradox that money, a mere sign or token, can be-
come the supreme principle of power. It does so through the theological 
power of a promise. Te power of money is expressed through exchange. In 
a market society, money makes markets possible. Money is the condition 
of possibility of society as such, of the division of labor and mutual inter-
dependence, insofar as society is constituted by exchange. Moreover, since 
exchange involves the dissolution of prior social forms of power through 
disassembly and the constitution of new forms through reassembly, it re-
places other social forms with exchange. Since exchange values are mea-
sured in relation to external or future values, they cannot be constrained 
by existing orders of power. Money possesses the power of fight. Any at-
tempts to contain it will drive it out of the territory.
	 Exchange values are derived from comparison. A price indicates the 
lack of availability of cheaper substitutes or alternatives. A price also in-
dicates the lack of stronger efective demands. Under such conditions of 
comparison, then, one is always threatened by one’s competitors. For every 
exchange facilitated by money, there are a host of possible exchanges that 
do not occur. Competition requires winners and losers. Tere will always 
be some who cannot pay more or sell for less. While such competition has 
the relative efect of equilibrating prices, it also has the absolute efect of 
threatening lack.
	 Money, as an absolute sign of wealth, combines the promise of wealth 
with the threat of poverty, for the wealth promised by money is only tem-
porary. Only capital promises enduring wealth. For one who holds money 
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and buys, the freedom to satisfy demands is a promise of wealth; once the 
purchase has taken place, however, the condition is replaced by one of the 
absence of money. Te threat of poverty follows the promise of wealth. For 
one who sells to acquire money, money holds out the promise of freedom 
to satisfy demands. Yet failure to sell holds out the threat of poverty. Te 
threat of poverty precedes the promise of wealth.
	 In a market society, therefore, relations of interdependence are opaque 
and unstable, threatened with termination at any moment. One can have 
security in such a society only if one has a dependable source of income. 
One can participate in such a society only to the extent that one has ac-
cess to money or credit. While money promises the freedom of the market, 
it also threatens the constraint of exclusion. Te power of money is not 
embodied in its promise alone; it is also embodied in the threats present 
within a market society. It would seem that no one could be more free 
than an economic agent in a marketplace with unlimited opportunities 
to exchange, make profts, and satisfy demands. In reality, such economic 
agents sufer from an immense discipline. For the freedom to exchange is 
a freedom to command labor; such freedom can be realized only if labor 
is available to be commanded. Te freedom of the wealthy can be acquired 
only at the expense of the servitude of those who work. Market society, 
while appearing to promise liberty, imposes itself as a rigorous system of 
discipline. One is always under an obligation to acquire money. Such an 
obligation is independent of any drive for pleasure or will to power. One 
may be under an obligation to produce for sale to acquire money; one may 
be under an obligation to repay debts to remain creditworthy; one may 
be under an obligation to invest so that one generates an income. While 
appearing to ofer the promise of the security of wealth earned through the 
division of labor, market society imposes a condition of general insecurity, 
facing each of its members with the threat of exclusion from relations of 
interdependence.
	 Just as the fear of market failure as a whole generates a demand for 
money as liquidity at the onset of market panic, so the fear of failure within 
the market also generates a demand for money. Money, as the source of 
market society, announces a promise but delivers a threat. Tis threat, in 
turn, reinforces the demand for money. Te more extensively society is 
constituted as a market, the stronger the demand for money and the further 
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the constitution of society as a market. Few political forces can resist such 
power; few political forces can mobilize the productive power of capital in 
the way that money can.
	 Te value of money derives from the demand for money. Money holds 
value because it is acceptable in exchange. According to the simple image 
of society as a closed market, abstract exchange value derives from substi-
tution and comparison in terms of a universal equivalent. Society is con-
stituted as the limit of a process of comparison of possible values. Tings 
hold exchange value, and thus social signifcance, to the extent that they 
are compared with all other values. In practice, of course, such a process 
of universal comparison can never complete its large number of permu-
tations. Relative prices are estimated in relation to their nearest alterna-
tives. Such prices are also estimated. Instead of tending toward equilibrium 
under ideal market conditions, therefore, prices can only be compared to 
other estimates, leading to an unending process of fuctuation and oscil-
lation, since each correction of an estimate leads to a correction of other 
relative prices. Tere is no absolute standard against which prices may be 
measured, and there is no universal market in which prices can be deter-
mined. Te value of money can never be fxed in relation to the overall level 
of prices, therefore, because prices never achieve an overall level. Te value 
of money is determined from without. It is, in part, an expression of the 
demand for money. Te demand for money derives from its promises and 
threats. Money is acceptable in exchange because it is an object of demand; 
it is an object of demand because it is acceptable in exchange. Money gains 
value from the trust in money; it holds its value through imitation—that is, 
it is widely accepted in exchange.29 Yet although such imitation can spread 
by contagion, it also needs explaining by means of an initial impetus. Te 
initial impetus giving value to money is nothing less than its promise and 
threat. If, prior to the marketization of society, the promise carries more 
weight than the threat, then subsequent to the marketization of society 
both promise and threat are intensifed: more relations can be reconsti-
tuted than ever before through the market; fewer relations can be recon-
stituted at all outside the market. Trough the agency of money, the market 
efects a progressive colonization of society. Trough the colonization of 
society, the market intensifes the demand for money.
	 Te social reality of money as constructive capital is that of a self-
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fulflling promise. Money has a relative purchasing power expressed in 
terms of the value of goods that could be exchanged for it. Money has an 
absolute purchasing power, which is the power of a promise. In addition, 
money has an absolute power to impose itself on society expressed in terms 
of its power to fulfll itself as a promise. Money gains power because it has 
power. It is a dynamic force, a pure promise, a spectral reality emergent 
from nothing, yet ordering everything. It ofers no surface to resistance; it 
accepts no limits on exchange. It exceeds all other social forces. Such is the 
engine of modernity.30

d e b t

3.4.1  Economic production is driven by energy, desire, and belief. Te dis-
tinctive feature of the modern era is the liberation of copious quantities 
of energy, desire, and belief from natural, social, and religious sedimen-
tation for the direct purpose of production. Only at the end of modernity 
are the limits to the accessibility of energy for economic production being 
explored. Given the possibilities for unlimited accumulation, invention, 
and assembly, the immediate limits to production are largely given by a 
shortage of available money for investment. Since in a market society ma-
terials, expertise, and constructive labor may be acquired through money, 
the primary shortage is always of money. Te possibility always exists of an 
increase in the productive power of capital if there were more money.
	 At the same time, each economy has unlimited potential demand. While 
demand for some particular goods may reach its limits, as in the theory of 
marginal utility, there are other demands that in principle are unlimited. 
While there may be limits to quantities of consumption and appropria-
tion, there are no limits to improvements in the quality of goods and ser-
vices that may be desired. Alternatively, if no other use for money is more 
urgent, it may be invested speculatively for further profts. Tere is always 
an unlimited demand for money. Terefore, there can be no general prob-
lem of over-accumulation.31 If available money exceeds immediate oppor-
tunities for productive investment, that money can be spent on higher-
quality goods and services, driving up prices, or on speculative assets, also 
driving up prices and thus leading to speculative profts. Tere are merely 
dangers of over-production in specifc sectors or dangers of lack of conf-
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dence in specifc speculative markets. Practical limits to demand are set, 
once more, by the shortage of the availability of money.
	 Every economy, then, has unlimited capacity for production and un-
limited capacity for demand. Even the clash between economic growth and 
ecological fnitude leads to opportunities to proft from the extraction of 
scarce resources (especially in the mining, oil, and gas sectors) and from 
adaptive technologies. Even devaluation of a currency leads to opportu-
nities to proft from reliable stores of value such as gold; even a fall in 
the stock market leads to opportunities to proft from selling short. Limits 
to economic growth are always experienced as limits to the availability of 
money. Tere is an unlimited quantity of socially useful work that could 
be done; there is usually a number of unemployed laborers who would be 
willing to do it. Tere is always a lack of money. Money is dynamic capital. 
Without it, productive possibilities are left unrealized. If there are limits 
to the capacity of the state to organize labor to meet demand, these limits 
are ones of credibility. Money ofers in credibility what the state lacks. It 
ofers the power of freedom; it ofers itself for possession. In return for its 
commands, it gives its power of command. Nothing promised by the state 
can match that which is promised by money.
	 An increase in the supply of money can increase both production and 
demand. Moreover, the presence of additional money stimulates the econ-
omy by the multiplier efect. When an individual spends money, the money 
is lost unless it is traded or invested for a proft. In an economy as a whole, 
however, the same money can be spent again and again. If investment is 
balanced against consumption, then a supply of additional money can un-
lock a supply of potential production, as well as a supply of potential de-
mand. For an economy to grow efectively, then, it requires the production 
of goods and services, as well as the creation of money, to express demand. 
In a closed market society, an increase in the supply of money merely in-
creases inactive reserves. Te excess money may fail to recirculate and be 
hoarded; it may be spent abroad and not return; or it may lead to a general 
increase in prices. In a capitalist society, by contrast, an increase in the 
supply of money can lead to investment in production and an increase in 
consumption. Money may stimulate economic growth. Te investment of 
money in capital for the sake of proft is the essential strategy of capitalist 
society. It demands the accumulation and creation of money for invest-
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ment via purchase, rent, wages, and interest; it produces the accumulation 
of money in the form of proft. Tere is no question of an optimum quan-
tity of money; there is merely the question of an optimum use of money. 
Money used for investment may subsequently be used for consumption, 
leading to a rise in prices if production does not increase as quickly. If too 
much money is directed to consumption, then there is the danger of infa-
tion; if too much money is directed to production, then there is the danger 
of over-supply. Irrespective of this balance, money remains a productive 
force.

3.4.2  Te demand for money is unlimited. One can never have enough 
proft, enough economic security, enough investment, or enough con-
sumption. In spite of the general scarcity of money, the supply of money 
is also unlimited. In response to such demand, money is created by banks 
in the form of loans to businesses, government, and individuals. While the 
demand for loans may be unlimited, there are always limits to the efec-
tive demand for loans, for loans—both the principal and the interest—
have to be repaid in money. Loans are efective, then, only if there is some 
guarantee that they can be repaid, either through the sale of assets, future 
earnings, or investment. Te ofer of a loan is quite simple: one can have 
the freedom of money in one’s pocket now if one shows the capacity and 
undertakes the obligation to engage in activity that will yield a proft. A 
loan is a contract, not an exchange. Where the money that is spent, and the 
power and freedom it embodies, passes on to others, the contractual obli-
gation to repay the debt remains with the borrower. Where money seems 
to be a passive, neutral substance or sign in exchange, it is an obligation in 
contract. Money functions as a transferable debt, passing freely through 
any number of hands, yet the value that underwrites it is the contractual 
obligation to repay interest on the loan. It matters little whether such a debt 
is underwritten by governments, who guarantee the payment of interest by 
means of taxation; by businesses, who guarantee the payment of interest by 
means of profts; or by individuals, who guarantee the payment of interest 
by means of future income. In each case, money is created as a debt.
	 It may seem important to distinguish between pocket money, whose 
value is reserved in its substance; paper money, whose value is reserved 
at a central location such as a bank; and debt money, whose value is a re-
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serve advanced from future taxation, profts, or income. Marx, for example 
drew a sharp distinction between money and credit, since in a fnancial 
crisis credit is devalued, and there is a rush to hoard money or even gold.32 
Nevertheless, gold holds value only as an object of belief. All money is 
credit. In a fnancial crisis, there is merely a shift in credit from a central-
ized reserve maintained through the banking system to a reserve that can 
be held individually. A fnancial crisis means the disassembly of credit as 
constructive capital. It is more important to distinguish between money as 
a transferable asset—an embodiment of exchange value that can be freely 
used for purchases and investment—and money as a contractual debt. 
While money as an asset is transferred, that asset remains guaranteed by 
a debt that remains largely tied to the one who undertakes it. Money has 
two sides: a sovereign head that gives power and freedom, and a reverse 
side that speaks of social obligations. Assets embody social claims; they are 
always accompanied by liabilities. Any analysis of the operation of money 
that treats it as an asset alone, therefore, will remain defcient. One who 
accumulates money as an asset, who possesses power and freedom, enters 
a market that is already flled with liabilities and demands for money. More 
signifcant, since money is created as a debt, the one who enters the market 
with accumulated money encounters not merely a collection of sellers, but 
a collection of sellers who are already indebted to a sum in excess of that 
accumulated by the purchaser. Te sellers, then, will be under an obligation 
to sell to such purchasers, to treat them as a source of sovereign commands. 
Te indebted seller may have some choice between such purchasers but is 
under an obligation to provide some service to some masters.
	 Te efect of the creation of money is not neutral on the economy as a 
whole. Since loans are spent before they are repaid in the form of money, 
they tighten the demand for money as such. While a loan adds to the total 
value in circulation, it also tightens the demand for money within the sys-
tem as a whole by the rate of interest. For those who do not have easy ac-
cess to credit, the tightness of the demand for money means that there is 
always a shortage of money available. For those who do have easy access 
to credit, the need to repay more money than one has borrowed means 
that there is always a shortage of available money. Te creation of money 
through loans is the reason for the perpetual shortage of money. Te more 
money that is created, the less money will be available. Te greater the 
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shortage of money, the greater will be the obligation within the economic 
system as whole to prioritize activities geared primarily toward the making 
of money. Te greater the degree of accumulated wealth, the greater will 
be the enslavement to debt.
	 Tere is no more signifcant social force within the contemporary global 
economy than debt. Economic behavior is driven in part by the fulfllment 
of wants, or desire. It is also driven in part by the struggle for survival. It 
is driven in part by the speculative demand for profts, or a will to power. 
It is driven furthermore by the social obligation of debt. Such drives are 
not in competition with each other but come to fulfllment through each 
other. It is therefore impossible to divide them up into respective degrees 
of force. It is not easy to compare their respective degrees of impact on 
the economy, since each magnifes the efects of the others. Survival is ob-
tained by fulflling wants. Wants are obtained through market exchange. A 
market flled with products is available because of activity resulting from 
the quest for profts. Te investment of profts in rent, wages, and interest 
makes money available for use in consumption, augmenting efective de-
mand. Debt drives the quest for profts. It would seem that such drives have 
a relative order of independence. Te struggle for survival can continue 
without the fulfllment of desires; the fulfllment of desires can continue 
without a quest for profts; a quest for profts can continue without the 
existence of loans and debts. It therefore seems natural to attribute priority 
to that which is historically and logically prior: debt is a means to the end of 
profts; profts are a means to the fulfllment of desire; desire is a means in 
the struggle for survival. Nevertheless, to treat these as “means” is to treat 
them as instruments entirely subordinated to the prior drive. In practice, 
the market enables a complex mutual dependence. Te struggle for survival 
causes some to work for wages, serving another’s desire. Te desire for plea-
sure causes some to buy, yielding profts for another. Profts are made for 
their own sake at the same time that a proportion is used to pay interest.
	 Debt is a means that becomes an end, for to repay interest on a loan, it 
is necessary to produce exchange value for sale in order to acquire money. 
It is not sufcient for an economic system to produce wealth in the form 
of goods and services for it to pay back its loans, for loans are repaid in 
the form of money, not of goods and services. To repay interest on a loan, 
someone else must have created the money elsewhere as debt, so that 
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the original loan is repaid and the debt is canceled. Te amount of debt 
money in the economy spirals ever higher. Te force of debt grows ever 
stronger. Instead of spending money on desirable public services, it be-
comes ever more necessary to spend money to make profts in order to 
repay loans. Te availability of money for worthwhile activities becomes 
ever tighter while the availability of money for making profts becomes 
ever larger. With fnancial disintermediation, the circuits of proftmaking 
can take place through speculation alone, repaying debts acquired through 
high levels of leverage. Money can be gradually withdrawn from productive 
circulation to service the higher levels of proft available to speculation. In 
a world of increasing wealth, restrictions on the availability of money grow 
ever tighter.

3.4.3  It is important to clarify the diference between two kinds of debt. 
Private debts may be contracted between consenting parties by means of 
the temporary loan of existing assets. Such debts do not add to the money 
in circulation; they merely facilitate the efcient investment of reserves. 
Te banking system functions as a market maker for such debts, facilitat-
ing the transfer of sums between borrowers and lenders. Te system of 
credit changes essentially, however, when banks retain their reserves. In 
fractional reserve banking, a bank does not lend the money deposited with 
it; it retains such money in its reserves. Instead, it may issue a loan in the 
form of a check or a bank account. When the lent money is spent and de-
posited at another bank, a transfer may take place between the two banks’ 
reserves. Yet in a large economy with a few central banks, a large number 
of such transactions will take place each day. Te vast majority of these will 
cancel out; if there are temporary inequalities, the reserves can be lent be-
tween banks at the inter-bank rate of interest for overnight loans. In short, 
each bank will need to retain only a small proportion of the loans it issues 
in the form of reserves. Te majority of this money is newly created; it is 
temporary debt money that eventually will have to be repaid at interest 
and canceled out. Such credit facilitates productive activity that would not 
otherwise be possible. It also locks all new productive activity into a quest 
for profts.
	 Debt facilitates mutual dependence. Interdependence increases wealth 
at the same time that it increases vulnerability, for when the value reserved 
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in money can be carried in one’s pocket, it is safely dispersed throughout 
the economy. Yet when the value reserved in money is retained in a central 
bank, it is, as Adam Smith pointed out, vulnerable to hostilities: a key stra-
tegic objective in any invasion is the store of money and gold reserves.33 
When the value reserved in money is no longer reserved in a physical loca-
tion but instead consists in the network of private credit between banks, it 
becomes as fragile as a reputation. Value is vulnerable to monetary crises. 
Tis very vulnerability of debt is the source of its power. For while debts 
may be reduced by devaluation and infation, such a move undermines 
credit as constructive capital and reduces the production of wealth. In a 
complex economy, the stability of money, credit, and the banking system 
takes priority over all other concerns, for constructive capital is the source 
of cooperation and wealth. In a complex economy, interdependence re-
places self-reliance. Any disruption of energy supply, transport, commu-
nications, or banking brings the entire system down. While less wealthy 
societies are more subject to currency crises, the wealthiest societies are 
those that are most vulnerable should such disruption occur. When the 
distribution of provision is mediated almost exclusively by markets, society 
lacks any other forms of constructive capital through which provision can 
take place if the market fails. It is this very vulnerability of the system of 
credit that gives fnancial interests the supreme political power. If credit 
fails, which it can so easily, then the entirety of society fails with it.

p r o m i s e

3.5.1  Money is a promise of value. Te essential issue that needs to be 
determined is whether such a promise is dependent on value or whether 
such a value is dependent on a promise. Te question to be determined is 
whether the value of such a promise is determined in exchange according 
to supply and demand or whether the value of such a promise is a transcen-
dental category that is irreducible to exchange. Te distinction between 
money and the value promised by money is well established; the relation 
between money and the value promised by money is not.
	 As has been discussed, the value promised by money is not independent 
of money. Te value promised by money is embodied in the goods, assets, 
and services that can be bought with it; the value of such goods, assets, 
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and services is measured by prices, embodied in the amount of money that 
is paid for them. Prices are determined by comparing goods, assets, and 
services with each other within a market. A market is made possible by 
the existence of its reputation, money, and a dealer or reserve. Two kinds 
of comparison are possible within a market: a comparison of qualities of 
the items for sale where items signifcantly difer, the outcome of which 
is expressed in terms of a diference in price, and a comparison of prices 
of items deemed to be substitutable for each other, where diferences in 
prices are compared. Use or exchange may be compared. Te expression 
of qualitative comparisons in terms of price diferences is signifcant here: 
a diference in quality is established not in relation to an absolute stan-
dard but in relation to the promise contained within money, for a price 
diference signifes all of the other possibilities available for that sum of 
money, whether in diferent or future markets. Far from being a universal 
equivalent through which all commodities are compared with one another, 
money represents the promise of value that can be obtained from other 
markets.34 Tere is no universal equivalent or universal market. Tere is no 
valid macroeconomic perspective on the market as a whole. Tere are only 
perspectives of agents within the market, whether they are householders, 
merchants, landowners, workers, capitalists, bankers, speculators, or the 
excluded. All markets and comparisons are local and fnite. Price is mea-
sured in relation to promise and opportunity, not in relation to an absolute 
standard. Prices are not fxed in relation to the world of commodities in 
general, because such a world exists only as a promise. Value depends on 
promise, not vice versa.
	 Money is distinctive among commodities in that it is a promise. When 
the value of a commodity is compared with money, it is compared with 
a fnite power to enter external markets. Decisions on pricing are always 
strategic, contrasting knowledge of and confdence in a local market rela-
tion with the uncertainty and opportunity of external markets. Since the 
work of comparison with all commodities in all external markets can never 
be completed, a particular price must be substituted in place of a univer-
sal price and in advance of a universal price—perhaps in the hope that, 
through fuctuations in supply and demand, a universal price resulting from 
such external comparisons may one day be achieved. Where supply and de-
mand are relative to local and fnite markets, money provides the means by 
which the limits of the local market may be transcended. Value, then, is an 
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efect of comparison and exchange. It treats an exchange as if it has already 
taken place for a determinate sum of money. Prices may be variables that 
fuctuate in time, but they always appear with hindsight, after the event; 
they discount the temporal dimension of promise. During the process of 
evaluation in which prices are formed, prices hold all of the uncertainty of 
a comparison of competing promises. Value is not an object to be appro-
priated or possessed; value only becomes value in exchange. While objects 
can be possessed, their value cannot. Value always belongs elsewhere. It is 
ofered or taken, not held. Value, then, is a relational and temporal entity. It 
cannot be comprehended on the basis of the quality of objects or an accu-
mulation of units.

3.5.2  Money created as debt can be analyzed into the following separable 
components: an asset, a liability, and a reserve. Tese components are sepa-
rable to the extent that they can circulate between difering parties. An 
asset is a promise of value; a liability is an obligation to ofer value; and a 
reserve is a security that guarantees value. Reserves are also usually assets, 
whether they take the form of money, property, or capital. In practice, then, 
money emerges from a contract that allows for a threefold division. Money 
is the promise of value. Yet such promises are worth nothing to those who 
make them. At best, the return of an IOU note signals redemption from 
a liability. Money bears value as a promise, therefore, only if the prom-
ise is trusted by others and value is advanced on the basis of that prom-
ise. Money exists only in relation. It consists in a promise: a value that is 
promised, trust in the promise, and value advanced on the basis of trust. 
Furthermore, a promise by itself does not generate trust. Trust is not based 
on the promise itself but on the reserve as a guarantee of value. Te asset, 
the liability, and the reserve each indicate value. Te reserve is typically 
held by a bank; the liability is typically held by the person who takes out the 
loan; and the asset is typically held by the person who currently possesses 
the money. From another point of view, value is advanced in the form of 
goods by one who accepts money on the basis of trust; value is promised 
in the form of money to the person who accepts money in exchange; and 
value reserved, signifed by the form of money, is underwritten by both 
the existence of bank reserves and the specifc security of the one who has 
undertaken the loan.35
	 It is important to understand that this complex of money is an imper-
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sonal social structure. Te value of money does not inhere in the objective 
value promised by money; nor does the value of money inhere in the sub-
jective trust inspired by the promise. While the value of money may derive 
from exchange value and trust and be expressed in exchange value and trust, 
the value of money depends on the social power of money itself. Te ques-
tion of the origins of the value and trust in money are of less signifcance 
than its ultimate orientation and destination. It matters little how money 
frst acquired value. It matters only how money maintains and intensifes 
its value. Questions of origins, of the universal, and of the necessary are 
subordinate here to the transcendental power of a promise. Te distinctive 
spiritual power of a promise is the object of a theology of money.
	 In practice, money gains its value not from the promise alone, or from 
the existence of trust in the promise, but from the fact that value is ad-
vanced on the basis of such a promise, whether it is in fact trusted or other-
wise. One does not have to believe in the value of money in order to seek it 
out and spend it; one merely has to believe that money will be acceptable 
in exchange. Tere are several reasons for using money in exchange that 
constitute the source of its value. If money promises an ability to partici-
pate in market society, it also threatens exclusion from access to capital for 
those who are unable to participate through lack of money. Any decision 
taken regarding trust in money is not taken independently of the decisions 
of others. To decide for money is to decide for the market; it is also to ac-
cept the reality of the presence of the market and the dangers of trying to 
ignore the opportunities provided by the market should they be accepted 
by others. Once decisions are taken to extend markets to new regions and 
sectors of social life, few resources are left to reconstruct social life in those 
regions and sectors apart from the market. Te advance of monetary me-
diation is an irreversible process proceeding by imitation and its threat of 
exclusion. Te advance of money is an entropic process, dispensing with 
prior obligations. Since money disperses the freedom and power of efec-
tive demand, it cannot be renounced without such freedom and power 
proving to be illusory. It is one thing to decide in the abstract whether the 
market ofers an efective institution for organizing social cooperation in 
any particular circumstance; it is another thing to accept money that is 
ofered. Decisions are made in practice by the acceptance of money, what-
ever one thinks about market relations as a whole.
	 Te existence of money as such therefore imposes a peculiar dynamic 
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on market relations. Prices may rise and fall within local and fnite markets 
in relation to supply and demand. Yet prices are also determined in rela-
tion to anticipation of future or external markets. Tis relation with the 
outside is comparable to a slope on which price fuctuations take place, 
always tending in a certain direction; it is comparable to the tendency for 
an increase in entropy. While the slope may refect anticipation of future 
markets, its gradient is driven by the actual power of money. Money draws 
its value from the will to survive that is threatened by a lack of money; 
money draws its value from a desire for pleasure that is threatened by a 
lack of money; money draws its value from the promise of advances that 
can be made on the speculative anticipation of profts; money draws its 
value from its creation as debt and from the obligations it imposes to con-
vert value into money to repay loans and interest. Money, as the principle 
of mediation that makes demands efective, demands that the creation, 
acquisition, maintenance, and investment of money take priority over all 
other demands. By all of these means, money becomes the supreme social 
force.

3.5.3  Money has the power to make demands efective. Demands, like all 
economic forces, have a dual nature. On the one hand, a demand is a de-
mand for the realization of an objective, such as possession or consumption 
of some good or service. On the other hand, a demand is an expression of 
an evaluation. It is a demand for attention; a demand that the provision of a 
good or service is worth some socially validated time, labor, and resources. 
Just as demands remain private impulses within individuals until they can 
be made efective through money, evaluations remain private thoughts 
within individuals until they can come to expression or social recognition. 
Lacking money therefore is like lacking the opportunity to vote, to speak in 
public, or to publish. It is to lack an opportunity to ofer one’s evaluations 
for acceptance as socially validated evaluations.
	 Te economic efect of money, that it prioritizes the making of profts 
over all other economic activities, has a similar political efect: it prioritizes 
the making of profts over all other political values. It may take a long time 
before other political values are conceded to the market. Once conceded 
by the deregulation of markets, however, the advance of the political power 
of money is almost irreversible.
	 Money makes a dual promise of freedom. Money promises the power to 
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make one’s demands efective, liberating one from the constraints of natu-
ral and social obligation. Money also gives freedom to express one’s own 
evaluations, ofering them for adoption as socially validated evaluations. 
In both cases, such freedoms are bought at a price: one is only freed from 
natural and social obligations if the obligations are fulflled by others. One 
can have political infuence on a society only if that infuence is accepted by 
others. Te more that society is mediated by the market, the more exten-
sively are the evaluations made by those with wealth imposed on society as 
a whole, for the mediation of infuence occurs through money. Moreover, 
since those who have wealth are often constrained to make profts and re-
pay debts, the existence of debt imposes its own political requirements. Te 
curious efect is that even the wealthy classes have little control over the 
value of values in a society based on the market, capitalism, and credit, for 
once freedom to act positively, expressing one’s evaluations as social forces, 
becomes constrained to acts of buying and selling, then such freedom has 
limited efects. One may, through wealth, gain freedom over one’s time. 
However, one has little command over social time as such, except insofar as 
society spends time providing one’s goods and services. One’s evaluations, 
expressed through purchases, remain simply one’s own evaluations; there 
is no reason for them to be adopted by others. Tey may even hold little 
signifcance for the individual, since the value of values is not grounded or 
recognized beyond the individual. One’s evaluations could easily be sub-
stituted for other choices, with little overall economic impact. Since the 
evaluations have so little weight, they are easily subjected to social ma-
nipulation through fashion and advertising. Frequent or large expenditures 
can be made for the lightest of reasons, not because these are “what the 
consumer wants,” but merely because the consumer has no basis for giving 
value to value, apart from the value of money.
	 It is a paradox, then, that the utopia of freedom achieved in a wealthy 
capitalist society ofers very little efective freedom. Everyone may wish to 
impose his or her evaluations on others, or prove how valuable his or her 
evaluations really are, but few can achieve this efect. Just as the one who 
is formally free but has no money has little efective power of action, the 
one who has money but no socially validated evaluations has little power 
of expression. Everyone may wish to be famous—to be an actor, a writer, 
an artist, or a musician—but few can fnd a sufcient audience. Even the 
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audiences that can be found may simply seek distraction rather than an 
engagement with the value of values. If money facilitates a social order 
composed of sovereign individuals, then there are no subjects. Tere can be 
little agreement on the value of values beyond the creation of wealth. Eco-
nomic freedom excludes the possibility of constructing a shared ground 
for shared evaluations. It excludes the possibility of genuine social activity. 
While such social activity can continue through public discourse and in-
quiry, it is limited in power if it is not supported by money. Indeed, if such 
public evaluations are limited in power, they will command less acceptance, 
since it makes little diference whether they are accepted or not.
	 Economic freedom is deeply constraining. What is lost is a certain depth 
of human communication, a collective inquiry into the value of evaluations 
as such. For value is not an object to be appropriated or possessed; an 
evaluation is not simply held like an opinion. Value only becomes valued 
in relation. A matter must matter to someone. Money promises value and 
freedom, yet it delivers an absence of value and an absence of freedom. 
Te promise ofered by money is fundamentally false and deceptive. Yet 
the structure of money reveals the social structure of promise as such. It 
reveals a structure for collective evaluation. It reveals an ecology of credit.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



h
Four

P o l i t i c s  o f  M o n e y

c o n t r a c t

4.1.1  Money,  an instrument of exchange, is inseparable from the 
institution of the market, for money holds value only in markets where it 
may be exchanged. Conversely, markets enabling free exchange are only 
possible where money is present. Where the behavior of participants in a 
market who seek to accumulate wealth can be assessed by economics in the 
quantitative terms of exchange value, the relations of power that occur in 
the market have to be assessed in qualitative terms by political economy. 
For, as Adam Smith noted, “Wealth, as Mr. Hobbes says, is power.” Money 
gives “a certain command over all the labour, or over all the produce of 
labour, which is then in the market.”1 It is a question of determining the 
relations of power that are expressed through the institution of the market, 
and so through money.
	 A person who trades in a market may be characterized by three essen-
tial features: a person is an owner of goods that may be exchanged; a per-
son is an owner of labor that may be contracted; and a person is a free 
agent capable of entering into voluntary exchanges and contracts. Since 
all have the same freedom of voluntary contracting, and the same obli-
gations to honor contracts and to respect property, all people may be re-
garded as equal in the marketplace. Tis egalitarian distribution of a purely 
formal power corresponds to the formal distribution of political power in 
a democracy, even if it is in practice compatible with dictatorship. For if all 
participants have an equal power in respect of form, then any diferences 
between them in regard to property, networks, or ability to make profts ap-
pear to be purely economic. Such an economic perspective on the market 
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excludes considerations of power in advance because they are not repre-
sented in the market.2
	 Nevertheless, the same person, before he or she arrives in the market 
and after he or she leaves it, may be characterized by three contrasting 
features: in contrast to nominal ownership of property, a person is depen-
dent on relations with his or her material environment for location, shelter, 
sustenance, and enjoyment; in contrast to ownership of labor, a person is 
subject to birth, maturation, illness, and death, and so required to undergo 
physical processes over which he or she has no control; and in contrast to 
the freedom to enter into contracts, a person has a set of dependencies and 
mutual obligations to others, especially parents, children, relatives, com-
panions, educators, and all others connected in a web of relations not me-
diated by exchange.
	 Yet it is not simply the case that the concept of the free agent in the mar-
ket is an abstraction. Such freedom does indeed exist, at least temporarily 
or insofar as the market is able to provide sustenance, health, and compan-
ionship via the mediation of exchange. Te person who can achieve this 
for a temporary period, who efectively dwells within the marketplace—
normally a wealthy adult male as the model for the person—is conceived 
within the social institution as a bearer of rights. Tis concept of the per-
son as a bearer of rights is an abstraction that coexists with such people 
and takes their mode of existence as the norm, for it is by right that one 
claims the benefts accrued through exchange. In an act of exchange, prop-
erty is alienated from one party and appropriated by another. One party 
renounces any ongoing rights of use over the property; the other makes a 
claim to use and dispose of property at will. Founded on private property, 
the market is an institution in which claims are made or transferred. Te 
physical movement of resources does not compose a market. Instead, the 
market is purely ideal. It is an institution that records the claims that over-
lie the physical distribution of resources, including habitual practices of 
labor, usage, and consumption, as well as physical relations of theft, giving, 
violence, and exchange. Te market is a social practice of representation. 
It represents not all physical processes, however, but merely the legitimate 
claims made by people who participate in the market that are expressed in 
explicit or implicit contracts. Such claims and property rights come after 
the fact. Tey do not determine the distribution of property but merely en-
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sure that the prevailing distribution, which has been achieved by whatever 
physical means, is granted the force of law.
	 In the market, then, all people are equal before the law. Teir legitimate 
claims to property are granted an equal right. Yet if the market is purely an 
institution of representation, nothing actually happens in the market. All 
signifcant events, including political relations of force, happen elsewhere. 
Tis is not to say that the market has no efect on what happens. On the 
contrary, the presence of the market is determining in the last instance. Tis 
is because the market appeals to the threat of sovereign power to enforce 
contracts and to safeguard property. Private property has a purely social or 
public signifcance. Claims to property are valid only to the extent that they 
are generally recognized by others. Property requires the institution of sov-
ereignty to sanction the right of possession. Tere can be no right to prop-
erty without public sovereignty.3 Similarly, there can be no right to dispose 
of property without the public institution of the market through which it 
is exchanged and claimed. Tus, there is no right to dispose of property 
(as distinct from usage of property) without money or some substitute for 
money in the form of credit or contract.
	 Sovereign force safeguards claims to property. If the market is the in-
stitution in which claims to property are respected as rights, then markets 
are inseparable from the sovereign threat of the use of force. Te diference 
between interactions outside the market and those within the market is 
that within the market the person asserts a claim to safeguard property by 
appealing to the sovereign power. In other words, rights are claimed within 
a market by the threat of violence. A market is a social institution that con-
stitutes itself by means of the threat of violence. One enters into the market 
by internalizing this threat of violence, accepting that any improper claim 
for the property of others may be met by force.4 Once within the market, 
the community of those who respect private property, one is in a peaceable 
community where relations of trust are possible. Such trust, expressed in 
credit and in willingness to enter into contracts, is founded on the threat 
of violence.

4.1.2  Te market as an institution sustains a range of diferent relations 
with external and heterogeneous social formations. In the frst place, people 
in the market—and thus markets as a whole—are sustained by material, 
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personal, and social dependencies. Because they are relations rather than 
properties, and because the person has no freedom to transfer or dispose 
of them (as opposed to abandoning them), such dependencies cannot be 
represented as rights within the market. Such dependencies, since they 
cannot be enforced as rights, are not represented at all. Te market only 
represents the sphere of human agency and control; people exist in the 
market only to the extent that they have some mastery over their relations. 
A market society is composed of a set of sovereign individuals who are 
owners of property. It simply disavows or fails to nourish other relations 
and dependencies.5 Such relations and dependencies, then, can be main-
tained only by the efective demands of those who trade within the market, 
should they happen to be conscious of them.
	 In the second place, there are social institutions beyond the market that 
limit the freedom of people to dispose of their property as they please, that 
make demands on a person’s time and labor, or that impose non-voluntary 
obligations and contracts. Tese may take forms as diverse as local indige-
nous communities, imperial formations, socialist dictatorships, or religious 
traditions. Historically, capitalist market society constructed itself in oppo-
sition to an increasingly powerful monarchy whose wealth rested on the 
capacity to restrict and charter trade.6 As a consequence, any social claims 
that limit property rights are treated within the market as a tyrannical in-
fringement on liberty. Tey directly confict with the market and its concep-
tion of justice insofar as they challenge the absolute right of the individual 
(or corporation) as owner of property, labor, and freedom to make con-
tracts. Te market tends to be opposed to these in principle insofar as they 
restrict abstract freedom, and it consequently claims the right to call on 
its sovereign power to make war on such social institutions as enemies of 
freedom, democracy, right, peace, and justice, should it seem advantageous 
to do so.7 By contrast, the market has no opposition to dictatorships that 
respects the rights of property and trade because it requires a strong state.
	 In the third place, the essence of market exchange involves the transfer 
of rights over property and labor. If each individual within the market is at 
once sovereign over his or her property and labor yet also capable of freely 
entering into contracts, then in contracting one transfers that sovereignty 
and right to another in a specifed respect. Individual rights do not exist by 
themselves in isolation. Tey are only claimed insofar as they are capable of 
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being transferred. Te social institution of the market is inseparable from 
other social relations such as contract, employment, and debt in which 
freedom over property, products, and labor is suspended and sovereignty 
over the property, products, and labor of others is claimed. Te social situa-
tion of free, sovereign individuals has to be supplemented in practice with 
social relations of command. Alongside the equality of the market there is 
necessarily the inequality of debt, contract, and employment. Tese may 
involve despotic relations of command that are indistinguishable from 
those regarded as the antithesis of freedom and democracy. Te market 
does not make war on these commands because such rights are established 
through market exchange itself. Te market is thus not opposed to despo-
tism in principle and even depends on and sanctions despotism. Indeed, 
freedom does not exist without its suspension in the form of contract. All 
that is required is that rights should be publicly represented according to a 
due process.
	 In the fourth place, rights are claimed within the marketplace by acts 
of appropriation. One may attempt to appropriate the property of others 
by theft or fraud. In such cases, it is necessary for society to defend the 
prior right. Yet where no preceding claims exist—that is, where no pre-
ceding claims are lodged by recognized recording procedures within the 
market—then one may attempt to appropriate property by claiming a right 
through, for example, discovery, invention, or construction. If there are no 
prior claims or acknowledged rights, then there is no reason to reject claims 
to appropriate property. It is property rather than money that is created 
ex nihilo.8 Tis has signifcant implications for relations with non-market 
societies. Since the social institution of the market recognizes only claims 
that are lodged within its procedures of recording, then it recognizes no 
right beyond its own. Moreover, any resistance to acknowledged rights has 
to be regarded as theft and opposed with violence. Te social institution of 
the market, recognizing no rights but its own, is geared toward universal 
colonization in the name of property, freedom, and democracy.9 By means 
of the appropriation of rights to the means of subsistence, those who are 
newly incorporated as people in the market have no choice but to recon-
struct their lives around market exchange. To survive, they have to take 
the best opportunities available to them in the market. Such opportunities 
usually involve a transfer of rights to their property and labor to others. 
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Impelled by the need for survival, they are no longer able to negotiate terms 
and have to accept whatever is ofered. Te theft and exploitation of prop-
erty and labor is rendered legitimate when it is voluntarily contracted. It is 
voluntarily contracted when accompanied by the threat of starvation.
	 Te market appears to be a peaceable social institution founded on jus-
tice. It recognizes the right of all participants to freedom and property. It 
mediates potential conficts between its members by law, contract, and ex-
change.10 Yet people maintain their status as participants in the market only 
to the extent that they acknowledge the sovereignty of the market system. 
Tey become free in the market by renouncing the freedom to form any so-
cial institution that has a superior claim to that of the rights of property and 
submission to contracts. Te market is a despotic social institution founded 
on violence. Since such violence is enacted in the name of peace and jus-
tice, its efects are unlimited, for the market recognizes no countervail-
ing claims. Te market proclaims a total and universal war.11 Where other 
forms of confict are often fnite, acknowledging the right and power of the 
enemy, the market acknowledges no conficting rights. Te market can aim 
at total annihilation of conficting social formations. Te sovereign states 
that safeguard the market justify themselves in inficting unlimited violence 
on their enemies in the name of the freedom, democracy, and progress that 
they may establish in place of existing social formations.
	 Te absolute claims of rights in the market transform a system of bal-
ance, measure, and justice—when considered purely in terms of the mar-
ket’s internal relations—into its dialectical opposite: an absolute system of 
total war. Yet physical violence is not the sole strategy of negation pursued 
by the market. Disavowal of dependence, suspension of freedom when sub-
mitted to contract, and appropriation are the daily strategies of negation 
pursued in practice by the market system. Te freedom of exchange and 
contracting forms a very limited segment of social life within the market 
system as a whole at the same time that it is the only segment that is repre-
sented positively. What is truly signifcant, however, is the extent to which 
the market monopolizes strategies of representation, for any representa-
tion of alternatives tends to be written to advise free, sovereign subjects on 
voluntary courses of action. Te conception of the human person prevalent 
within the social institution of the market has already been conceded. Such 
a representation has to compete directly with the advantages promised to 
the individual by accumulation of wealth through the market.
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	 It is easy to protest against the tyranny of the market, which at once 
safeguards the liberty of those with property while imposing extortion and 
violence on those without. For the market defends people insofar as they 
conform to the abstract conception of a person as an owner of goods, labor, 
and freedom while ignoring, destroying, or appropriating people insofar 
as they have physical and social dependencies. Protest alone, however, is 
insufcient, because insofar as the institution of the market exists, it holds 
out the promise of opportunities to acquire wealth. By means of exchange, 
it ofers an unparalleled promise of freedom and prosperity to each indi-
vidual. Money does not merely create markets. It calls individuals out of 
prior social institutions and dependencies by promising their hearts’ own 
desire. Te power of money is spiritual, not purely social. It calls individuals 
into the state of subjectivity of the one who participates in the market; it 
calls them out to be individuals, characterized by violent claims to prop-
erty, the self-discipline of labor, and enjoyment of freedom and prosperity. 
It is not sufcient, therefore, to point out the destructive efects of market 
society and to advise people to return to local or traditional economic ac-
tivities, for the blessings of enhanced productivity and prosperity available 
to individuals through the market can always be contraposed to the curses 
and limitations of traditional life. Te morality of the market will always 
prove more attractive to those who stand to beneft from it than other bases 
for morality. Te theology of money, with its promises, its narcissistic self-
positing as the supreme standard and measure of value, its speculative de-
tachment from current conditions, and its despotic power expressed in 
debt, can be transformed only by a stronger spiritual power.
	 Te strategies of negation pursued by anti-market or anti-globalization 
politics rarely take this course. Te strategy of disavowal or forgetting, 
which recommends that we leave the market behind, merely reproduces 
the strategy of alienation by which people are abstracted to become agents 
in the market. For such a strategy is recommended as a voluntary and col-
lective choice, as if we did not already live in relations of material and social 
dependence on the market and as if that dependence could simply be dis-
avowed. It depends on the market conception of sovereign freedom, even 
if rendered in a collective form, that supposes we are free to choose how to 
determine our lives.
	 By contrast, the strategy of direct, violent confrontation in the name of 
an alternative social institution and practice appeals to imperial conquest, 
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a strategy that has been subsumed into the sovereignty of the market in-
stitution. Success in such imperial adventures depends on military power, 
and military power itself depends on wealth, obtained through appropria-
tion, accumulation, and exchange. It is difcult to conceive of amassing a 
superior power for military confrontation with the forces underlying glob-
alization, even if one could gather a superior power in terms of numbers.
	 Te strategy of renewed legislation limiting the power of capital and 
ensuring human rights reproduces the claims to sovereignty made within 
market society. Such sovereign power gains its strength from the will of the 
people. Yet the question of how the will of the people is formed remains 
to be determined. It may not be sufcient to appeal to reason and call on 
truth and justice if other, more partial truths and other justices may easily 
be propagated and gain the upper hand. Te option of sovereign legislation 
presupposes that sovereign action remains possible despite the threat of 
capital fight. It also assumes that the formation of public consciousness on 
the basis of truth and justice remains possible, given the capitalist domina-
tion of the media and educational institutions.

4.1.3  If the market is a recording of the social order, it is a recording that 
is rather partial. Te social order appears as a collection of sovereign indi-
viduals, each with a determinate set of property claims. A snapshot can be 
taken of society as a whole, where each is possessed of a determinate degree 
of wealth. Society appears to be an atomized collection of sovereign indi-
viduals. After exchanges have taken place, there is a diferent distribution of 
property, yet society remains represented as a set of property claims.
	 Te absoluteness of such a conception, including its claims to property, 
results from its atemporality. At the same time that it is a set of property 
rights, the market enables a complex division of labor and a ramifed net-
work of interdependencies. Beneath the atemporal and synchronic record-
ing of private property, the productive activity of land, labor, capital, and 
contract takes place. Such diachronic activity, the source of all wealth, can-
not be recorded directly in the atemporal form of property and prices. Its 
value can merely be estimated and discounted, not recorded. Social rela-
tions that are eliminated by the atemporal form of private property based 
on the threat of violence reemerge into experience as soon as production 
is considered.
	 Te notion of a market or a market society is therefore an atemporal 
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abstraction. It imagines society in abstraction from all social relations apart 
from respect for claims to property and threats to enforce such claims. In 
practice, economic society is never composed simply of a market. It can-
not be reduced to exchange.12 Alongside the exchange of property there 
is also the payment of rent for land, the payment of wages for labor, the 
payment of interest for money capital, and the payment of taxes. Such re-
lations are not simple, instantaneous exchanges but contracts that have 
enduring force. Economic society is not simply a network of exchanges; it 
is not a market. Economic society is composed of a network of enduring 
contracts. Te primary object of political economy, therefore, should not 
be the distribution of property and productive resources but the resolution 
of social forces in the form of contracts. Moreover, the temporal nature and 
function of money is obscured when it is analyzed in terms of exchange. 
Te function of money as a medium of exchange derives from its function 
as a facilitator of contracts (a standard for deferred payments). Since the 
market is a form of recording, contract, not physical exchange, is the pri-
mary phenomenon.13 Te political economy of money must be deduced 
from its role in contracts rather than its role in exchange.

4.1.4  Property may be explained in terms of contract rather than contract 
in terms of property. Private property is an implicit contract for possession 
and exclusion agreed between consenting parties. Such contracts are highly 
selective in their form of representation. While they are usually agreed be-
tween two parties, the outcome of the contract may have signifcant im-
plications for others, for the physical environment, and even for the so-
cial environment. Property is a contract for rights without obligations. Te 
property is a passive, silent partner in the contract, unable to assert its rights, 
needs, or power. Tis is especially evident when the property in question 
is a slave, an animal, or the labor of a woman to be employed for domestic 
or sexual services or where the precise nature of the labor required is not 
fully specifed by the contract. In practice, the contract is drawn up by 
consenting parties under the tacit agreement that force should be used to 
render the object of exchange passive. A contract is rarely simply between 
two parties. Te remaining members of society remain silent witnesses to 
the contract, tacitly agreeing that the parties should be undisturbed in their 
right to dispose of their property.
	 Market transactions form a public record of such exchanges. Te prop-
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erty is simply designated. Its wider signifcance, its conditions for produc-
tion and subsistence, its power, and its will are not represented in the con-
tract. In practice, should these confict with the will of the owner, there is 
a tacit agreement that they may be suppressed by the owner or by society 
on behalf of the owner. Sovereignty over property amounts to this. Mar-
ket transactions, far from determining a just distribution, are necessarily 
partial; they consider only the respective claims of the consenting parties. 
Moreover, society as a whole is complicit with such injustice. Dissenting 
voices are suppressed. Private property is a contract consisting of rights 
without obligations that is extorted by force or the threat of force. Simi-
larly, exchanges of property are contractual agreements to deliver property 
at a specifed time and place. All exchanges are forms of contract. Yet not 
all contracts are forms of reciprocal exchange. As the example of property 
makes clear, rights may exist without obligations. Numerous parties are 
afected by each exchange, yet not all of these parties are represented in the 
exchange.

4.1.5  Money, likewise, is an implicit contract rather than a commodity. 
Like a title to property, money is a mere token of value. Te social contract 
of market society involves a willingness to accept money in payment based 
on the confdence that others will also accept it in payment. Money is a 
form of transferable and implicit contract whose value rests on a determi-
nate set of other contracts. Contracts have an efect on the distribution of 
physical capital, the activity of labor, and the availability and use of con-
structive capital. Contracts underwrite social cooperation.
	 Money, like other fnancial assets, is a contract that can easily be ap-
propriated and exchanged. It is a form of public contract that has become 
private property. As property, it appears to have no substance, no force, no 
life of its own. It appears to demand no conditions for its maintenance. It 
appears to impose no temporal force directly on its owner. Tis is so be-
cause the implicit contract involved in money is not subject to individual 
renegotiation, even if it is continually subject to collective renegotiation ac-
cording to its relative market value and rates of infation. Yet to treat money 
purely as property and to determine exchange values in terms of money as 
prices is to construct an atemporal representation of value. It matters little 
that such prices may fuctuate in time; it matters little that expected varia-
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tions in value are discounted in the price. Exchange value represents social 
relations apart from temporal contracts in the form of private property. 
Exchange value is an abstraction that results from inverting the priority 
of contract and property, as though enduring contracts were an efect of 
atemporal property rather than the reverse.
	 Te study of exchange values therefore gives a partial representation of 
economic society. Social bonds in the form of contracts and social powers 
exercised in the agreement of contracts are not directly represented. Tey 
must frst be represented in an atemporal form by assessing their exchange 
value. Teir efects may be inferred from movements of prices and mod-
eled in the form of temporal functions. Time is frst excluded from social 
representation before being added later on as a transcendent model in the 
form of an equation of motion. Te political reality of economic relations 
is concealed and excluded, for social reality in practice is composed of a 
vast number of temporal contracts and habitual interdependencies that are 
qualitatively determined. Tey cannot be accurately compared on a single 
abstract scale of exchange value or on a single, abstract scale of uniform 
time.
	 While many claim the right to money as private property, such claims 
do not efectively reduce money to property in practice, for as a prom-
ise or debt, money remains a contract. Te market no longer furnishes an 
adequate image of economic relations. Any economic theory constructed 
under the assumption that the economy behaves as a village market will be 
largely worthless.14 If contracts are evaluated in terms of exchange value 
alone, then an attempt is made to evaluate them in terms of property. In 
other words, the contract is observed from the perspective of one who has 
rights without responsibilities—from the abstract perspective of the one 
who is capable of buying himself out of all preceding contracts or agree-
ments. To interpret society in terms of exchange value alone is to assume 
that all dependencies may be substituted for by an alternative deal that 
will always be available on the market. It is to suppose that the market is 
capable, at will, of embracing and representing all dimensions of reality. 
Since physical capital, human capital, and social capital operate according 
to their own laws of dependence, rather than according to the freedom of 
the market, such a representation will be necessarily false. Instead, the tem-
poral process of supply, labor, service, or contract is treated as if it were a 
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commodity or a slave. For production, labor, contract, and money are never 
private property, even if they are treated as such.
	 Where the abstract market seems purely economic, concerned with 
exchange values alone, a contract society is inseparable from the political 
form of the state. Such a state has three essential functions. First, it must 
safeguard property, or, more precisely, it must ensure that existing con-
tracts are respected. Second, it must legitimate rights and claims to appro-
priation, making legislative or executive decisions on the propriety of such 
claims. And third, it must maintain confdence in the value of contracts by 
ensuring the value of a dominant currency. While it may not be essential 
that a state issue its own currency, it is vital that the state contribute to the 
stability of currency by pursuing appropriate monetary and fscal policy. 
Te three functions of the state concern right, liberty, and credit (or piety). 
Charged with maintaining a state of general social belief, the state remains 
a religious institution within secular modernity.

d i s t r i b u t i o n

4.2.1  In terms of exchange, all things bear an exchange value. In terms of 
contract, there is no equivalent between what is ofered and what is re-
ceived. What is ofered is always time, whether time is spent in a certain 
manner or is taken to deliver a product. One enters into an obligation to 
spend time in a determinate way. What is received is always nutrition for 
some desire or process. Tings bear relative value if they provide for the 
“necessities, conveniences, and amusements” of life. Instead of consider-
ing buyers and sellers in exchange, therefore, it is necessary to consider 
nutrition and time. Tis transforms the entire perspective on the economy. 
While in principle an unlimited amount of exchange value and an unlimited 
amount of money may be available, a fnite amount of nutrition and a fnite 
amount of time will always remain. Political economy should therefore be 
concerned primarily with the distribution of nutrition and time, not with 
the distribution of exchange value.
	 Nutritional value is itself derived from underlying physical processes 
such as photosynthesis. Nature is an efcient gardener: its unlimited pro-
liferation of forms leads to the existence of species to occupy each environ-
mental niche. Tere is little scope for improving on the primary produc-
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tion of nutritional value. Human labor does not create nutritional value; 
it merely redirects the production of nutritional value away from ecologi-
cal circuits that do not include humans to circuits that do. On the whole, 
through deforestation, soil degradation, and desertifcation, human agri-
cultural activity has a negative net efect on the primary production of nu-
tritional value, even if it is capable of temporarily increasing the production 
of nutritional value for humans by the use of irrigation, farm machinery, 
and fertilizers and pesticides and by exhausting fnite stocks of fresh water 
and fossil fuels.
	 A theory of nutritional value may be derived from the work of Adam 
Smith. Te supply of the means of subsistence remains scarce. Contrac-
tual ofers of nutritional value command labor because labor requires nu-
tritional value to survive. Labor theories of value consider acquisition in 
terms of weighing the benefts of satisfying desires against the toil and 
trouble of labor. Smith therefore proposed that labor is the only universal 
and accurate measure of value, equal quantities of labor being at all times 
and places of equal value to the laborer.15 Tat which is dear costs much 
labor to acquire; that which is cheap costs little. In practice, of course, value 
is measured directly not in terms of labor time but in terms of money. It is 
important to understand the kind of labor Smith is discussing. He is con-
cerned primarily with agricultural labor, paid at a subsistence rate, for the 
proft of tenants and landholders. For such labor, the only beneft of labor 
is the wage.16 Te rest is all toil and trouble. Such labor theories of value can 
maintain the illusion that all productive value is generated by human labor 
at rates that vary depending on efciency gains introduced by machines. 
Tis is no longer credible when most energy for work is provided by fossil 
and nuclear fuels rather than by human labor. Moreover, it was not the 
actual view of Adam Smith: “No equal capital puts into motion a greater 
quantity of productive labor than that of the farmer. Not only his laboring 
servants, but his laboring cattle, are productive laborers. In agriculture, too, 
nature labors along with man; and though her labor costs no expense, its 
produce has its value, as well as that of the most expensive workmen. Te 
most important operations of agriculture seem intended not so much to 
increase . . . as to direct the fertility of nature toward the production of 
plants most proftable to man.”17 Nature here is the source of value, while 
labor is its measure. Labor becomes a universal standard only when wages 
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are maintained at a subsistence level. Te source of wealth, including labor, 
is food: “As men, like all other animals, naturally multiply in proportion to 
the means of their subsistence, food is always, more or less, in demand. It 
can always purchase or command a greater or smaller quantity of labour, 
and somebody can always be found who is willing to do something in order 
to obtain it.”18 While Smith notes that wages as well as levels of subsistence 
may vary in relation to the wealth of the country in question, he writes 
against a norm of high child mortality among the laboring classes, with the 
“scantiness of subsistence . . . destroying a great part of the children which 
their fruitful marriages produce.”19 Te consistent unit of value, then, is the 
subsistence level of nutrition. Smith explained how corn rent could main-
tain its value much more successfully than rent paid in money, even though 
the price of corn might vary signifcantly with seasons and harvests.20 If 
the rent of land attracts a monopoly price so that workers will necessarily 
be paid at a subsistence level, and if the quantity of workers maintained is 
in proportion to the production of food, Smith sketched the outlines of a 
nutritional theory of value that grounds the labor theory of value: “Every 
other commodity, however, will at any particular time purchase a greater 
or smaller quantity of labour in proportion to the quantity of subsistence 
which it can purchase at that time.”21
	 In this formulation, a standard unit of value is formed by measuring 
the natural relationship between a consistent quantity of nutritional value 
and the life of a worker. Value emerges from a conjunction between nutri-
tion and time, not from simple exchange. When the benefts of nutrition 
are weighed against the spending of time, a diferent formulation of value 
emerges, for although time is limited, it cannot be hoarded. Time must 
be spent, and diferent modes of spending time nourish difering desires 
and difering aspects of a human being. For a person with time, energy, 
and desire to spend, work need not be regarded as toil and trouble. Work 
itself may have numerous nutritional qualities for the human being, just as 
leisure may have numerous debilitating qualities. If the art of living well 
involves constructing a balanced and varied diet of forms of nutrition, in-
cluding more urgent physical desires and more subtle social desires, then 
the cost of labor is both the sacrifce of opportunities for other forms of 
nutrition and the danger of an excessive input of certain kinds of nutri-
tion.
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	 An economy of nutritional value operates throughout nature, as well as 
throughout the human economy. In practice, the human economy of nutri-
tional value operates mainly outside the formal sphere of contract in local 
and informal economies of provision and distribution. Provision, like all 
forms of economic behavior, has a dual nature: as food nourishes the body, 
care nourishes the soul. Yet where forms of physical nutrition are limited 
and exclusive, forms of social nutrition have no intrinsic limits. Caring for 
others nourishes the emotional health of all, building a culture of gener-
osity, trust, and interdependence. Tere are no intrinsic limits on informal 
social capital; there are, however, limits to the extent to which such provi-
sion can be spread.
	 Te formal economy may be understood more fully against the back-
ground of the informal economy in terms of nutrition and time, provision, 
and care.22 Where bonds of trust and interdependence do not yet exist, 
the formal economy can extend the benefts of social capital to strangers, 
for money represents a right to claim nutritional value. Although the use 
of money may substitute for bonds of social care and provision, it does 
not exclude the creation of such bonds. Tere is no need for loyalty and 
amicability between those who trade with each other in the formal econ-
omy, yet the formation of contracts for exchange enables such a possibility. 
To exchange or labor for money is to acquire a reifed and de-personalized 
bond of provision, even if money does not bring emotional relations of 
interdependence with it. Yet a society based on commerce may construct a 
general culture of good faith and openness to interaction, building a veri-
table degree of social capital as collective goodwill. Given the scarcity of 
time, it is impossible that all relations will be personal and intimate. Money 
adds to overall efciency by enabling relations of provision where none 
were formerly available and by enriching personal interdependencies with 
impersonal interdependencies. Money extends the efects of social rela-
tions of provision and care beyond their normal boundaries.

4.2.2  Given the scarcity of nutritional value, ownership of the means of 
subsistence tends to attract monopoly rates of rent, rather than equilib-
rium rates of exchange. Appropriation of the means of subsistence leads to 
economic inequalities. As Locke has shown, where there are natural limits 
to individual usage, money enables the possibility of accumulation leading 
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to inequalities.23 Te appropriation of more land than one can use oneself 
is inefective unless there are those who lack the means of subsistence and 
will therefore agree to work the land. Once the informal economy of care 
and provision is insufcient to meet subsistence needs, then those who lack 
nutrition under conditions of scarcity may be exploited through monopoly 
rent. Te efect of accumulation is dual. On the one hand, the means of 
subsistence are appropriated, excluding access by others to the means of 
subsistence; on the other hand, the means of subsistence are made avail-
able once more but as private property. Te distribution of nutrition can no 
longer be determined by traditional social structures of provision. Property 
overrides informal and traditional modes of social capital to make available 
those of the formal economy. Participation in the formal economy is driven 
by both promise of accumulation and threat of exclusion. Tus, monopoly 
is the norm and equilibrium is the exception within a market society. As 
Adam Smith was well aware, “In every diferent branch, the oppression of 
the poor must establish the monopoly of the rich, who, by engrossing the 
whole trade to themselves, will be able to make very large profts.”24 Te 
scarcity of nutritional value is expressed in the scarcity of land, leading to 
monopoly rates of rent for land: “Rent, considered as the price paid for the 
use of the land, is naturally the highest which the tenant can aford to pay 
in the actual circumstances of the land.”25
	 Signifcant inequalities of wealth accumulate a surplus value in the form 
of monopoly rent. In the informal economy, wealth consists in social bonds 
of honor, trust, care, and mutual obligation. Te accumulation of stock has 
little value in itself except as a means of provision, a reserve against mis-
fortune, a means of patronage, or a means of building a network of obliga-
tions. Against this background, the extraction of surplus value substitutes 
the formal economy for the informal economy; it substitutes contractual 
relations of obligation for the reciprocal bonds of care or patronage. It 
substitutes impersonal for personal bonds. Where personal bonds involve 
a complex interweaving of care, obligation, and social power, impersonal 
bonds are secured by power alone. Contractual bonds are enforced by so-
ciety as a whole, embodied in the form of the state; they replace on ongoing 
process of negotiation between difering powers with a fxed agreement 
enforced by a vastly superior power. Te precise terms agreed in a contract 
will depend on the relative status of the contracting parties. Tose who are 
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confdent of maintaining their means of provision, whether from property 
or from an existing network of mutual obligation or contracts and those 
who have access to alternative contracts on more favorable terms, will be 
in a position of relative strength in contrast to those who seek the means 
of subsistence. Te term “usury” may be appropriate here. In the Middle 
Ages, “usury” was widely used for any economic relation that exploited 
another’s misfortune.26 It makes a wealth of diference, however, whether 
debts are contracted voluntarily in pursuit of personal gain or they are con-
tracted as the only remaining alternative under conditions of misfortune. It 
is the latter condition that is truly usurious. A contract agreed on the basis 
of a monopoly over means of subsistence may agree terms that extract un-
limited quantities of time, claiming ownership over another’s life. Tis is 
the source of debt bondage that is efective slavery. Tose who are evicted 
from their land and deprived of the means of subsistence are ofered an 
ambivalent deal in a contract of employment: the opportunity to work for 
a living is charged at the monopoly rate of the market. Such “generous” 
terms signify the true meaning of usury: turning the necessity of another 
into one’s own opportunity.
	 In the formal economy, property must be accumulated before it can be 
exchanged. Exchange value derives from desire expressed in demand and 
from the security that desire will continue to be available to fnd nutri-
tional value in what is available to be exchanged. Tere is a certain security 
in nutritional value in that it is likely to continue to remain an object of 
desire. Tere is a certain security in contracts in that they can be enforced 
by society with the threat of violence and exclusion. Te production and 
accumulation of value is secured, ultimately, on usury. It is guaranteed by 
the need of those without access to the means of provision to seek employ-
ment in labor.
	 Tis is the political perspective from which globalization and the lib-
eralization of trade may be judged. Te liberalization of trade is a liberal-
ization of opportunities for contract. It liberates opportunities for those 
with power in the market to make the most of their potential. Free trade 
facilitates an increase in production through the division of labor, for labor 
may be diferentiated qualitatively according to available resources, skills, 
customs, and education. Nevertheless, the very principle through which 
free trade generates wealth—maximizing efciency through the division of 
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labor—is also the principle that prevents free trade in labor. Labor can fnd 
an equilibrium price in the market only if it can achieve the same degree of 
mobility between markets and fexibility over production as money itself. 
Since labor is often tied to a locality or a set of skills, it cannot move freely 
within the market to meet demand. Tere will always be an imbalance in 
labor, with certain forms of skilled labor always in demand and carrying a 
higher price, and other forms of labor commanding a lower price or none 
at all. In practice, then, free trade profts from a reserve army of the unem-
ployed who drive wages down to subsistence levels in certain employment 
markets. Such free trade facilitates economic growth not for all but for the 
few based on growing inequality. It amounts to a liberalization of rent seek-
ing, monopoly, exploitation, and usury. As a result, inequalities may lead 
to further appropriations of the means of subsistence in the name of in-
creased productivity. Te liberalization of trade leads to further appropria-
tion, penury, exploitation, and inequality in a vicious spiral of inequality. In 
a free market, exchange value represents appropriated usury; it represents 
the force of necessity. Te overall efect is deeply ambivalent. In the frst 
place, the liberalization of trade removes the regulations that protect pre-
capitalist forms of social capital from appropriation. In the second place, it 
facilitates their replacement with the growth of capitalist forms of human 
and social capital, increasing productivity. And in the third place, most of 
the benefts of such productivity gains are extracted once more, leaving 
residual benefts as a substitute for pre-capitalist forms of life.27

4.2.3  Nutritional value is relative. It holds value not in itself but only in re-
lation to some specifc desire. Moreover, while forms of desire and relative 
nutrition may be unlimited, the quantity of each form of nutritional value 
is not. In addition, nutritional value is largely used, even if it is used only 
by microorganisms in a process of decay. Nutritional value cannot, strictly 
speaking, be hoarded and accumulated. It can simply be appropriated by 
certain circuits of consumption at the expense of other circuits. Nutritional 
value, unlike property, is in continual fow.
	 Time is similar to nutritional value. It is relative, fnite, and spent. 
Time cannot be owned or hoarded; it gives itself in attention to some-
thing. Strictly speaking, time is not given or lent. It remains with the giver. 
While time itself cannot be taken, attention can be attracted or absorbed. 
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It can fow through broader or narrower circuits. Such payment of atten-
tion shapes the life of the source as well as the object of attention. Time, 
like nutrition, cannot be wasted. Yet nutrition can feed desires that do little 
to feed the wider ecology, and time can pay attention to expressions of 
values that do little to value the wider social sphere. Te expenditure of 
time and nutrition are forms of economic entropy. Yet these very processes 
of continual expenditure provide opportunities for negentropic forms of 
desire and value to emerge that reconstitute nutrition and attention. Such 
economies of nutrition and attention operate by efux and refux. In an 
ecosystem, there is continual expenditure without guarantee of a return 
fow. Return, if it occurs, results from the action of complementary life 
forms that make the ecosystem into a sustainable cycle.
	 One may conceive of the economic institutions that produce a refux 
of nutrition and attention in terms of social capital. Just as there are self-
sustaining, negentropic life forms, so also are there self-sustaining, negen-
tropic social forms. Such forms facilitate the creation of wealth through the 
accumulation, invention, and construction of capital. Te formal economy 
in a contract society may be assessed as a mode of social capital.
	 Social capital directs the efux and refux of nutrition and attention. 
Te formal economy does so through an entirely diferent representation: 
it aims to represent and capture the circular fow of value. Representing 
value on the basis of exchange, each economic agent functions as a center 
of accumulation that aims to order the circular fow of value through its 
possession toward an increase in rate and quantity. For exchange value, un-
like the qualitatively diferentiated nutritional value and time of attention, 
is a pure quantity without relation. It can only be accumulated and spent. 
Exchange value is appropriated by ensuring that it passes more rapidly 
through centers of accumulation. Te measure of a rate of fow does not 
distinguish between a reduction in fow through other centers of accumu-
lation and an enhanced fow through broader circuits.
	 Where accumulation of value through exchange provides an orienta-
tion for economic activity, the agreement of contracts specify the means. 
Contracts determine the nature of the nutrition provided, as well as the 
conduct and distribution of time. Contracts represent limits or conditions 
that must be met, although they need not specify in detail how these targets 
should be met. To promise to deliver a sum of money at a specifed time 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



142  h  A  T r e a t i s e  o n  M o n e y

is not to specify how time should be spent in acquiring such a sum. Con-
tracts determine time but vary in the degree of freedom that they allow: to 
commit hours of labor to be commanded by another allows considerably 
less freedom than to promise the delivery of a sum of money. Freedom and 
power belong with the purchaser.
	 Te efect of the formal economy, then, is to concentrate the distribu-
tion of social capital into circuits of formal contract. Instead of being dis-
persed through society, freedom and social capital is highly concentrated. 
For many, the priority of seeking the means of subsistence prevents the 
building of social capital in the form of relations of provision and care. If 
social capital is accumulated by those with access to credit and money, then 
this may occur at the expense of the formation of social capital elsewhere. 
By reducing opportunities for the accumulation, invention, and construc-
tion of capital, centers of accumulation impoverish much of society. When 
social capital is concentrated in the form of money, centers of efux and 
refux must grow to survive. Insofar as fnite stocks of nutritional value and 
time follow the fows of money, then the accumulation of centers of nutri-
tional value results in the deprivation of a vast periphery.

4.2.4  Since nutritional value and time are scarce and limited resources, the 
health of society is advanced by their dispersal. Te adage of Francis Bacon 
is apposite here: money is like muck—no good unless it is spread.28 Provi-
sion and care should take priority over the refux of nutrition and attention; 
expenditure is more useful than accumulation. Social capital, by contrast, is 
not a fnite resource. Its accumulation in one place may advance accumu-
lation elsewhere. Yet social capital is initially produced in dispersal by suc-
cessful relations of interdependence. Social capital is produced by acts of 
provision. It is a culture of care, trust, collaboration, and generosity. Social 
capital gives the capacity to extend networks of nutrition and attention.
	 In political economy, therefore, one cannot simply privilege dispersal or 
accumulation when considering forms of distribution. Dispersal of fnite 
goods such as nutritional value and time may enhance the accumulation 
of the unlimited good of social capital. Te accumulation of social capi-
tal may, in turn, enhance the dispersal of fnite goods. Subject to difer-
ing political requirements, then, nutrition, time, and social capital require 
difering modes of representation. Where nutrition may be given, time is 
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spent, and social capital accumulates. Te equivocation arises when each 
is measured in terms of exchange, as though it could be represented as a 
commodity and subject to exchange. Such is the fundamental illusion en-
gendered by the use of money.
	 Money itself has a triple nature: it participates in the spheres of nutri-
tion, time, and social capital as a specifc form of representation. Money 
represents nutritional value when it acts as a commodity that can be appro-
priated, alienated, and exchanged. Because of its liquidity, it acts as trans-
ferable wealth. It forms the basis for atemporal exchange value. Money 
represents time as a promise to pay, for a promise, like time, is inalien-
able. Money, like time, may be given and spent, yet as a promise it returns 
to its originator. Whereas an asset may be transferred, a liability remains; 
whereas an asset may be owned, a liability is contracted; whereas an asset 
represents accumulated wealth, a liability represents an enduring obliga-
tion. While assets may appear to balance liabilities on a balance sheet, such 
equivalence rests on an equivocation, imagining the completion of the cir-
cular fow and the redemption of the liability by the asset. Economic reality 
takes place, however, between such resolutions of the circular fow within 
the intervening intervals of asymmetry.
	 It is for this reason that money may also represent social capital. It does 
so in the form of debt. Liabilities need not be redeemed. Governments, 
corporations, and individuals have learned that debt can become a normal 
state of afairs, never to be repaid, maintained by perpetual refnancing. It 
is precisely such a condition that enables the existence of modern money. 
Te circular fow is never completed when an economy functions as a spi-
ral of debt. Social capital is reserved in a network of trust and guarantees. 
Credit embodies the wealth of society as a whole. For in credit, as history 
has proved, there are somewhat strange imbalances of power.29 Te threat 
of default may be as dangerous to the creditor as to the debtor. Default 
may either crush or release the debtor, depending on the network of inter-
dependencies and trust. By contrast, a society in which all debts have been 
repaid and all contracts fulflled returns to the abstraction of atomic indi-
viduals in a market society. Under such conditions, social capital is obliter-
ated. Indeed, the entropic tendency to return to equilibrium is a tendency 
to annihilate social capital. Such an abstract society must begin over again 
to re-create social capital. Yet a society based on debt, by contrast, is al-

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



144  h  A  T r e a t i s e  o n  M o n e y

ready driven by its mutual obligations. Te presence of indebtedness may 
indicate a healthy economy.30
	 Te paradox of social capital is that accumulation enables accumulation. 
If interest is paid to banks that issue loans, then bank reserves become cen-
ters of accumulation. In one sense, they serve the common good insofar as 
these reserves function as the basis for fresh loans, enabling further mutual 
indebtedness. Te presence of reserves makes the creation of money and 
the formation of social capital possible. Who owns the reserves or what 
form such reserves take may be less signifcant than that the reserves may 
be used for the creation of wealth. In another sense, the concentration of 
reserves in centers of accumulation directs time and nutrition toward the 
end of accumulating profts. It efectively results in the concentration of 
attention and nutrition. To serve society more efectively as a whole, it will 
be necessary to distinguish between the functions of nutrition, time, and 
capital as represented by money.

c l a s s

4.3.1  Economic classes emerge from contractual appropriations of the 
underlying economic relations of nutrition, time, and social capital. Te 
universal drive for nutritional value is the underlying motor of the entire 
economic process. A householder may be considered one who seeks nutri-
tional value for himself or herself, for those in his or her care, and for the 
resources that provide diverse forms of nutritional value for the household. 
Tis relation of care and dependence is modifed when it is represented 
under the form of private property, for once such relations of care and 
dependence are threatened, the drive for nutritional value may seek to pre-
serve them. Te represented claim to private property is such an expres-
sion of the will to survive. Such a conatus, a will to persevere in being, is a 
reactive formation. It responds to a potential threat.
	 Te threat of the suspension of nutritive relations of care and depen-
dence is an inevitable condition of temporal life. Moreover, it is inevitably 
realized in death. Tere are two contrasting ways to face such a threat: 
care of nutritive capital, which enhances life rather than resists death, and 
defense against external dangers, which resists death rather than enhances 
life. Tese form the basis for two diferent political strategies: an active 
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politics that aims to create new bases for cooperation and production, so 
nourishing and enabling the emergence of forms of life, and a reactive poli-
tics that aims to defend what has been established against external threats.31 
Property, as opposed to nutrition, is reactive. Claims to appropriate private 
property appeal to the combined force of the social collective to resist ex-
ternal dangers. Treat is given a greater emphasis here than opportunity; it 
is also countered with threat. Yet it functions as a principle on which trust, 
credit, and social capital can emerge. Tis is an entirely diferent principle 
of the social order than trust in the opportunities aforded by nutritive 
capital as a basis for credit.
	 It is on the basis of this fundamental distinction between care and threat 
that class diferences emerge. Where a householder may be primarily con-
cerned with the care of nutritive capital, a proprietor is primarily concerned 
with the defense against threats. It matters little that the same individu-
als usually practice both strategies in difering respects; what matters is 
which strategy is dominant in their mutual relations. Te householder ex-
presses care for nutritive capital; the proprietor expresses a will to power. 
An inequality results from this contrast of strategy in their mutual relation. 
Te proprietor aims to appropriate and so increase freedom of action; the 
householder aims to relate and nourish. Since progress in appropriation is 
protected at each stage by threats, the proprietor gains a greater access to 
the means of nutrition. While private property defends the opportunities 
provided by legitimate appropriation, it has the byproduct of maintaining 
its strategies of negation against external social formations and thus re-
ducing signifcant amounts of nutritive and social capital. Eventually, the 
householder may have to become a proprietor to gain access to the means 
of nutrition and thus to continue to care for nutritive capital. Nevertheless, 
the relation between the householder and the proprietor is not one of strict 
mutual antagonism of interests. Confict comes to defne economic class 
only in the Hobbesian state of nature where private property is always ac-
quired at the expense of another. Indeed, confict signals the dissolution of 
diferentiations of class, since all are now conceived as proprietors.
	 Proprietary classes may still be distinguished, however, by diverse 
modes of appropriation. While all modes of appropriation depend on the 
same three forces of the productive power of nutritive capital, the drive 
for nutritional value, and forms of social capital that mediate the relations 
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between production and consumption, each has a particular relation to 
the productive process. A merchant appropriates nutritional value itself 
to provide social capital in the form of exchange. A capitalist appropriates 
labor time to provide social capital in the form of constructed and realized 
production. A banker appropriates social capital itself by recording and 
facilitating exchanges, assets, and debts. Nutrition, time, and social capital 
give way to difering means of appropriation. Each class appropriates from 
householders. Yet while the merchants, capitalists, and bankers compete 
within their own classes, each depends on the other classes. Class is de-
fned by interdependence and complementarity rather than by competi-
tion. Te threat of scarcity, or lack of nutrition, derives not from the other 
classes but, rather, from the prospect of either failure within the market or 
failure of economic society as a whole. All are united by resistance to the 
common threat of social and economic breakdown. Hence, as proprietors, 
each class has an interest in a strong state that protects private property, 
legitimizes appropriation, and guarantees the value of money. Indeed, to 
the extent that householders themselves become proprietors of property, 
labor, and money, they share an interest in a strong state. While, of course, 
state economic policy may be pursued in the primary interests of particular 
classes, and democratic opposition over policy choices might follow, there 
is no reason for such opposition to reach as far as violence and threaten the 
state itself. Tere are few circumstances in which economic classes may 
gain from seizing the monopoly of violence from the state.

4.3.2  Te fnitude of nutritional value and the fnitude of time and labor 
prevent merchants and capitalists from escaping the reciprocal dependen-
cies of the economic system. Only social capital, appropriated in the form 
of valuable assets or abstract wealth, is capable of unlimited increase. Te 
principle that enables this is the creation of liabilities in excess of reserves. 
While the proprietors, merchants, capitalists, and governments who take 
out loans are now driven to increase their appropriations by the additional 
motive of debt, bankers who issue loans occupy the reciprocal position of 
this class relation. Bankers may be under an obligation to balance liabili-
ties with assets, yet loans are neutral in this regard, since the liability (that 
the loan may now be spent) is perfectly balanced by the asset (that the 
loan must be repaid). On the one hand, bankers are placed in a position 
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of power in relation to other classes, since they appropriate their property 
through interest. On the other hand, bankers remain susceptible to the 
fortunes of the other classes, since a default on a loan may lead to a loss of 
reserves and a contraction of credit.
	 A fundamental issue in the politics of money is the ability to issue liabili-
ties in excess of reserves. It is the creation of credit as an active economic 
force. Te monopoly of credit has largely been in the hands of the state or 
the clearing banks. While the state may hold the privilege of currency issue 
and taxation, banks hold the privilege of being fnancial intermediaries. Te 
advantages of scale lead to most transactions between banks being can-
celed in the clearing house so that liabilities may far exceed reserves as long 
as the banks extend their positions cautiously and “in step.”32 Commercial 
credit, privately agreed between companies, is qualitatively diferent from 
money. Records of such debts do not circulate freely. Commercial credit 
may enable some limited circulation insofar as it serves as security for the 
issuing of further credit. It can only circulate, however, within a network of 
companies based on mutual recognition and trust. It is in some respects a 
regression to pre-market modes of exchange.
	 Banks, like governments, have limited resources to create money for 
use by themselves. Credit is a relation, not a possession, and banks are 
dependent on those who take out loans. Te centralization of wealth in 
bank reserves is not a simple centralization of power. In particular, insofar 
as fnancial speculation is the most proftable of activities, banks may be 
dependent on the successes of speculators for the creation and repayment 
of money. Whether one speculates on real estate as the owner of property 
or one speculates on fnancial markets through trading in currencies, equi-
ties, bonds, and derivatives, and whether money is created as mortgage or 
as leverage, the efects are largely the same. A speculator, like the bank, may 
hold liabilities far in excess of reserves, since such liabilities are guaranteed 
by the value of the assets they have been used to acquire. Yet these assets 
hold a signifcant value because they have been infated by speculation. As 
with bank money created by banks, there is no limit to the amount of ex-
change value created by speculators, provided they move forward together 
and in step. Banks are dependent on investors and speculators for the cre-
ation of money and the opportunity to acquire interest. Speculators may 
acquire reserves at the expense of the banks if the profts of speculation 
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exceed the costs of commission and interest by a signifcant margin. While 
speculators may continue to hold their reserves in banks, the place where 
reserves are held is ultimately determined by the speculators. Speculation, 
as the most proftable of fnancial activities, holds the highest degree of 
class power. While speculators may in practice depend on merchants for 
nutrition, on capitalists for variable rates of proft, and on bankers for f-
nancial intermediation and leverage, they may proft even when the other 
classes are in decline. Speculators may therefore be taken to represent a 
distinct class from merchants, capitalists, and bankers: their interests are 
not the same. Yet for the speculator, the market is a site of wins and losses, 
opportunities and threats, greed and fear no longer protected by insurance 
and provision. It is a highly artifcial “state of nature.” Little creativity is 
possible, since all that can be made are profts. Otherwise, speculation is 
only a matter of information, strategy, discipline, and risk management. 
Te speculator is more directly submitted to the authority of money and 
debt than anyone else.
	 A speculator, like a bank, may hold liabilities far in excess of reserves. 
A speculator is not simply in debt, however, for these liabilities are used 
to acquire assets. While the assets may vary in value according to market 
conditions, the liabilities do not. Hence, a speculator may make a signif-
cant proft from a highly leveraged investment in an asset that has a small 
increase in value. Misfortune can lead to signifcant losses. Yet such losses 
may be controlled and limited by an efective money-management strategy 
and automated stop orders. Since the risks can be limited in this way, it is 
possible to take out highly leveraged positions with limited risks. Specu-
lators are subject to contracts and debts, yet they are liberated from debts 
by the correct predictions of prices. Te dynamics of the market liberate 
speculators from debt by means of a new dependence—on the dynamics 
and predictability of the market. It is this new dependence and principle of 
dynamism that constitutes speculators as a separate economic class.

4.3.3  Speculators are intermediaries for fows of money rather than of 
goods. Teir activities may superfcially be taken to resemble those of mer-
chants. From a synchronic perspective, a speculator makes profts from 
arbitrage: buying in one market to sell at a better price in another. Te 
speculator would have to exploit advantages of information and mobility. 
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In practice, however, there is a time delay between buying and selling. 
Whereas commerce profts from transactions in distanced markets, specu-
lation profts from price diferences in markets separated in time. Te cre-
ation of money as credit and debt is an alternative source of wealth to the 
production of goods and services.
	 Speculation attains this power of detachment from other economic pro-
cesses by taking itself as its own object. As future conditions are unknown, 
speculation may involve less of an element of privileged knowledge (as 
in traditional strategies of investment) and more of an element of uncer-
tainty. Te proftability of speculation results largely from its own impact 
on prices. Speculation operates by imitation and herd behavior: it is a mat-
ter of guessing the direction in which the herd will move and staying ahead 
of a signifcant proportion. In this respect, all speculators compete with 
each other and win or lose out to each other. Yet such competition is merely 
superfcial. Te change in prices resulting from the herd is the main source 
of profts in the form of asset infation. Te wealth of speculators is created 
as a claim against bank reserves. Te result of imitation is a positive feed-
back efect on prices: rising prices lead to further buying and further rises; 
falling prices lead to selling. Such positive feedback efects generate insta-
bilities in price levels, leading to the signifcant swings up and down from 
which speculators proft. Such positive feedback efects are usually limited 
by the negative feedback efects resulting from uncertainty. Since no one 
knows when the herd will turn, it is in the speculator’s interest to turn early. 
It is better to take a quick proft than risk a loss. Tis very uncertainty en-
sures that a turn will indeed take place. Such changes of direction spread 
by imitation. Te oscillations generated by positive feedback are usually 
kept within bounds by a wider envelope of negative feedback. Overall, such 
wider envelopes may constitute self-confrming trend channels that specu-
lators may use to predict probable outcomes. If probable predictions can 
be made, risks can be minimized through diversifcation, and small, quick 
profts can be amplifed through leverage followed by reinvestment, lead-
ing to compound rates of growth.
	 Speculators may rely on events in the productive economy to have an 
impact on prices, leading to perpetual disequilibrium and readjustment. 
Speculative markets are enriched by investors’ trading in the same markets. 
Yet whereas investors are concerned with the “fundamentals,” or events in 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



150  h  A  T r e a t i s e  o n  M o n e y

the productive economy and their impact on prices, speculators are con-
cerned with markets. Where small, rapid variations settle into trends and 
overall patterns, then movements of price charts give a clearer indication 
of the mood in the market among traders and investors, and techniques of 
charting and technical analysis ofer fair predictions of future behavior.
	 Te creation of money through speculation is infationary. It leads to 
a general rise in prices of speculative assets. Such infation is restricted to 
markets in speculative assets, however, for money created as a loan for in-
vestment in speculative assets will have to be repaid in the form of money. 
Tus, the infation of speculative assets is the very reason for their proft-
ability. Without contributing to production, speculative assets may infate 
much faster than consumer goods, leading to a diferential in the level of 
wealth. Infation is always relative to particular markets. It is difcult to say 
when any particular market has become over-infated—indeed, there is no 
reason in principle why any asset should not infate indefnitely, acquiring 
greater value the more constantly and predictably it ascends. Tere is no 
reason why equities should be priced at a ratio to earnings of about 15:1 (ff-
teen years to recover the costs of investment) as a historical norm, rather 
than any other value, apart from the self-fulflling expectations of funda-
mental investors. In practice, however, all price trends come to an end. Te 
reason for this is simple: value acquired through speculative infation is not 
secured until it is converted back into money. All speculators will eventu-
ally have to sell and will seek to sell ahead of the majority of others. Crashes 
are driven by attempts to realize profts or minimize losses. Te preference 
for liquidity is a preference for the realization of nominal value. Where 
speculative infation may be steady and continuous, speculative crashes are 
sharp and sudden. Yet crashes are not driven simply by speculative bubbles. 
Indeed, such “bubbles” may be stable for long periods. Instead, a crash is 
caused by a coincidence of the activities of “bear” speculators and inves-
tors causing a break in a trend channel. Once the trend channel is broken, 
traders diverge over the direction of the market, and the moments at which 
they trade tend to divide, leading to distinct price rises and falls. Te resul-
tant instability undermines the confdence of speculative investors, leading 
to some withdrawal from the market. Te consequent selling generates the 
crash.
	 Indeed, although the dominant trend of the market may be toward con-
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tinual infation, speculating on price falls may be equally proftable. For 
“bear traders” are capable of reversing time. By selling short, or selling an 
asset one does not possess in the expectation of delivering it later and in 
the meantime buying it when one wishes at a better price, one can make 
signifcant profts when the market is falling. Just as banks create money in 
excess of reserves, speculators who sell short may create assets in excess of 
reserves. Although such profts are made at the expense of others, and inex-
perienced traders can take signifcant losses, there may be profts overall for 
most participants. For most given prices at a particular moment in time, it 
is probable that there will be a later time at which the price is higher as well 
as a time at which the price is lower. All can therefore make some degree 
of proft from price fuctuations, even in a limited market where nothing is 
produced. For value is created by both asset fuctuations and bank loans. 
Such centers of accumulation drive the creation of profts; they also drive 
the accumulation of social capital. Te impact of speculation on produc-
tion and distribution is a subject of some complexity.

4.3.4  Te creation of wealth is driven by three independent sources. In 
the frst place, production is determined by the accumulation, invention, 
and construction of capital. Tere is no guarantee that such productive 
capacity will be used. With insufcient demand, productive capacity either 
will be under-utilized or will contribute to oversupply. In the second place, 
then, the presence of demand is necessary to bring productive capacity 
to utilization. Tere is no guarantee that the capacity for demand will be 
used. With insufcient money, demand will fail to become efective. Just 
as a healthy economy will seek to maximize its productive potential, it will 
also seek to maximize its efective demand. Credit, the power underlying 
money, is the power to enter into contracts. It is credit that facilitates the 
binding of nutritional value to time. It is credit that is the third source of 
wealth. Since credit, the power expressed by speculators, is unlimited, the 
dynamics of its appropriation may difer signifcantly from the appropria-
tion of nutrition and time.
	 Capital, efective demand, and credit are subject to varying degrees of 
distribution. To be maximized, capital has to be assembled according to 
an invented form. In this respect, the concentration of capital may lead 
to an increase in wealth. Te result of concentrating efective demand, by 
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contrast, is to change its form from demand for common sources of nutri-
tion to demand for luxury items and services, as well as for speculative 
or non-produced assets. Te concentration of efective demand leads to 
an underutilization of capacity for demand in society as a whole, as well 
as oversupply and underutilization of productive capacity. Concentration 
of efective demand confnes growth to narrower and narrower circuits, 
increasing inequality and turning the poor majority into servants of the 
wealthy minority. Concentration of efective demand restricts economic 
growth. It may have ambiguous efects on the environment: while it re-
stricts overall levels of production and consumption, poverty may lead to 
practices with poor ecological sustainability through the necessity of im-
mediate demands for subsistence. It may also contribute to population 
growth, which is closely correlated with poverty, leading to an increased 
burden on the environment. Overall, then, it is important that capital for-
mation and efective demand be kept in balance to avoid the dangers of 
overproduction and infation. It is also important that efective demand 
be widely distributed and not a mere function of ownership of the means 
of production, because the owners of the means of production are depen-
dent on efective consumers. It is not production alone that is the creation 
of wealth. Efective demand is just as signifcant insofar as it determines 
what kind of wealth is needed and what is true wealth. Te consumption 
of luxury goods by a minority, even if it is expressed as a large annual turn-
over, cannot be taken as a measure of wealth. Moreover, the condition for 
making demand efective is credit. Producers, consumers, bankers, and 
speculators all play a role in the creation of wealth.
	 It is by no means clear that private ownership of the means of produc-
tion makes a positive contribution to the creation of wealth, for where 
wealth derives from the accumulation, invention, and construction of capi-
tal, owners of the means of production aim primarily for profts. Although 
the private sector produces goods and services, the criterion of proftability 
provides no defense against the consumption and depletion of natural, 
human, and institutional capital. Te public sector, by contrast, may be re-
garded as primarily investing in environmental, human, and social capital. 
It accumulates resources that are later used, largely without individual con-
tracts of exchange, by the private sector in bringing goods and services to 
the market. John Maynard Keynes’s insight remains essential here: if a so-

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



P o l i t i c s  o f  M o n e y   h  153

ciety wishes to avoid spending more than it earns, then it should prioritize 
public spending over private profts. Government spending, if funded from 
taxation, does not afect the quantity of money available in the economy. 
Government spending has a dual benefcial efect: it renews environmen-
tal, human, and social capital at the same time that it redistributes spend-
ing power to sectors beyond private circuits of investment, wages, interest, 
and profts. Te private sector is only a partial contributor to wealth. It 
produces goods and services and performs some redistribution of money 
through wages and interest, but it contributes far less to the renewal of 
capital and the redistribution of wealth. Moreover, the money taken from 
the private sector in taxation is eventually returned to it through public 
spending and consumption. Since public spending does not aim directly at 
production, there is no danger or possibility of waste. Spending on welfare 
costs nothing to society as a whole when those who receive welfare spend 
their income on goods and services produced by the private sector. On the 
contrary, such spending may contribute to economic growth.
	 Te diference between private investment and public spending lies in 
capacity utilization.33 Te labor of the unemployed is undisciplined: it may 
produce goods and services in an informal economy of provision and care; 
it may waste time in idleness. Private investment, by contrast, may at least 
fnd advantages in maximizing capacity utilization. Yet the distinction is 
by no means simple. Tose who are employed for the sake of maximizing 
profts may not be efectively employed in the accumulation, invention, 
construction, and operation of capital. While their labor is disciplined, it 
may not be disciplined toward socially useful goals. Tere may be as much 
wastage of capacity and time from spending in the private sector as results 
from spending in the public sector. For just as an economy is not a single 
sphere of circulation but a network of markets where goods, services, as-
sets, and money may circulate according to difering densities of accumu-
lation, so the time of work is not an undiferentiated, productive whole but 
varies in proportion to natural, human, and social capital and has difering 
outcomes in respect to capital, goods and services, and money. A healthy 
economy requires a critique of the conduct of work, just as it needs a cri-
tique of the accumulation of wealth in narrow, self-replicating circuits.
	 When it comes to the distribution of credit, one may at frst wish to 
distinguish between productive and unproductive forms of proft seeking: 
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between capital investment and fnancial speculation. Te situation, in fact, 
is rather more complex. Money holds liquidity in virtue of its capacity to 
circulate through all markets. Where goods and services barely circulate 
at all, being rapidly produced and consumed, and assets recirculate within 
limited markets, money connects the network of markets. One cannot as-
sume that its efects are geographically neutral, however. If investment is 
proftable, then the investment of money in a particular market or sphere 
of circulation may result in a greater quantity of value leaving that mar-
ket through the repatriation of profts. As a result, it is likely that such a 
throughput will be increased so that greater profts may be realized. Re-
gions of an economy may be either enriched or impoverished by invest-
ment. Tis is especially the case when poor regions are sold the necessities 
of life by multinational corporations at lower prices than they could pro-
duce locally. Teir money leaves the local economy, resulting in the under-
utilization of their productive capacity. Given the concentration of money 
in tighter and tighter circuits of circulation, regions may be progressively 
impoverished through increased circulation when the overall efect is a de-
pletion of wealth. Moreover, to the extent that money necessarily fows 
toward concentrations of wealth to realize profts and replenish reserves at 
interest, private proft operates as an efective drain on an economy. Capital 
investment and fnancial speculation can both reduce overall production.
	 Speculation has this economic efect of draining wealth. Asset-price in-
fation and increased proftability draw money away from the productive 
economy into ever tighter circuits of circulation. Yet the concentration of 
credit has somewhat more ambivalent efects, for credit may function as 
a reserve. Te activity of speculation must be secured by underlying re-
serves, whether these are cash reserves held by speculators or bank reserves 
held against default on loans. Reserves to secure speculative assets are held 
in much less volatile forms of corporate and government bonds. Indeed, 
large concentrations of accumulated wealth are required to fund corpo-
rate investment and government borrowing. By means of accumulated re-
serves, speculators provide a service to both productive investment and 
public spending, even if they do not contribute directly to either. Unpro-
ductive profts, when held as reserves, may function efectively as the basis 
for credit and further production. Indeed, in the capitalist credit economy, 
production takes place only on the basis of non-productive reserves. Both 
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corporate investment and government spending increase the money supply 
through the multiplier efect. Private investment stimulates capital forma-
tion while public spending stimulates efective demand. Te extraordinary 
nature of debt money is that, even when it is hoarded and reserved, it may 
be in more than one place at a time, circulating through very diferent mar-
kets.
	 However, the concentration of credit in speculative assets may also have 
certain negative efects. Speculation leads to instability when it afects the 
price of a currency. Volatile price movements in speculative assets may af-
fect the values of the currencies in which they are priced, since it is necessary 
to exchange currencies to buy or sell assets or bonds in difering curren-
cies. Speculation applies its positive and negative feedback loops to inter-
currency values, producing volatility. To counterbalance such volatility, it 
is necessary to hold reserves in a strong currency, and this in turn secures 
the value of strong currencies. Speculation, then, contributes to a hierarchy 
of currencies, with varying degrees of risk and volatility. Tose who hold 
a weak currency are at the mercy of external economic forces. Similarly, 
speculation causes the risk of intermittent crashes. In a stock market or 
currency crash, banks become exposed to bad debts, negative reserve fows, 
liquidity problems, and instability. Te dangers of such events can be miti-
gated by speculative instruments. If most major banks and investors have 
their positions efectively hedged, then a crash may harm small investors 
but may not be so severe for larger fnancial players. Indeed, the increased 
volatility of a crash is an ideal opportunity to generate more profts during 
periods of fall and recovery. In fact, the security provided by hedging may 
make a crash less likely in that there is less pressure to sell while confdence, 
risks taken, and speculative exposure are increased.
	 One cannot formulate simple rules regarding the efects of speculation 
and the concentration of credit, for concentration of credit is not opposed 
to its dispersal. Where wealth is driven by capital, demand, and credit, then 
it is increased by the distribution of all three. Te wide distribution of capi-
tal and credit may be facilitated, however, by certain kinds of concentra-
tion of capital and credit. Equality, therefore, need not be the principal 
consideration for political economy. While the distribution of scarce re-
sources of nutrition, time, and efective demand is benefcial, there are also 
other important concerns. Te underlying tendencies orienting productive 
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capacity and activity, orienting the fow of money between markets, and 
orienting credit and the availability of contracts are also highly signifcant. 
Such orientations are controlled in practice by the political economy of 
money.

m a x i m i z i n g  w e a l t h

4.4.1  All wealth derives from the accumulation, invention, and construc-
tion of capital: physical capital, both natural and artifcial; human capital, 
in both health and education; and social capital, in both informal social 
bonds and formal institutional arrangements. A society will prosper to the 
extent that it directs nutrition and attention toward the maintenance and 
formation of such capital. It will also prosper to the extent that it develops 
a sustainable balance and relation between the various kinds of capital.
	 In this respect, just as it is traditional to distinguish between productive 
and unproductive labor, it is necessary to distinguish between degrees of 
prudence of investment of nutrition, attention, and credit in the forma-
tion of capital. Unproductive consumption of capital (in the form of war 
or enjoyment of luxury) is a greater threat to the wealth of a nation than 
unproductive labor. Unproductive investment of credit is more complex, 
since credit is not a fnite resource, yet credit may be diverted from the for-
mation of capital. Political economy should furnish a prudent and sustain-
able distribution of nutrition, attention, and credit. In practice, however, if 
an economy is disciplined by the need to repay debts, then an imprudent 
quest for profts may stimulate imprudent excess consumption from the 
class of skilled workers, without regard for prudent attention to capital. Te 
illusion derives, as ever, from an inadequate representation of an economy 
in terms of market exchange.
	 Te principal obstacle to the prudent investment of nutrition is the 
state’s defense of the right to private property over and above demands for 
nutrition. Te individual interests of those who have money and property 
are placed above all other interests. Similarly, the principal obstacle to the 
prudent distribution of attention is the moral legitimation of self-interest 
sustaining a wealth of cultural practices that reinforce the institution of 
the private individual. It is necessary to explore this moral basis for self-
interest.
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	 When society is regarded as the distribution and exchange of private 
property, all motivation for economic behavior is reduced to the alternative 
between self-interest and philanthropy, for property can only belong to self 
and other. It can only be acquired or given. Considered under the paradigm 
of property, relations with others are reduced to the dichotomy between 
self-interest and benevolence. Such is the origin of Adam Smith’s famous 
deceptive maxim:

But man has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is in vain 
for him to expect it from their benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail 
if he can interest their self-love in his favour, and show them that it is for their own 
advantage to do for him what he requires of them. Whoever ofers to another a bar-
gain of any kind, proposes to do this. Give me that which I want, and you shall have 
this which you want, is the meaning of every such ofer; and it is in this manner 
that we obtain from one another the far greater part of those good ofces which 
we stand in need of. 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. 
We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk 
to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.34

It would be an inefcient and unsuccessful butcher, brewer, or baker who 
needed constant persuasion to perform his or her good ofces. Payment 
may be regarded as a condition for such performance, but it need not be 
regarded as continual persuasion. In practice, only a limited amount of eco-
nomic activity consists in such exchanges. Most labor does not arise from 
a two-way exchange, but payment is made by a third party. Whether the 
third party is an employer seeking profts and hoping to pay interest and 
dividends, or whether the third party is the state seeking to serve the com-
mon good on the basis of taxation, the individual worker is free to pursue 
excellence in performance of his or her role. Self-interest is only one of a 
number of motivations for work. It is compatible with an ethic of public 
service in the public sector and compatible with an ethic of excellence in 
the private sector. One works to achieve a good. Contracts need not be 
concluded solely on the basis of self-interest. Indeed, in a complex and 
wealthy society there may be many alternative ways to fulfll such interests. 
Te deciding factor for contracts, then, may in practice be the pursuit of 
excellence or the pursuit of the common good. Humans are social and so-

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



158  h  A  T r e a t i s e  o n  M o n e y

cialized animals, perceiving their interests to lie with the health and wealth 
of portions of society as a whole. Te alternative between self-love and 
benevolence is therefore a false one.
	 When society is regarded in terms of contract rather than exchange, 
this false alternative evaporates. Once labor is regarded as an active pursuit 
of value rather than as a necessary sacrifce of ease, it becomes possible to 
conceive of the formation of contracts as a contribution to social capital. 
Contracts may enhance interdependence and cooperation; the fact that 
self-interest may be a necessary condition in the formation of contracts 
does not require that it be the overriding concern in the specifc contracts 
chosen. Contracts always have dual dimensions: what is ofered is time; 
what is received is nutrition. If contracts are regarded in terms of nutri-
tion alone, then one may choose to enter those that maximize nutrition. If 
they are regarded in terms of time, then one may also choose to enter into 
contracts that improve time. Instead of being concerned with the output 
of work, one may be concerned with the experience of work. Whereas in 
terms of nutritional value the output of work is usually such that its beneft-
ing of one excludes the benefting of another, or such that it benefts some 
more than others, the experience of time is shared. It contributes to the 
formation of social capital. Contracts may be evaluated, then, on the basis 
of the nutritional value they produce, the quality of experience of time they 
require, and their contribution to the formation of enduring social bonds.
	 Te pursuit of self-interest may have limits. Demands for nutritional 
value, when expressed through the voluntary capacity to enter contracts, 
appear to be motivated by self-interest. Yet such demands can be satisfed, 
leaving leisure for more complex demands. “Self-interest” in general ob-
scures signifcant class diferences and relations. Te householder’s struggle 
to survive, the capitalist’s unlimited desire for proft, the debtor’s obligation 
to repay, and the idealist’s pursuit of the common good constitute difering 
motivators for economic activity. Te justifcations given for the motiva-
tion of self-interest depend on the hypothesis that the pursuit of proft is 
the creation of wealth. Tis, as we have seen, is mere illusion. For Adam 
Smith, labor and investment, rather than proft in the form of rent, interest, 
and monopoly prices, were the true source of wealth. Moreover, contracts 
between householders and traders who seek nutritional value and gain a 
mutual advantage difer in nature from contracts between capitalists and 
householders that proft from extortion and from contracts between specu-
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lators and debtors that proft from usury. Tat each involves some measure 
of self-interest is usually an efect of appropriation and lack of alternative 
access to nutrition, time, and credit.

4.4.2  Te ethic of self-interest derives from the logic of money. Te owner 
of property, including productive capital, can be liberated from the duties 
of care for productive capital only by exchange, by transforming capital 
into money. Only on this condition can the relation of reciprocal depen-
dence on productive capital be replaced by a relation of apparent mastery 
over money. Money is the precondition of liberty. For the householder, de-
pendent on productive capital rather than the market, care for the sources 
of nutrition is primary, since the self cannot be individuated and separated 
from relations of dependence. Te individuation of an economic agent 
occurs through exchange: market relations may be substituted for prior 
relations of dependence. Detachment and appropriation occur through the 
mediation of money, for without the possibility of exchange for money, 
the relation to private property collapses from mastery into use and de-
pendence.
	 Te signifcant feature of money here is its triple nature as a measure of 
value, an object of exchange, and a promise of value. Te primordial form 
of private property is money, for money demands no individual care or 
maintenance—even if the social institution of money itself does require 
continual maintenance. One has true mastery, rather than obligations and 
dependencies, only over money possessed as an asset. Te individual main-
tains money only by accepting it and spending it. Yet separation from de-
pendencies can occur only through new dependencies: the one who trades 
for money comes to depend on money instead of products. Te distinctive 
feature of money as at once a measure of value, an object of appropriation, 
and a promise of value is the way money takes itself for its own object: 
money measures money and promises money. Te condition for money to 
be able to measure itself and promise itself is that, through the mediation of 
exchange, it may substitute for itself. In a similar way, the modern subject 
takes itself as an object of refection and an object of desire. Te condition 
for the subject to turn to itself and refect on itself alone is detachment 
from cares and demands that arise in the web of life. Refection is a tempo-
ral suspension of relation in which the importance of the self is substituted 
for the importance of relations. Te condition for demands for nutrition 
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being comprehended as self-interest is detachment from mutually nutritive 
relations. Such detachment and temporal suspension is facilitated by the 
possession of money.
	 Te absolute claim to private property, the absolute precedence of self-
interest, and the absolute claim of the state to the monopoly of violence all 
derive from the structure of absolution embodied in money. Absolution, 
detachment, and the suspension of cares, demands, obligations, and re-
sponsibilities are essentially religious matters. Te daily practice of piety in-
volved in exchange and accumulation expresses credit as a hope for absolu-
tion from ongoing cares and demands. Ascetic detachment from the world, 
the justifcation of sinners, and fnancial speculation may express very dif-
ferent forms of piety; each, however, involves absolution from obligations 
to care for the maintenance, accumulation, invention, and construction of 
capital. Each is involved in the formation of a subject. Of course, history has 
demonstrated that each of these pieties may have the paradoxical efect of 
enhancing the formation of capital in certain respects. Production occurs 
on the basis of the unproductive. Each does so, however, by functioning 
as a condition that makes credit possible. Each may constitute a properly 
spiritual form of capital.
	 Just as economics is underpinned by political forces, so political forces 
themselves depend on credit, and credit is dependent on properly spiritual 
potencies. Te institution of the market generates its own functions for the 
political in the form of the preservation of property and the enforcement 
of contract, the legitimation of claims to appropriate, and the maintenance 
of confdence in credit. Yet this very conception of the political expresses 
a very partial view of political economy. For the creation of wealth, prop-
erty, and contract are of less signifcance than the formation of capital. Te 
liberty to appropriate property is less signifcant than the distribution of 
nutrition and attention. Te maintenance of confdence in money is less 
signifcant than the creative direction of credit. When the religious func-
tion of responsibility for the creation and direction of credit is delegated to 
institutions that manage money, an impoverished and unsustainable mode 
of political economy will result.

4.4.3  In practice, much of ecological and social existence remains out-
side the formal sphere of representation expressed in contract. Even if the 
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whole world were divided into private property, fows of chemicals, seeds, 
and animals would still pass borders and interact. Even if all physical pro-
cesses were shaped by technology, the natural invention of further pro-
cesses and interactions would continually occur. Even if the whole of time 
were allocated to determinate tasks of work, diferent experiences of time 
would still emerge. Of course, in wasteland and leisure time, nothing en-
sures that productive processes will indeed occur. Nevertheless, a signif-
cant form of productive activity is the provision of a fertile environment in 
which growth and emergence can occur.
	 Te same may be true in the social order. Productive processes are not 
entirely represented in contract. Te provision of nutritional value, beyond 
the formal constraints of contract, may be a manifestation of care. Care 
provides a context in which social bonds may emerge as a response. Such 
a response, however, is not necessitated; it is merely facilitated by care. 
Care operates through nutrition and time. Te spiritual requires the physi-
cal in the way that meaning requires spoken words or written language. Te 
question of the maximization of nutritional value, while important, is less 
signifcant than the conduct of care, for care is a source that motivates the 
provision of nutritional value. It is a spiritual capital, the source of social 
capital.
	 Te provision of a fertile environment is the provision of a kind of nutri-
tion. Nutrition does not merely satiate desire. Nutrition feeds desires; it 
allows potential to grow. Forms of social capital, then, do not have a neutral 
efect on human desire. Tey call desire into being. Human nature has a 
variable range of potential that does not entirely pre-exist society. Instead, 
character is an evoked potential, called into being and nourished by par-
ticular social arrangements. In this respect, how a society represents itself 
to itself will have the utmost signifcance for its character. A society that 
imagines itself in the form of a market will have the efect of nourishing 
both self-love and philanthropy. It will evoke a quality of character con-
cerned with the distribution of private property, leaving relatively undevel-
oped forms of social collaboration over the course of time.
	 Similarly, when work is reduced to labor to produce a surplus for an 
employer, it can become a toil and a sacrifce of ease. Te exploited worker, 
unable to distribute his or her time freely, loses both his or her own health 
as well as the opportunity to contribute to the formation of social capital. 
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Te efciency gains in the production of surplus nutritional value in such 
organized labor should be ofset against the loss of human and social capi-
tal. Huge inefciencies and wastages are involved in the elimination of free 
space, free time, and free association.

4.4.4  A society lacking spiritual capital, the capacity to form social capital, 
remains deeply impoverished, whatever level of consumption it achieves. 
In such a society, interdependence increases vulnerability at the same time 
that it increases consumption. A society where wealth is measured in terms 
of money is such an impoverished society. For money, as a price difer-
ential, measures a proft opportunity, an opportunity for appropriation. It 
does not measure a diference in nutritional value directly, for contracts 
involve both time and nutrition. A price diferential may indicate an ef-
ciency saving in time just as much as it may indicate a gain in nutrition. 
Indeed, since each form of nutritional value is fnite, efciency savings in 
terms of time tend to substitute for gains of nutrition since these are more 
available to technological variation.
	 Efciency in time may maintain the production of nutritional value. It 
does not measure such efciency gains against the production of social 
capital, however, for each process is dual, involving both physical and so-
cial processes. Attending to efciency of the production of nutrition alone 
leads to wastage of opportunities for the formation of social capital. Ef-
cient labor is highly organized, with all moments that do not contribute di-
rectly to the production of nutritional value eliminated. It is time reduced 
to toil, where the experience and process of spending time is devalued in 
favor of the product. Excess consumption in leisure time, the complement 
of increasing production and profts, may be evoked to compensate for the 
lack of quality of experience in time at work. When work has no signifcant 
social meaning and workers are excluded from participation in the forma-
tion of social capital except via the medium of money, then society may 
need to be represented in the form of entertainment in leisure time. Such 
efcient use of work and leisure entails enormous amounts of wastage, 
both in terms of physical resources for the purpose of consumption and 
in terms of spiritual resources, which meet with minimal opportunities in 
commodifed leisure time.
	 Measures of productivity or prudence vary signifcantly with the image 
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of wealth conceived by society. If the wealth of a society is measured in 
terms of money, then the formation of social capital and the experience of 
time is devalued in favor of buying and investing power. Since money circu-
lates and speculative values accumulate, it is difcult to measure the extent 
to which this enriches society as a whole. In such a society, the unequal 
distribution of wealth needs to be measured by the quantity and frequency 
of fows of money through particular nodes of ownership in excess of that 
required for the subsistence minimum for that society. Te tendency of 
money is not to remain reserved or to distribute itself evenly, but to fow 
through a limited range of circuits in which it is strongly attracted to certain 
positions of wealth and power. Such a measure would need to be used in 
addition to the accumulated value of assets and a credit rating. If wealth, by 
contrast, is understood in terms of quality of time experienced by members 
of that society, then society will need to provide its own values in regard 
to the spending of time and meaningful social interaction. Alternatively, if 
wealth is regarded in terms of the accumulation, invention, and construc-
tion of physical, human, and social capital, then each of these will require 
its own measures. In short, the oversimplifcation of evaluation introduced 
by a monetary scale of evaluation reduces all values to a comparison with 
some imagined standard of external and future markets, evacuating sig-
nifcance from all existing forms of cultural self-representation and self-
evaluation. What is required, above all else, is the liberation of other modes 
of representation and evaluation from their constraint under the forces of 
money in the forms of proft and debt.
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a c c o u n t i n g

5.1.1  We have examined money in relation to productive capital 
as well as in relation to social powers expressed through the institutions of 
markets and contracts. It is now time to examine money in relation to its 
mode of representation and the belief that this inspires. For money is in 
itself nothing but a representation.
	 Money is normally treated as a representation of value. If money is re-
garded as a sign of value, the material basis used to signify value should 
not matter. Te nature of money as a sign should remain unchanged when 
coinage substitutes for bullion, paper money substitutes for coinage, bank 
records substitute for paper money, and electronic records substitute for 
books. In each case, the value that is signifed is supposed to be the same. 
In economics, therefore, one can quickly pass over the nature of money to 
explore the science of value. Only when it comes to determining the quan-
tity of money in circulation does one face all the difculties of determining 
what is to count as money. Te insoluble problem of what in practice is to 
be counted as money testifes to an underlying philosophical problem that 
emerges from the nature of representation as such.
	 Te extraordinary paradox we have to reckon with is that exchange value 
does not exist outside of its representation. Where representation normally 
reproduces a prior object or opinion, money engenders the very value that 
it appears to represent. Value is an abstraction. Only money is real, for value 
is only value in exchange, yet exchange values may only be determined by 
making comparisons with a sum of money. Comparison difers from barter 
exchange. Comparisons are made only when a neutral standard of measure 
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already exists that determines in what respect commodities are to be com-
pared. As we have seen, prices are determined in terms of money, yet the 
value of money is determined by its value in exchange. As a result, there 
are no absolute standards of value in economics. All exchange values are 
relative. Value is therefore a product of its representation for the purpose 
of exchange. It does not exist independently of exchange.
	 Tere is no external point of reference or comparison for value, except 
for vague expectations concerning exterior or future markets. Tere is no 
universal system of comparative or relative values as a whole, for the work of 
comparison is never completed. Tere is no true, just, or underlying price. 
Tere is merely a continual readjustment of expectations and comparisons 
in relation to money and its mode of bearing value. Individual agents can-
not look at an economic system as a whole. Tey can merely make compari-
sons with current prices in accessible markets and recent price movements. 
Tere is no necessary relation between a given set of prices and the ulti-
mate price of the item to be agreed. Pricing is an art rather than a science, 
proceeding by a combination of imitation of other market agents; calcula-
tion of costs, benefts, and rates of turnover and proft; and diferentiation 
on the basis of specifc diferences to fnd a place in the market. It is not 
merely the case that no one knows where the equilibrium price is—there 
is no market equilibrium or true price. Yet the notion of a true, underlying, 
or equilibrium price is often a necessary postulate in the determination of 
prices. Each act of pricing is a guess, an estimate or approximation. Since 
there is nothing to which it approximates, then pricing is always an act of 
faith. It is inherently theological. Money records a transcendent value that 
does not exist outside of its recording.

5.1.2  A frm price is therefore always a somewhat arbitrary agreement. It 
marks the point where agreement has been achieved. When price is under-
stood in terms of contract rather than exchange, one may make a temporal 
distinction between two kinds of price. It is necessary to distinguish be-
tween price quoted, an ofer of a contract at a given value, and price agreed, 
the price recorded in the contract. While a price quoted refects hopes and 
expectations, uncertainties and strategies, a price recorded simply refects 
what has been done. While a price quoted depends on the credibility of 
the one who makes an ofer, a contract depends on the credibility of public 
contracts within that society.
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	 Where, then, is the standard against which contracts may be measured? 
What underwrites the value of the currency? In practice, currencies emerge 
from specifc institutions, from states or banks. Although currencies have 
a market value, such a value is determined in relation to the credit of the 
institution that issues it—which is not independent of the credit of other 
institutions on which that institution depends. Te value of money is not 
ultimately determined by economic behavior in society as a whole, for 
this never reaches consistent patterns or completion. Instead, the value of 
money must be determined by the credit of its issuing institution. In reality, 
therefore, it is not possible to conceive of money, prices, or exchange values 
as substantial goods. Neither is it possible to conceive them as relative to 
a determinate system taken as a whole. It is not even possible to conceive 
them as relative to some absolute standard of credit embodied in a state or 
bank. Even the credit of each state and bank is determined by a local and 
particular market. In each contract, the value of the contractual unit con-
sists in anticipations concerning a network of other contracts. Money has 
no existence in itself. Money is merely the public accounting of contracts.

5.1.3  Monetary transactions are invariably shared fctions. Tere is nothing 
else to which such transactions can refer, apart from other, similar trans-
actions. It makes all the diference in the world once a fction becomes pub-
lic. As every child knows, games of “let’s pretend” are highly enriched when 
the pretence is shared; they are further enriched when they refer to other 
shared pretend games. As every religious adherent knows, religious beliefs 
are only credible when they are shared with a community of believers. With 
money, one cannot say the price agreed refers to anything other than itself 
and the network of assets and liabilities directly afected by the transaction. 
Money does not designate.
	 Exchange value is simply composed of records in public account books. 
Money is simply composed of public records held by banks. Tere is no 
sharp dividing line between money and exchange value. Tere are only 
assets and liabilities, credits and debts, with difering levels of liquidity. 
Moreover, while specifc transactions recorded in accounts may designate 
the contracts agreed, the balances brought forward and totals do not des-
ignate anything beyond the books. A contract for exchange merely links 
one book to another. Indeed, since money is added to and subtracted from 
balances, it would be more accurate to say that contracts for exchange des-
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ignate proportions of balances rather than claim that balances designate a 
sum of contracts for exchange.
	 Tere is, of course, a signifcant diference between a contract and a 
balance. A contract specifes a determination of time, even if it is simply to 
deliver a sum of money at a determinate time. Te balance of an account, 
by contrast, must represent all time as already complete. Ongoing temporal 
contracts such as debts and credits are recorded in the atemporal form of 
assets and liabilities, as if the contract were already complete and the value 
delivered. Account books assume that contracts will be honored and debts 
and credits will be paid in full, even if those who use them do not. Account 
books designate possible futures as if they had already occurred. Account 
books therefore contain reasonable fctions.

5.1.4  It is a category mistake to suppose that account books contain the 
facts about an enterprise or that statistics represent evidence of the state 
of an economy. Since money has merely a residual status as a collective fc-
tion represented through account books and bank records, there is nothing 
to which accounting can refer. Instead, account books belong within the 
categories of ethics and law. Tey are concerned with credits, debts, obli-
gations, and contracts. While the contracts themselves stipulate the legally 
binding obligations, the need to count and balance such obligations is a 
moral duty. Account books operate with a moral conception of social obli-
gation in order to direct economic behavior.
	 Account books are no less binding and regulating for being non-
referential. As a frst moral principle, income and expenditure have to bal-
ance according to the model of a circular fow. It is not normal to allow 
debts to increase at the expense of credits, for creditors will not allow debts 
to expand without seeing some evidence that such debts may eventually 
be repaid. Yet in certain circumstances, it is possible to allow the debts of 
powerful and credible economic agents, such as governments and large 
corporations, to increase indefnitely, being refnanced out of further loans, 
for so long as creditors are willing to receive the interest and can, if neces-
sary, transfer such investments to others. Tis demonstrates once more that 
levels of debt and credit are shared fctions, yet they remain costly fctions, 
and the cost of maintaining their credibility is interest.
	 As a second moral principle, accounts, instead of merely designating 
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sums of money, make economic conduct visible. When it comes to credit, 
it matters much less how much money one has recorded than how credit-
worthy one’s accounts are. Above all, account books make economic con-
duct visible, open to minute scrutiny. Tey maintain the credibility of the 
enterprise through auditing and publication. Te necessity that the books 
balance is above all an ethical necessity. It is public proof of honorable con-
duct as the habit of discharging obligations and debts.
	 As a third moral principle, presupposed by the previous two, accounts 
enable self-disciplined conduct. Tey enable one to keep a record and a 
balance between income and expenditure, credits and debts. An enterprise 
maintains public credibility only if it maintains private self-discipline. Ac-
counts enable budgeting, a limited distribution of scarce resources. Tey 
allow one to avoid excessive borrowing, spending, speculation, or con-
centration. Accountancy guides and demonstrates sober, moral, prudent, 
and judicious behavior. Far from being a mere description of facts in the 
real world or a record of contracts, accountancy is a system of moral self-
discipline. For if accounts refer to contractual conduct in relation to others, 
then what they record is the outcome of such contracts. Accounts belong 
wholly to the moral sphere of social interaction.1

5.1.5  Tere is a further reason for regarding accounts as shared fctions. 
While accounts may balance income and expenditure, they may also bal-
ance debts and credits, treating debts and credits as though the time of 
their contracts had expired. If a credit is treated as a current asset, then its 
value may be used as a basis for further borrowing. During the time taken 
for the original credit to be paid, its value may already be spent once more. 
It is as though the same money exists in two places at once. Indeed, if this 
is the basis for fractional reserve banking as well as for the issuing of paper 
money, then most money has already multiplied in this way before further 
credit is issued.
	 Te common-sense protest is that such fat money is fctional, specula-
tive money since it is not backed by reserves of solid value.2 In truth, the 
fction is that there is such a thing as “solid value,” embodied in gold. Gold 
is merely another medium for the representation of value; it is a primitive 
technology for accounting. What gold fails to achieve is accomplished by 
coinage: the separation of its face value and substantial value. Te separa-
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tion may go further when the means of recording no longer reserves value. 
In double-entry bookkeeping, each sum is split into a credit and a debt. 
Te essence of money is that it can be in two places at once, functioning 
as a reserve for itself. More precisely, money enables the coordination of 
simultaneous durations of time by means of contracts. Money does not 
exist outside of accounts. What money saves through its multiplication, 
then, is not mere value or time itself, since the same duration will be lived 
through, but the directing of attention.
	 Money has no present being. It merely has a past value that is recorded 
and a future value that is anticipated. Money only exists in memory or an-
ticipation as a record in account books. One never sees money come and 
go. Even with live electronic access to markets, a change in value occurs 
instantaneously when a price is marked up or down. One never sees money 
make money; one never watches it breed. One has to send it away frst, 
so that it may return at a proft. Money always breeds elsewhere, outside 
possession, beyond the limits of attention. Te power, force, and activity of 
money always escapes attention. It leaves when it is invested and returns 
already changed, for proft or loss.
	 Money substitutes for attending directly to a process. Instead of waiting 
for a debt to be repaid, and instead of engaging in the work of production 
or renegotiating a contract, money maintains a supervising eye. A credit, 
when taken for granted as an asset, is excluded from attention that may be 
more proftably directed elsewhere. Contracts, once agreed, may be taken 
for granted. Contracts, as agreements covering future conduct, give secu-
rity and freedom. Accounting, in addition to enabling one to balance out 
credits and debts, allows one to enter into proftable liabilities to the full 
extent of one’s credits. On the one hand, accounting serves the need for 
balance and prudence; on the other hand, it serves the need to maximize 
growth and investment. It conserves the expenditure of attention on what 
has already been agreed so that attention can be directed to the forging of 
further contracts. Accounting enables the multiplication of contract, secu-
rity, and credit. It measures the weight of each contractual obligation so 
that obligations can be balanced, guaranteed, and fulflled.
	 Paradoxically, then, accounting measures that which no longer demands 
attention. It measures contracts, promises, and commitments that can be 
efectively relied on. It does not measure risk or uncertainty. It does not 
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measure the arising of opportunities. It does not measure quality of experi-
ence. It does not measure that which provides no expectation of a return. It 
does not measure that which seems to have ultimate importance. Account-
ing is the measure of that which can be taken for granted.
	 A curious phenomenon develops, then, when accounting is taken as the 
ultimate guide in daily moral practice as a system for directing attention—
as it is in global capitalism. Such is the outcome whenever the making of 
profts or the repayment of debts becomes the primary motive for action. 
Once attention is absorbed by prices, balances, and profts, a simple moral 
error has occurred, because accounting should facilitate the freeing of at-
tention to focus on the immediate demands of that which matters. Ac-
counting should facilitate the saving of time. Once accounting absorbs at-
tention, then prudent behavior, concerned with that which can no longer 
be taken for granted, becomes impossible. Tere is no time left for it. It is 
therefore an error to suppose that money, accounting, or statistics can give 
a full representation of the world. What truly matters always exceeds rep-
resentation, even in terms of money.

5.1.6  When money is largely composed of fgures recorded by banks, ac-
counting has replaced coinage as the material basis of money. Moreover, 
just as coinage functions as a token of value, and the metallic value of the 
coinage is less signifcant than the coin’s acceptability in exchange, so ac-
counting itself becomes the bearer of value, and it becomes irrelevant to 
ask about the truth of the prices or transactions recorded. All that matters 
is that such records are not seriously disputed.
	 Accounting, then, forms the basis for credibility and credit. Decisions 
concerning credibility depend on the evidence presented in accounts. Yet 
such evidence does not exist outside of the contracts that it records. Ac-
counting gives the appearance of producing reliable evidence by means 
of the consistency with which it is used. Moreover, accounting presents a 
hypothetical vision as if time were complete, eliminating risk, uncertainty, 
and strategy from recording. It presents a world that has been mastered, 
a set of contracts that have been fulflled, as though each term recorded 
were established as property rather than merely promised as contract. If 
accounting provides evidence of the health of an enterprise, such evidence 
simply presents the efect of prudence and self-mastery, as well as mastery 
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over a determinate feld of activity from which profts may be extracted. 
Te fction constructed by accounting, then, is of the mastery and inde-
pendence of an enterprise, as if it were not dependent for its existence on 
a variety of ongoing contracts and as if it were not exposed to all the vul-
nerabilities of its contractual partners, as well as of the wider economy. In 
short, accounting generates an illusion of security because it records life as 
though it has been mastered and accomplished.
	 Accounting does not record all salient details. In particular, contracts 
have implications beyond the exchange of obligations between contracting 
parties. Externalities, the costs not recorded in the contract, are costs not 
incurred by either party. Tey express relations that extend in practice far 
beyond the details that are formalized in contracts. Ten accounting, as the 
measure of that which can be taken for granted, has the efect of securing 
an illusion of mastery, saving the need for due care and attention to rela-
tions that are not recorded as costs or benefts.
	 Te knowledge produced by accounting is highly selective and very lim-
ited. It is merely a partial knowledge of the balancing of debts and credits 
between contracts. As a system of moral discipline, giving guidance for 
prudent behavior, it has its limitations. Far from being concerned with the 
facts alone and neutral in relation to value, money and accounting have 
determinate moral efects and should be evaluated on moral grounds. Ac-
countancy is an exercise in collective imagination, enhancing the intensity, 
precision, and security of ideas. It achieves balance and precision, however, 
by eliminating time, uncertainty, and externalities. It locks attention up 
within a closed system of thought. It produces an artifcial illusion of mas-
tery. As such, it exposes dangerous vulnerabilities.

m o r a l s  o f  a c c o u n t i n g

5.2.1  Te acquisition of money leads to freedom and mastery. One can only 
efectively become a sovereign individual through appropriation of money. 
Accounting, as a system of self-regulation or a practical philosophy, instills 
the habits of discipline through which such freedom and mastery can be 
obtained. It attends to the balance of obligations so that one can practice 
honesty, temperance, fortitude, and justice. One masters oneself before 
one can master the world. Nevertheless, it is impossible that all should be 
sovereign individuals possessed of wealth. It is necessary that some will 
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work to produce the goods and services that others will buy. Accounting 
does more than provide a guide through which freedom and mastery can 
be obtained. It represents action as though such mastery already exists. By 
managing accounts as if they designate property, an enterprise can appear 
to be in complete control of its business. Tis fction requires further in-
vestigation.
	 In reality, those who enter into contracts are under a number of con-
straints that belie the fction of self-mastery. In the frst place, while it may 
be a relatively free decision to enter a contract, such contracts become 
binding once entered. While it may be an indication of economic strength 
to be able to enter into a range of liabilities with confdence, it is not an 
indication of freedom. Obligations bind, and an ability to fulfll contracts 
depends on the ability of partners to fulfll them also. One is only as strong 
as one’s debtors.
	 In the second place, many factors infuence or constrain which contracts 
are entered. When faced with a decision, one appears to have a free choice; 
with hindsight, one may observe the infuences and constraints that de-
termine that decisions that were taken. Indeed, free behavior can operate 
so consistently that one can hypothesize social and historical laws or pro-
cesses that determine free decisions. Moreover, it is the very predictability 
of such patterns of choice that enables economic behavior to be studied 
and successful business strategies to be formulated. Freedom in theory, 
then, is combined with strong infuences in practice. People enter into con-
tracts on the basis of need, persuasion, imitation, and speculative aspira-
tion. Contracting is not independent of a human sphere of mutual infu-
ence. So-called rational actors may not be able to perceive which course of 
action will maximize their self-interest and so will be subject to social infu-
ences and persuasion. Even when they do perceive, they can do so only by 
mistaking accounting for knowledge. Te economy is not independent of 
culture, even if it does also infuence culture. Whereas in the ideal market 
society all that is bought and sold remains property and one can calculate 
determinate uses and outcomes, in a contract society human behavior re-
sults from agreement. Te mutual infuence over the conduct of time takes 
precedence over individual calculations concerning the benefts of prop-
erty. Because they depend on human behavior, relations, and externalities, 
the outcomes cannot be properly understood in advance.
	 In the third place, this social sphere of human relations that determines 
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the practices and habits of forming contracts is not independent of other 
constraints. Physical location, mobility, and capacities determine the range 
of available contracts. Cultural determination, including location in a class 
or culture, determines in practice the limits of confdence regarding avail-
able contractual relations. In addition to cultural and physical factors, there 
are also strong and predictable drives: for survival, for proft, and for power. 
Similarly, the obligation to honor existing contracts and repay debts com-
pels the formation of further contracts that will facilitate this aim.
	 None of these constraints are represented in accounts, even though they 
have an ongoing infuence on the possibilities and choices of further con-
tracts. Tey are regarded as something separable from money or often as 
obstacles to be overcome. Nevertheless, their inescapability calls into ques-
tion both the reality and the ideal of self-mastery that is the principal moral 
force of systems of accounting.

5.2.2  In addition to the social and cultural factors determining the for-
mation of contracts, accounting itself, as a disciplinary system, imposes 
its own moral requirements and judgments on the conduct of economic 
agents.
	 Accounting commands assent. Te evidence it ofers is repeatable, ex-
changeable, and potentially public. Te personal judgments of the indi-
vidual who writes in the account book are in theory irrelevant, even if as-
sumptions about what is to be counted under any particular heading make 
all the diference to the outcome. Te individual perspective and singu-
lar case are excluded. Accounting records only that which falls within the 
range of a mutual agreement—or that which, by virtue of appearing within 
the account book, takes on the appearance of being a product of mutual 
agreement. It excludes the incommensurable. One cannot easily disagree 
about the fgures when they have been fxed by contract. Te temporal 
work of evaluation, of fnding and fxing a price, is not recorded. Te price, 
once agreed, cannot be changed without renegotiation. Te world that is 
counted, then, expresses the utopian ideal of a market where all prices have 
already been fxed and where the books have been balanced by enacting all 
trades. Not only does this difer from the real world of continual negotia-
tion where prices never come to rest, but it also imposes the utopian ideal 
of determinate prices as an ideal frame of reference.
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	 In addition, accounting increases power by saving time. By balancing 
out a set of debts and credits, obligations and expectations, it multiplies the 
number of possible relations that can be entered. It minimizes the attention 
demanded by each one. It counts internalized costs and excludes exter-
nalized costs so that attention need only be paid to opportunities. While 
it multiplies obligations, it minimizes the attention that needs to be paid 
to each obligation so that a worldview may be constructed consisting en-
tirely of freedom and opportunities for the self, constructed by obligations 
borne by others. Such is the signifcance of the imaginary, utopian world 
constructed by accounting. It is a world without the experience of time or 
social relation.
	 Such discounting of the future has notable efects. Determinate fgures 
are entered for uncertain outcomes. At frst sight, such a measure would ap-
pear to be entirely neutral in relation to conduct. Te internal logic of such 
a substitution suggests otherwise. Since a rate can be fxed for all uncertain-
ties, and an insurance premium paid, then accounting can appear to count 
all eventualities. As long as every relation is substitutable, and a fgure for 
monetary compensation is derived, accounting becomes the most encom-
passing, inclusive, and appealing mode of practical philosophy.
	 Monetary outcomes have no uncertainty or problems with liquidity. Ex-
pressed in terms of money, a value without risk is substituted for risk. Just 
as there is a diference between an actual amount of credit and a degree 
of credibility, so also is there a diference between a monetary value and 
the value of a monetary evaluation. Monetary evaluation, discounting the 
future and fxing a price, posits itself as the most efective evaluation be-
cause it becomes the most certain on its own terms. Substituting certainty 
for uncertainty, money needs no discount. It appears to be supremely valu-
able because it is the very value through which values are evaluated.
	 Te efectiveness of accounting in its own terms leads to the coloniza-
tion of as much reality as possible by assigning it a potential exchange value. 
As soon as property and assets are given a nominal value, it is possible to 
borrow on them as security.3 From such a perspective, the whole of reality 
becomes valued on the basis of its being alienated, lost and requiring re-
placement, for exchange values are costs of substitution. Relations between 
things and people acquire a nominal value only on the basis of that rela-
tion’s being imagined as broken. Indeed, submitted as security, the relation 
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to things may often be broken to meet contractual obligations. By giving a 
nominal value to property and assets, then, one turns the relation frst into 
the mastery of the property owner who can dispose of such assets, and then 
into the mastery of the economic feld that may require such disposal to 
discharge debts. In short, accounting achieves frst a nominal and then a 
real subsumption of all relations under the form of the fction of mastery 
over assets.
	 Discounting the future is, however, an ambiguous procedure. If it seems 
to cede control to the present economic agent, this is not achieved without 
the agent handing over in return some social power to the future. It is com-
parable to a religious sacrifce through which one attempts to discharge 
one’s obligations to the gods. One hopes to receive their benefts without 
corresponding dangers. It is a process of splitting, separating out life and 
death, blessing and curse, fortune and misfortune, so that the destructive 
forces can be expelled and passed elsewhere while the creative forces can 
be enjoyed. Just as ofering a sacrifce at the start of a venture may be in-
terpreted in terms of an insurance policy, so taking out insurance can be 
interpreted in terms of sacrifce. Moreover, discounting the future is little 
more efective than sacrifce. It is an operation that separates values in rep-
resentation only. Insurance ofers no protection against real threats of fre, 
food, and theft; it merely ofers compensation and the opportunity for 
substitution. In practice, to discount the future, like sacrifce, is also to owe 
a debt to the future. If one assumes that an outcome will yield a proft and 
enters into liabilities on the basis of future income, then one enters an obli-
gation to ensure that one’s assumptions become true. Attention is drawn 
to making the books balance after all. So while accounts may minimize the 
expenditure by taking the success of contracts for granted, they also leave a 
bad conscience. Since such contracts cannot be taken entirely for granted, 
even though one behaves as though they can, one is under an obligation to 
ensure that the outcome is such that it is as though they could have been 
taken for granted. Such is the absorption of attention demanded by its sac-
rifcial practices. Such is the demand that ensures that account books can 
never be taken for granted.
	 Accounting, then, promises the world, but it leaves an obligation to 
build a utopia where all that is not accountable or substitutable has been 
excluded. It promises freedom and mastery, yet it imposes an obligation 
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to balance the books. It promises a determinate set of outcomes, yet it 
delivers uncertainty and risk. It promises to limit exposure to danger, yet it 
extends and intensifes the need to account for all to an unlimited degree. 
Accounting does not deliver what it promises.

5.2.3  Contracts difer from living relations as writing difers from speech 
and agreed prices difer from quoted prices. Whether or not contracts are 
written, they have the nature of writing. Writing difers from speech in that 
it may be separated from the attention of the author. Beyond the sphere of 
the author’s intentions and attentions, writing carries its meaning to pos-
terity. It is temporally distanced from the initial situation; it is available to 
others apart from the original addressee; it can enter into diferent contexts 
where it can acquire new meanings.
	 Money embodies and epitomizes these features of writing. It is a sign 
that does not signify, a detachable unit of value without meaning. It carries 
value across social and cultural distances and through time. It is a transfer-
able debt that may never return to its point of origination. Moreover, when 
values are accounted without meanings then money leads to the progres-
sive elimination of meaning from all perspectives that are counted.
	 Contracts embody a curious ambivalence. Tey express a degree of so-
cial power, but all are rendered powerless by such social power. Te au-
thors, separated from control over the contract that exists in the public 
domain, are now powerless and can do little to add meaning or value to 
the original inscription. Similarly, the public readers of the contract are also 
relatively powerless. Each piece of writing is a command, a will, a testament 
that endures after the death of the author. Indeed, in writing contracts, the 
powers of the authors must be sacrifced for the words to become writing. 
Even if the contract is ignored or disobeyed, even if its meaning changes 
through receiving a new context, the weight of obligation enshrined in the 
contract remains.
	 Whereas writing in general has a limited liquidity or transferability, 
money is a chameleon that adapts itself to the demands of its possessor. 
Whereas writing in general ofers no proof of its truth or value, money is 
efective because it is transferable and fexible. It demonstrates its value 
through the purchases it achieves and the production it stimulates. Unlike 
other forms of writing, its power is given to the one whom it commands, 
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while its power is taken from the one who chooses its command. Moreover, 
money demonstrates its value through the delivery of profts. Whereas the 
promises and proclamations of scripture require external witnesses for 
verifcation, money speaks on its own behalf by ofering an advance. Unlike 
scripture, one does not need to believe in the promise or value of money; 
one merely needs to behave as though it held value in order to spend it and 
receive the ofer it advances. For just as accounting enables the multipli-
cation of contractual relations balancing debts and credits, money enables 
the multiplication of possible transactions by overlapping and encompass-
ing any determinate form of demand.

5.2.4  Accounting, then, presents a strange moral ambivalence. Once suc-
cess is measured in public and objective terms as quantifable fgures then 
technical means of maximizing profts through efciency and rational man-
agement take precedence over more obviously moral concerns. Accounting 
apparently deals with the facts; it poses as morally neutral. It provides the 
data on which technical rationality can operate. All can agree on the bene-
fts of the creation of wealth. Any moral or political concerns regarding the 
distribution of wealth must come afterward. It is pointless to aim for a just 
distribution of wealth if there is no wealth to distribute.
	 In practice, then, technical rationality is grounded on the practice of 
accounting that underwrites the distinction between fact and value.4 Facts 
are recorded as evidence by mutual agreement. Expressed in terms of num-
bers, facts are units of accumulation or property. Tey are abstracted from 
the temporal and social relations that have generated them. Tey are col-
lective fctions, grounded in a utopian ideal of a world composed entirely 
of completed facts, of everything that is the case. Moreover, taking out 
liabilities on the basis of such facts, one is under an unlimited obligation to 
demonstrate by means of technical rationality that such facts will indeed 
prove to be true and will participate in the utopia of true and complete 
facts. Accounting efects both a formal and a real subsumption of the world 
into rational and technical processes.
	 Tis masquerade of moral neutrality is itself grounded on a disavowed 
moral stance. For the facts recorded by money are contractual agreements. 
Moreover, when the future is discounted and fgures are treated as prop-
erty having a defnite value, the subject is portrayed as having sovereign 
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freedom and mastery over their property. Te implicit moral stance of ac-
counting, then, is that making a proft, achieving sovereign freedom, is the 
goal of economic behavior. Such freedom is an eschatological hope. It has 
never been efectively achieved. Te freedom that would prove accounts 
to be true, once all contracts have been discharged, remains under threat 
by the continuing obligation enshrined in contracts. As has been noted, 
money is both a promise and a threat—a promise of freedom and a threat 
of exclusion. Te aim of rational economic behavior thus is to split one’s as-
sets and liabilities so that assets are retained while liabilities are transferred 
to others. Te aim is to appropriate the promise ofered by money for itself 
while using the threat contained within money to discipline the economic 
behavior of others so that they will work for the creation of wealth.
	 Accounting and the forming of contracts, then, take place within a 
broader moral culture. Tey presuppose property with its correlate of the 
sovereign individual to represent values as fnite sums. Each sovereign 
individual is regarded as bearing ultimate responsibility for their economic 
destiny. Each contract is freely entered on the basis of perceived individual 
beneft rather than social constraint and obligation. Economic failure is 
perceived as moral weakness, the result of idleness or foolish choices, rather 
than an absence of capital, opportunity, and credit. Accounting as a moral 
practice enhances the sense of rectitude of its own moral judgments. Tose 
who are successful in business are necessarily the good and the just by the 
standards of accounting. Tey are attentive to their own accounts and dem-
onstrate mastery over their feld of activity. Tey honor contracts and avoid 
excessive expenditure. Tey are careful stewards of time and waste as little 
as possible, making the most of opportunities. Tey serve the genuine de-
mands of others. Tey contribute to the creation of wealth. Tey therefore 
deserve whatever profts they make and are efectively motivated to moral 
improvement by means of the promise of further profts. As a consequence, 
those who fail to thrive in a society represented through accounting may 
be suspected of moral failings. Tey may be inattentive to their accounts or 
fnancial position or fail to master their feld of activity. Tey may renege 
on contracts or engage in profigate spending. Tey may waste time in idle-
ness and squander opportunities. Tey do not serve the genuine demands 
of others. Tey do not contribute to the creation of wealth. Te resulting 
poverty is deserved, as well as being a helpful corrective force to ensure 
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that moral improvement may take place. If accounting appeals to an es-
chatology, it is one of reward and punishment in response to individual 
responsibility. Te eschatology of universal freedom is at odds with the 
reality of universal obligation. Tere is no credit without someone under-
taking a liability. Tere is no money without promise and threat; there is no 
freedom without the labor of others.
	 Te culture of modernity is one of universal threat. Since freedom is 
claimed by right, then any obligations are perceived as an encroachment 
on that freedom. Such threats may be averted by a sacrifcial practice that 
transfers liabilities onto others. Any moral discourse that threatens the 
rights of the sovereign individual by restoring permanent reciprocal obli-
gations must therefore be opposed. Far from accounting being morally and 
politically neutral, then, it calls into being a culture of individualism, of 
threat, and of righteous revenge. Such an eschatology is not a mere addi-
tion to economic practices. It is the very foundation on which credit is 
based. Money holds value because liabilities can be enforced on others. 
Money holds value because it remains scarce. Strong currencies hold value 
because other currencies are weak. Te wealthy must be rewarded so that 
the poor are constrained to work; the poor are constrained to work so that 
the wealthy may be rewarded. Te illusion of universal wealth and freedom 
requires a fundamental operation of splitting, of distinguishing between 
us and them, the saved and the damned. Such splitting is required because 
of its bad conscience, because threats of encroachment on freedom never 
truly subside. In the last analysis, money holds value because its value is 
enforced. It morals are underpinned by a theology of sovereign, eschato-
logical judgment.

a  r e va l uat i o n  o f  va l u e

5.3.1  It will be necessary to invent a moral practice that expresses a very 
diferent mode of evaluation. A revaluation of all values may begin with a 
modifcation of practices of accounting. For if money is an expression of 
a practice of recording value, then new kinds of money can emerge from 
new methods of accounting value. Tere are strong reasons for skepticism 
concerning the values represented in current accounts. Price signals and 
accounts do not produce certain knowledge or accurate moral guidance for 
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practical conduct. Te fundamental misrepresentations we have noted are 
threefold. Prices and accounts emerge from a contract, a two-way relation, 
that treats all content and externalities as passive objects of manipulation 
rather than as active agents and bearers of cost; prices and accounts treat 
relations as already completed exchanges, as though contracts were not 
enduring relations; and prices and accounts can take no account of the 
conditions of credit that give them a unit of account as well as credibility. 
Accounting constructs an internal milieu of economic value formed be-
tween economic agents while excluding from consideration all non-market 
agents as environmental background, all experience of time as a means to 
be overcome, and all forms of faith as credit that make economic relations 
possible. In spite of appearances, in giving a market value to land, labor, 
and capital, the true signifcance of land, labor, and capital is not properly 
accounted. Contracts to pay for land, labor, and capital in the form of rent, 
wages, and interest interact directly with the environment, time, and credit. 
It is land, labor, and capital that count.
	 It will be necessary to invoke new ethical criteria for the evaluation of 
economic conduct: criteria assessing importance to evaluate the output 
of production; criteria assessing purpose to evaluate the process of labor; 
and criteria assessing credibility to evaluate the formation of social capital. 
It is not simply a matter of counting capital or counting life as that which 
supremely matters, whether this is conceived in terms of the health of the 
environment, population, or society. For capital and life escape represen-
tation. Tey cannot be counted. One cannot simply return from relative 
and arbitrary values, as measured in accounting, to absolute and intrinsic 
values. For this is to assume that matters can be isolated as independent of 
the contexts in which they arise. Instead, it is necessary to discover a tem-
poral and relational mode of evaluation, where value is not encountered 
within either object or subject but in a relation that exceeds the bounds of 
mastery of the evaluating subject.
	 Money, as we know it, is not yet valuable. It does not bear a good, en-
during, credible value. Yet history has proved the superior power of money 
to outfank all other modes of evaluation due to its intrinsic force. Any 
attempt to contrapose true values to monetary values will fall on the prob-
lem of representation. Instead of abandoning money and current modes 
of accounting, then, it will be necessary to subordinate them to a fuller and 
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richer mode of evaluation, combining the power of money as a medium of 
value with the evaluative power of attention to that which matters.
	 To achieve this, it will be necessary to invert the distribution of values 
expressed in money. Money has been regarded as a store of value. Yet if true 
value cannot be represented or stored, then it will be necessary to suppose 
that value is external to money. Instead of value being represented as an 
object of accumulation, then, value may be indicated by the tendency of 
money to fow in a particular direction, should such fows be directed by 
evaluations. Money has been regarded as a unit of account. Yet money can-
not measure true value. Instead of attempting to measure value by money, 
then, it will be necessary to measure money by value, by lending it a deter-
minate degree of credit. Money has been regarded as a medium enabling 
the exchange of valued objects. Yet the values exchanged do not exist out-
side the practice of exchange. Instead of being an object of exchange, value 
may be regarded as a potency determining the formation of contracts.
	 If value is truly relational, it should never be confused with a property, a 
measure, or an object. Instead of relying on a fxed mode of representation, 
it is necessary to turn accounting into a temporal mode of thinking that 
rests on credit rather than on the illusion of evidence. Tis is a question of 
counting contracts as processes rather than possessions. It is a question of 
viewing accounting as an ongoing distribution of attention rather than as a 
record of what is taken for granted. It is a question of orienting economic 
behavior toward that which is taken as mattering rather than allowing eco-
nomic behavior to determine what matters. Value may be regarded as a 
potency, a tendency, and an orientation embodied in the movement of 
money and expressed in the capacity to form contracts. Such is the revalua-
tion of values that requires exploration.
	 Value is produced by capital. Yet, as has been noted, production alone is 
insufcient for the creation of value. It is necessary that production fulfll 
some need or desire. Value requires both production and an evaluation. 
Moreover, demand alone is insufcient to produce value, for demand itself 
may be produced for the sake of proft. Demand may be created for prod-
ucts that do not efectively fulfll any signifcant need or desire. Further-
more, social consensus on value expresses little more than that certain 
products are in demand, without determining their value or signifcance 
for the formation of capital or for the quality of experience. Nothing is 
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more complex and problematic than the production of value. Neverthe-
less, we should seek the emergence of value from the encounter of three 
dimensions: capital, which arises from the production of order; demand, 
which arises from the experience of time; and credit, which arises from a 
determinate theology of evaluation.

5.3.2  Te paradox of accounting is that the act of evaluation, the prac-
tice that matters most, becomes subordinated to the practice of making 
money, a representation of evaluation. To liberate evaluation from its rep-
resentation, it is necessary to assume that true value resists accounting. Far 
from being represented by a price or possessed as a property, true value is 
that which can never be mastered. Only in a culture governed by money 
is it possible to imagine that there are no true values. In reality, there is no 
need for skepticism regarding the existence of value, for thought itself lives 
and moves in the element of value. Tought does not represent, project, 
or sense value as something external to it; thought is concentrated atten-
tion and as such is attracted and distracted by that which seems to matter. 
Value is not so much external to thought as it is the environment in which 
thought orients itself. Indeed, when thought encounters resistance, prob-
lems, and obstacles, when it is attracted by what is signifcant and prob-
lematic, it meets a value for which it cannot account. For example, thought 
is attracted by economic opportunities and misfortunes. Tese, the events 
that feed economic life, cannot be generally taken into account, for they 
have an unknowable value. Tey lack a publicly agreed price.
	 A new kind of economic value may be regarded as that which cannot 
be evaluated yet demands to be evaluated. It is far from the equilibrium of 
a fxed or agreed price. Economic opportunity, like capital, is worth more 
than money. It is the source from which the values expressed in prices de-
rive. Moreover, once economic opportunities fnd a market price, they are 
subjected to the equilibrating forces of the market and lose their potential 
as opportunities. Te creation of value, therefore, always occurs outside the 
market. Far from value being embodied in a price, value is that which exerts 
pressure on prices to move insofar as they have not fully accounted for the 
emergence of opportunities or threats. Value cannot even be measured by 
the diference between a price and a hypothetical equilibrium position, for 
such a diference is merely a guess or a representation. Once given a price, 
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all values adjust so that no economic opportunity remains. Instead, it is 
necessary to consider value as a force operating through expectations. It 
has intensity, not an extensive quantity.
	 Value, then, is to be understood as the very environment of evaluation. 
It expresses itself in anxiety and anticipation. Value is not determined by 
pricing; pricing is determined by value. Te relation between accounting 
and value is no longer one of domination, where values are mastered by 
accounts, or one of representation, where prices are modeled on perceived 
values. It is more like a relation of symbiosis, where values provide the 
environment that feeds evaluation. Instead of accounting’s aspiring to a 
public and universal determination of value in a market price, true evalua-
tion is necessarily local, partial, and responsive, attending to that which has 
the most urgent impact on it. Instead of being computed by linear chains 
of calculation, value emerges from the resolution of multiple, complex 
forces into a consistent outcome. Instead of representing an overall state 
of wealth to be compared with others, accounting would favor adaptation 
to a particular economic niche.
	 Te current system of accounting places all enterprises in universal com-
petition for a single scarce resource: money. Nevertheless, all enterprises 
thrive through cooperation. Although money is not in reality scarce, eco-
nomic opportunities and niches are scarce in the sense of being determi-
nate locations. Instead of competing for limited economic opportunities, it 
may be more productive to invent additional sites and opportunities made 
possible by existing arrangements. Instead of competing for productive ca-
pacity through a more efcient use of time, it may be more productive to 
discover new productive capacities and to take more time. For economic 
growth does not mainly derive from a quantitative increase in production 
or the saving of time; it derives from capitalizing on economic opportuni-
ties as they emerge. Instead of being measured against time or expenditure, 
efciency should be measured against truly scarce economic resources, 
such as energy, land, and materials. True efciency is encountered in the 
conservation of capital; it is encountered in symbiosis with complementary 
forms of life and processes that provide nutrients and feed on waste. True 
efciency comes not from saving time but from accumulating capital. True 
efciency results from growth in social capital, enabling more economic 
relations and opportunities to arise. True efciency is an increase in the di-

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



T h e o l o g y  o f  M o n e y   h  185

versity and complexity of processes of production within a given resource 
base.

5.3.3  Te new kind of value may be regarded as that which has an im-
pact on assessments, even though it remains external to evaluation. Value 
is that which is not yet represented in a price. Yet if value is that which 
forms prices, then instead of being directly represented, its efects can be 
observed in the movement of prices. Opportunities, orientations, and ten-
dencies have an efect on rates of change, accelerations, continuities, points 
of infection, vibrations, frequencies, and volatility. Value that is external 
to prices has an impact on prices in three ways. News of the opening and 
closing of opportunities in the economic environment provokes a set of 
reactions; the progress of time allows underlying tendencies to disclose 
themselves; and fows of confdence internal to evaluation mark reorienta-
tions of price movements.5
	 Pricing, therefore, already foats in a wider economic environment. 
While capital is the source of all production, credit is the source of both 
exchange value and money. Although credit operates through subjective 
evaluations, through psychological forces of anticipation and anxiety, it is 
not, for all that, any less real. It does not lie within the power of the will of 
the economic agent but imposes on this will, determining which choices 
are taken, for credit is formed from a resolution of diverse social expecta-
tions. Indeed, such expectations communicate with each other and solidify 
via the medium of prices. Markets thus have a dual function. Tey facilitate 
the exchange and distribution of products and services, but they also com-
municate intensities of credit. Tey can even perform the latter function 
without the exchange of anything simply by movements in prices. Faith 
itself, instead of being confned to the private beliefs of the individual, can 
be tested out and gain social solidity as credit.
	 In reality, then, the market is guided by an invisible hand. External forces 
shape the movements of prices, whether these are the efects of economic 
conditions in the external world, the force of the passage of time, or the 
force of socially constructed credit. When the hand moves to compensate 
for imbalances, its action is always unjustly distributed—too late to save 
and too excessive in force. Te market is ruled by an incompetent provi-
dence. Instead of returning the market to equilibrium, the invisible hand’s 
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imbalance, tardiness, and excessiveness ensure that equilibrium is never 
attained. Te market is always unjust. In an interdependent world where 
power is exercised through money, casualties result from the failings of 
others. No one can be fully responsible for himself or herself. All are ex-
posed to risk; no one achieves mastery. Outcomes are rarely proportional 
to economic prudence.
	 Te injustice of the invisible hand has a number of consequences for 
economic ethics. In the frst place, market forces cannot be foreseen or 
represented. True prudence—attuning oneself to the movements of the 
market—remains impossible. Economic misfortune and failure cannot 
be conclusively attributed to imprudent conduct. Tey need not carry the 
double misfortune of responsibility for failure alongside failure itself. Tose 
who cannot be blamed for their misfortune do not disqualify themselves 
from care and provision from others. Indeed, such provision and care may 
be regarded as maintenance of human and social capital. Te welfare of all 
remains the responsibility of all, since all may contribute in some way to 
future production.
	 In the second place, mastery over one’s economic fortunes remains an 
impossible ideal. In practice, people remain dependent on the fortunes of 
others to achieve their own success. Success in the current system may be 
less an indicator of one’s own economic prudence than one’s practice of 
profting from others. Moreover, interdependence provides a motive for 
cooperation and for ensuring one’s own good fortune through ensuring the 
good fortune of others. As a result, the wealth of all is increased.
	 In the third place, a clear representation of market forces would place 
the market in perpetual equilibrium. Tere would be no remaining eco-
nomic opportunities and little remaining incentive for production. Market 
equilibrium has an entropic efect on the economy as a whole, reducing 
it to the steady state envisaged by some classical economists. Under such 
conditions, it is doubtful whether negentropic economic institutions could 
be developed at all. Economic life depends on the existence of opportuni-
ties.
	 Te incompetence of the invisible hand of the market therefore turns 
out to be rather providential. Where the invisible hand fails to reward pru-
dence and produce wealth, it leaves scope for social forces to reward pru-
dence and produce wealth. Here again, society lives of its imperfections. 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



T h e o l o g y  o f  M o n e y   h  187

A perfectly transparent economic system would have the efect of a per-
fect providence. It would reduce opportunity and social capital. An imper-
fect economy, by contrast, presents imbalances of distribution, ignorance, 
destructive behavior, and exploitation as so many problems that require 
resolution. Such problems may motivate economic behavior. It is not that 
such problems could ever be sufciently solved or that a utopian solution 
should ever be an object of aspiration. It is the case, however, that such 
imbalances, inequalities, and dangers demand continual attention and so 
renew economic life.

5.3.4  Te efects of economic providence are not an object of faith alone. 
Tey are the object of speculative markets. Prices in speculative markets 
fuctuate in response to news, unfolding trends, and speculative confdence. 
Te demand in such markets is always for a single good: reward measured 
against risk. Instead of being determined simply by supply and demand, 
therefore, as in other markets, speculative markets dramatize more clearly 
the social forces exerted on evaluation. A share-price graph is a history of 
forces of expectation. It shows periods of confdence and stability, periods 
of uncertainty and volatility, periods of anticipation and high activity, and 
periods of calm and continuity. In short, speculative traders deal not in the 
underlying asset but in fuctuations in confdence.
	 It is the very uncertainty of price movements that adds to their vola-
tility. Speculators crave information concerning the current forces acting 
in the market. Imitation of others is often the only source of information 
available, leading to an oscillation of positive and negative feedback efects. 
Speculative bubbles and crashes need have no external cause. Yet specu-
lative markets cannot operate in complete abstraction. Tey require an 
underlying object of confdence, as well as news from the productive econ-
omy, to stimulate disequilibria and opportunities.
	 Price is the only means of communication between diverse economic 
forces. Te price, then, does not simply represent equilibrium between 
competing forces of expectation and anxiety. Such forces may be pulsed 
rather than continuous, emerging into consciousness when they succeed 
in attracting attention. Beneath the economy of prices lies an economy of 
attention that lends energy to what is granted signifcance. Similarly, mar-
kets respond to news, not only for its perceived intrinsic signifcance, but 
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also to the extent that it is vividly portrayed and captures the imagination. 
An economy of prices operates on the basis of economies of attention and 
imagination.
	 For economic behavior to change fundamentally, it is necessary to de-
velop new mechanisms for distributing attention and imagination. Exces-
sive attention to prices and excessive imagination of economic opportuni-
ties and threats may lead to a mode of economic behavior that cannot be 
receptive to what matters. Te generalized state of excitement, anxiety, and 
stress generated by the market, while intrinsically unhealthy when exces-
sive, may also be destructive of social capital.

c r e d i t

5.4.1  Accounting measures exchange values: it is solely concerned with the 
amount of money that can be substituted for a product or outcome. Ac-
counting does not evaluate the product itself or the process of production. 
By means of a substitution, it produces the efect of an atemporal value, 
even if that value continually changes. In the same way, land, labor, and 
capital are evaluated in terms of the money required to pay for their usage. 
As ongoing temporal contracts, the amount of money paid for land, labor, 
and capital is proportional to the time required for their usage. Tey are 
treated solely as costs of production and thus as a drain on value. Since 
it is difcult to invent and produce additional value in the form of out-
comes and products, economic activity is largely geared to reducing costs 
by saving time. Indeed, such a large proportion of economic activity and 
innovation is geared toward saving time that one may wonder whether 
more time is spent on saving time than time is saved. Similarly, the multi-
plication of contracts through debts and credits is aimed at saving time. 
If the aim of economic activity is to make money, then its principal aim is 
simply to save time.
	 Te problem of spending time, by contrast, is relatively unexamined. 
Tere is enormous scope for wastage in the time of production, as well as 
in the time of consumption, for if the spending of time is measured against 
reducing costs and maximizing profts, priority is no longer given to the 
formation of capital and the enhancement of experience. In an economy 
geared solely toward proft and debt, much time is wasted on unproductive 
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activities that are designed to ensure profts within a competitive environ-
ment rather than to contribute to the formation of capital or the enhance-
ment of experience. Tere is at least as much scope for unproductive labor 
in a market economy as there is in one planned by the state. To achieve time 
that is of value, saving time should be subordinated to spending time.
	 A new mode of accounting must begin with the process of spending 
time rather than the outcome of spent time. Tis is a matter of constructing 
a worthwhile life rather than simply increasing production. A theology of 
money must draw attention to the issue of which ways of spending time 
actually matter. Value, far from being an object of accumulation or acquisi-
tion, holds value only in motion.
	 In reality, of course, time cannot be saved at all. It continues to pass. Te 
efort to save time is merely an attempt to control the distribution of time, 
taking less time for those activities that are deemed to be less important 
so that more time can be spent elsewhere. If the outcome of time is held 
as more signifcant than the experience, then to make efciency gains, the 
quality of time may be downgraded by eliminating all that is superfuous 
and inefcient in relation to production. As a result, more time is spent 
on less signifcant experience, and the time that is spent is downgraded in 
quality.
	 When work is evaluated by managers in relation to its output, then time 
is not properly evaluated at all. Labor is always a cost for employers; it is 
only an experience for employees. Te exchange value of labor is not fxed 
by the time that must be sacrifced for it in toil unless labor has already 
been downgraded to the point of tiresome drudgery. Instead, it is fxed as 
a cost by the sacrifce of employers’ profts. Te dominant perspective in 
such accounting of work is that of the employer. Work is evaluated from the 
point of view of its product, not from the point of view of the experience of 
the worker or from the point of view of mobilizing, nourishing, and con-
necting physical, human, and social capital. For quality of time may emerge 
in undetermined moments of idleness.
	 Evaluation, in principle, may be removed from output and attached to 
experience. If accounts that evaluate output are themselves fawed fctions, 
then other fctions that are more responsive to the experience of time may 
also be devised. For human subjects endowed with memory, value is cre-
ated, sensed, and recorded by spending time, not by saving time. Tere is 
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no need for additional proof of value beyond the experience of those who 
encounter it. Experience itself is the true record of value. Even if experi-
ence overlooks signifcance, missing opportunities beyond the horizon of 
experience, it is still experience itself that may test such opportunities.

5.4.2  In the current system, evaluations, in practice, have no more social 
efectiveness than the money that is able to support them—the efective 
demand through which they are backed. All evaluations are valued exter-
nally, then, on the basis of their proftability or their symbiosis with proft-
able enterprises. While there is no shortage of evaluations, each evaluation 
is subordinated to an abstract system where it is evaluated from a purely ex-
ternal perspective that is held by no one. Such an abstract system causes a 
kind of leakage of value from the forms of life in which it emerges. Evalua-
tions can endure and thrive only to the extent that they maintain them-
selves in some form of representation. In practice, this means that values 
endure and thrive only to the extent that they are proftable. Te value of 
proft is substituted for all other values; there is a kind of entropy of value, 
a decay of all established values, as their efectiveness passes toward purely 
monetary efects.
	 It is this very process of decay that allows for fresh economic activity. 
Economic activity can gain a new meaning: it is the production of value as 
a negentropic process, acting against a broader decay of value. If all pro-
duction becomes the production of exchange value, if all evaluation seeks 
to determine a price, then the social feld of evaluation decays toward an 
equilibrium point of perfect consensus based on the primacy of money. 
Tis utopia of the perfect market is a kind of moral heat death, where value 
no longer needs to be created and all needs or demands become arbitrary 
whims. An equilibrium point is not merely a moment of balance, when 
supply meets demand. An equilibrium point is also a moment of maximum 
entropy, when information has been destroyed. Tere is no possibility of 
tracing a movement back from equilibrium to its initial conditions, for the 
information concerning initial conditions is progressively eliminated in the 
approach to equilibrium. Te marketization of society efects the progres-
sive annihilation of history, culture, and value.
	 Te production of true value thus requires more than a process of pro-
duction and more than the production of proft. Such processes reorganize 
matter, changing it from its normal state of entropy to a state in which it 
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can be used. Te value that is added in negentropic processes of produc-
tion is simply information. Tis is the true output of production. More is 
required, however, than an increased information content. Te information 
has to be useful to someone. Order becomes valuable only when it corre-
sponds to desire. Valuable information does not simply consist in facts. It 
is not objective or individuated into units. Information holds value only 
when it is ordered to meet desire. It is this experience of time as entropy 
and perpetual decay of both capital and value that produces demand for the 
creation of order. Te decay of value, then, is far from being something to 
be lamented. It is the very engine that drives evaluation, producing order 
and credit.
	 Te question arises of whether desire itself is sufcient to produce value. 
Of course, desire can do nothing without a material that it is capable of 
ordering. Moreover, desire does not generate information concerning the 
matter to be ordered, for the intrinsic properties of matter, including its 
potential to correspond to desire, can be learned only by experimentation 
and experience. An excess remains on each side—an excess of potential 
ordering and its correspondence to desire, as well as an excess of desire 
beyond what can be ordered. Indeed, the production of value cannot take 
place without this excess on each side. In this respect, it is not simply the 
correspondence or meeting of desire and order that produces value but 
their asymmetry, their lack of correspondence, as a positive potential and 
opportunity. It is this asymmetry that is the true source of wealth. Since it 
exceeds representation, evidence, and accounts, it has to be given credit.
	 A further element is required to realize production beyond order and 
desire: credit. For the production of value to become a social reality, rather 
than a private reality, the meeting of desire and order must be made efec-
tive. It must be given credit. It must be treated as valuable in advance so 
that it may demonstrate that it is valuable in practice. Te texture of society, 
then, is not constituted solely by order or structure; nor is it constituted by 
production or desire. It is constituted by credit as the ontological substance 
of all social bonds.
	 Te production of value begins with credit. While the realization of 
value occurs when order meets desire, the motion of production begins 
with credit. Te production of value therefore begins outside all circles of 
knowledge and desire, outside all circular motions, outside all adequate 
ideas. Te production of value begins in risk and uncertainty. Te curious 
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conclusion to be drawn, then, is that value derives from speculation. Even 
fnancial speculators, although they might operate within a narrow domain 
of activity, are still concerned with what is essential in the production of 
value. In addition to producers who order material, and in addition to con-
sumers who express demand, speculators or venture capitalists are required 
who guess at the emergence of economic opportunities.

5.4.3  Speculative ventures are, of course, often mistaken. Credit is not the 
sole source of value; value has to be implicit as a potential of the situation. 
While credit expresses a fow of speculative evaluation, demonstrable value 
derives from economic potential. Each economic opportunity has to be 
advanced credit, invested with desire, and efectively ordered. All contracts 
involve at least three parties: sellers of time, buyers of nutrition, and those 
who give credit to the contract.
	 Te difculty in assessing economic opportunities lies in the fact that 
such opportunities have to be proved in experience. Once proved, the op-
portunity no longer remains. Tere is thus no true science of economics, 
because the realization of economic value depends more on divination 
than it does on public evidence. In addition to the sciences of production 
and distribution that deal with order, and in addition to the sciences of 
anthropology and psychology that deal with desire, there is also a theology 
of credit. Such credit is grounded in a dim awareness of economic oppor-
tunities, whether in unrealized possibilities for order or in unachieved sat-
isfactions of desire.
	 More signifcant, there is also the question of unrealized values. It is 
one thing for the realization of an economic opportunity to be proftable; 
it is another for it to be truly valuable for capital and for experience. Te 
production of value is most valuable either when it contributes to the for-
mation of physical, human, and social capital or when it contributes to the 
quality of experience. Te true value of an economic opportunity, then, 
rests in its ultimate implications for the production of capital, for meeting 
desire, and for enhancing credit. Te highest form of value to be produced 
is the capacity to evaluate economic opportunity.

5.4.4  Money, as has been discussed, consists in a contract combining 
an asset, a liability, and a reserve. Each is a promise of exchange value. 
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Together, they generate an advance of exchange value in the form of an 
asset. When money is treated as a representation of exchange value, then 
such exchange value is treated here as a passive object of exchange, of mea-
sure, and of preservation. It is apparently subordinated to the liberated 
will of the economic agent. Promises, liabilities, and securities, by contrast, 
impose regulatory practices on the handling of value. While exchange 
value may be freely transferred, promises, liabilities, and securities have a 
moral signifcance for participants. Te moral nature of money is obscured 
when money is treated as an embodiment of exchange value. If the value of 
money were simply that of the goods and services that may be exchanged 
for it, then its value would depend on a substitution for money, a substi-
tution that prevents one from considering the essence of money at all. Yet 
rent, wages, and interest in practice are paid only in the form of money. 
Moreover, since debts can be repaid only in money, the veil of perpetual 
substitution has at last to be discarded, leaving money in its naked state as 
promise, liability, and reserve. Money must eventually return to be assessed 
against its original promise.
	 As a debt, money has a tendency to fow in a particular direction. With-
out the return fow of money, money would become worthless. Te prom-
ise is underwritten by the liability and the reserve. Te value expressed in 
money is not created by production, exchange, or substitution. Te value 
promised by money is created by the combination of a promise, a liability, 
and a reserve. Such a value is realized by the meeting of the production of 
order, the efective expression of desire, and the attribution of credit.
	 Credit is granted on the basis of the security of the reserve. Since credit 
is not a delayed purchase, the aim of credit is not to acquire the reserve. 
Such a security is required only when credit fails. Security, then, is not the 
proper object of credit. Te exchange value of the reserve merely substi-
tutes for the object of credit should credit fail. Credit is attributed to eco-
nomic opportunity. Just as capital—the ability to produce wealth—cannot 
be reduced to the exchange value of accumulated stock, so also an eco-
nomic opportunity cannot be reduced to the value advanced on the basis 
of the expectation it generates.
	 Credit therefore cannot be reduced to the value of the security that 
serves as a reserve or guarantee, to the value of the advance ofered as 
credit, or to the value that is realized when the production of order meets 
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desire. For even at the end of the process, the economic opportunity has 
evaporated, and a realized proft has taken its place. No determinate value 
can thus be substituted for credit; nor can credit be attributed to value. 
Credit is attributed to economic opportunity in the form of capital, there-
fore, rather than to the possibility of future value.
	 Te paradox of credit is that there can be no public evidence for eco-
nomic opportunities. If information concerning such opportunities were 
to become exchangeable and repeatable, agreed by consensus, then the op-
portunity would be taken into account in existing price levels, canceling the 
opportunity itself while leading to a loss if its productive possibilities are 
left unrealized. Economic opportunities arise, by contrast, from a lack of 
public consensus. Tey arise for those who are able to perceive the whole 
situation and its dominant trends more efectively than others. Tey de-
rive from reading signifcant trends and possible futures. Tey can be made 
efective, bringing such futures into being, by being attributed credit. Te 
value advanced enables the future to come about. Wealth does not derive 
from production or demand alone; it derives from the consequences of the 
interaction of current trends. Credit may be attributed most efectively to 
emergent economic niches rather than to existing strategies of produc-
tion.
	 One does not produce wealth by mastering and controlling reality as a 
whole. One produces wealth by sensing and responding appropriately to 
economic opportunities. One produces wealth by creating order and infor-
mation from the processes that are already under way. Unintended conse-
quences may be external costs; they may also be economic opportunities. 
At any rate, the emergence of new economic niches as unintended con-
sequences is the driving force of economic activity. In short, it is distance 
from equilibrium and inability to make accurate predictions that enables 
the emergence of new sites, new orders, and new negentropic processes 
that keep economic activity alive.

e va l uat i o n

5.5.1  Wealth may be considered capital, the ability to produce order. 
Yet while capital produces order in reality, it is desire that gives value to 
order—and thus to capital—in evaluation. Te question arises, then, of 
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what gives value to desire. Tis is a theological question concerning the 
value of values, the value of desires, and the value of evaluations.
	 To value such evaluations according to a consensus or the market is to 
substitute a purely extrinsic evaluation for the intrinsic value of evaluation. 
Evaluations, like economic opportunities, are external to such a market. 
One does not substitute for them without obscuring the very perspective 
or location that gives them value. Evaluations, like opportunities, are sin-
gular points that exceed all confrmed knowledge. Nevertheless, they do 
indeed operate within the mind to give value to values.
	 True wealth thus requires more than capital formation, just as it re-
quires more than making profts. True wealth also requires the production 
of evaluations and their efective realization through desire. True wealth is 
the realization of true values. It is necessary that such values should orient 
desire and production; it is not necessary that such values should be repre-
sented or given an exchange value.
	 If society is based on contract rather than exchange, contract itself is in-
sufcient to represent values and opportunities that act on and through the 
mind. Such economic forces may operate through the imagination. One 
is not faced with a false choice between the transparency of knowledge, 
where thinking represents reality, and complete uncertainty and ignorance. 
Values may not be known in themselves, yet they still act over the course 
of time, producing a tendency toward a destination. What is necessary for 
the divination of value is some kind of supple, imaginative body that is 
capable of being afected by and indicating the potency of forces of evalua-
tion. What is also required for the verifcation of such divinations is an ex-
perimental method for the realization of value. Tis theology of evaluation 
underlies credit.

5.5.2  Values tend to be expressed in perspectives of evaluation. While such 
perspectives of evaluation often tend to attribute considerable importance 
to themselves, the value of such perspectives may appear to be very dif-
ferent from other perspectives. Tere are no demonstrably objective or 
universal criteria. In practice, such perspectives may seek consensus and 
agreement. Te external value of values has been determined by the proft-
ability of their associated enterprises. Market value substitutes in this way 
for a universal value.
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	 Te vital question, then, concerns how one can invest in values apart 
from a market system for their verifcation. It will be necessary to develop 
a social infrastructure for the imagination of value and mediation of credit 
that operates apart from market systems of exchange and substitution. It 
will be necessary for temporal relations to take a signifcant role in the 
emergence and testing of values.
	 Investment of money substitutes for an investment of attention. No true 
evaluation can take place without attention to the perceptions, forces, and 
tendencies that have a direct impact on a particular location. Changes in 
prices and profts occur outside the sphere of attention; they exclude all 
true measures of value. What is required, by contrast, is continuing atten-
tion to and evaluation of given perspectives of evaluation. It is a matter of 
stripping away the values produced by evaluative perspectives so that such 
evaluative perspectives can be evaluated in their own right.

5.5.3  Te curious feature of liabilities, in contrast to assets, is their located 
nature. Assets have an exchange value; one must substitute for them to 
realize their value. Liabilities, by contrast, need to be repaid in kind. Tey 
are defned by their contracts.
	 One of the illusions produced by treating money as a universal equiva-
lent or representative of exchange value is that money is regarded as a 
better or worse embodiment of a universal, abstract currency. In practice, 
there are no universal, abstract currencies. Tere are merely specifc assets 
and liabilities denominated in specifc currencies, where debts need to be 
repaid in the currency in which they are denominated. Money is always a 
liability of a determinate bank. Tis is the ultimate signifcance of the cre-
ation of money as debt. It is a fxed liability rather than a transferable asset. 
It is always attached to a determinate location and practice of recording. 
Banks are perspectives of evaluation from which the world is measured and 
recorded. It is such a practice of evaluation that demands to be evaluated 
itself.
	 Tere is no reason that liabilities should be restricted to money. It is pos-
sible to issue other kinds of liabilities. If one sells stocks short, for example, 
promising to deliver them at an agreed future price and date, one then has 
the option to buy at a better price in the meantime. Yet the original stock 
has to be delivered at some stage—unless such trades are canceled out 
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by the dealer according to a similar principle that operates in the clearing 
house.
	 Liabilities, then, may be attached to determinate institutions refecting 
determinate perspectives of evaluation. Just as money can be created as a 
division of assets and liabilities, so can virtual shares be created as promises 
to deliver. Tere are no limits to the range and kind of values that can be 
created, just as there are no limits to the range and kind of currencies that 
can be created.
	 Money indicates the efective desire attached to a contract. Another 
measure is required to indicate the efective value attached to a contract. 
Even though they are private agreements between producers and con-
sumers, contracts have a public value. Honoring private contracts is a pub-
lic good since it leads to trust in contracts and an increase in social capital. 
Beyond this, performance of the contract may often afect other common 
goods. Each contract, then, may be evaluated not only in terms of money 
by consumer desire but also by its public efects.
	 Te evaluation of such public efects is not a straightforward matter. 
While the public interest is served as a whole by the honoring of contracts, 
so that it is easy for the state to take on itself a liability to enforce contracts, 
a more complete evaluation of the signifcance of each contract requires 
a diversity of perspectives. Yet without at least some external interest that 
values each contract, the public can have no confdence that any particular 
contract will be of value. Te public interest requires not only that contracts 
be kept, but also that they serve the common good. Value is not produced 
by the meeting of order and desire, or producer and consumer, alone. Value 
requires also that such a contract be given credit.
	 Transactions always involve at least three parties—the producer, the 
consumer, the public whose interest is served—as well as a source of credit 
for each contract. Alongside production and demand, then, it is necessary 
to have evaluation. Just as there are enterprises for the production of order 
to meet demand, in a healthy economy there also need to be enterprises for 
the evaluation of contracts that assess demand. If money is the institution 
that alone serves this purpose, then the public can be confdent that com-
mon interests will not be served. Indeed, in practice money does not serve 
this purpose alone in market capitalism. Dominant relations are supported 
by a moral discourse that defends their inherent goodness as sources of 
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wealth. Such uncritical moral discourse is purveyed through the media. 
Since media prosper only if they attract attention to themselves, such moral 
discourse can be published only if it fatters or serves the self-interests of its 
consumers. In short, the work of evaluation is short-circuited once more by 
the rule of the market. If evaluations are assessed by the efective demand 
for them, via proftability, then they can express only the wishful thinking of 
a dominant majority. Te subordination of evaluation to desire at personal, 
institutional, and systemic levels is the fundamental corruption of demo-
cratic capitalism.
	 Te short circuit between desire, money, and evaluation must be cut 
in order to liberate attention to the crediting, critique, and creation of 
efective evaluations. In short, the ethical economy that coexists with the 
economy of order requires its own distinctive institutions whose primary 
purpose is evaluation, not production or proft. Te creation, critique, and 
crediting of evaluation is the theological activity that guides the economic 
order.
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I I I

O f  T h e o l o gy

A  p a r a b l e — 
o n  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  b e  r i c h

If one were only a true metaphysician, thinking nothing but 
being itself, relieved of the distractions of social intercourse 
and material need, enjoying the subtlest of truths, the pro-
foundest states of awareness, the richest of revelations, freed 
from the need to think the Good, for thinking itself would be 
good, freed from the need to think the True, for thinking itself 
would be true, freed even from the need to think reality, for 
thinking itself would be life, until one dismissed metaphysics, 
for there needed no metaphysics, dismissed thinking, for there 
needed no thinking, until one renounced even the knowledge 
that one was a philosopher before setting out to seek wealth, 
friends, and lovers.
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Six

M e ta p h y s i c s  a n d  C r e d i t

Whenever you receive a letter from a creditor
write ffty lines on an extra-terrestrial subject,

and you will be saved.

Charles  Baudelaire

This  study began by noting the opposition between God and money 
proclaimed by Jesus: “You cannot serve God and Mammon.” Indeed, “It is 
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who 
is rich to enter the kingdom of God” (Mark 10.24). As Jesus explained, “For 
where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6.21). For the 
philosopher, such an opposition raises the most fundamental of problems. 
What is the true nature of wealth? Can wealth be understood in terms 
of the monetary value of assets or products? What is the diference be-
tween “treasure stored in heaven” and treasures on Earth? What makes 
for a rich life, a life lived in all its fullness? Here we approach the central 
task of theology: what is the source of the value of values? Jesus’s opposi-
tion to wealth belongs within the tradition of renunciation of the ways of 
the world, which are concerned with storing up treasure on Earth to seek 
out the “kingdom of God” or the true source of all treasure. Te religious 
impulse, expressed diversely by the Taoist sages, the Indian renunciants, 
the Buddhist monks and nuns, the gurus, the cynics, the Essenes, and the 
desert fathers, has often been one of renunciation for the sake of attaining 
true, spiritual wealth.
	 Jesus’s opposition is distinctive, however. For the alternative between 
God and wealth (personifed as Mammon) is that between two masters. 
In either case, it is a question of service. Wealth attracts time, attention, 
and devotion; it constructs a perspective from which the world is to be 
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seen. Tere are difering principles of power here. For the philosopher, this 
opposition raises another most fundamental of problems: what is the true 
nature of power? Is power to be understood according to the sovereign 
power of Caesar or the executive power of the state? Is the messiah to be 
understood as a somewhat belated yet benign Caesar who will eventually 
rule through just decrees? What is the diference between the power of 
Caesar and the power of God? Here we approach a central dilemma for 
Christian theology: either theology takes the option of Constantinianism, 
whether it sanctifes sovereign power, imitates it, or reproduces it in fantasy 
by decreeing the true spiritual meanings according to which the world is to 
be judged, or else theology takes the option of a kenotic Christology, re-
nouncing all power and taking the form of a servant. In both cases, the dan-
ger lies in insufciently distinguishing divine power from imperial power.
	 What is striking about Jesus’s sayings is that the two problems, those of 
true wealth and true power, are treated as inseparable: wealth is service. Yet 
can one not use worldly power in the service of the good, of the wealth of 
all, or of true spiritual values? Can one not use worldly wealth in the service 
of the enrichment of life? Is there not the possibility of human mastery 
rather than service, so that wealth and power are subordinated to humane 
values? Is not the whole of modern politics based on such assumptions?
	 Tere are two clues as to why, for Jesus, this could not be the case. One 
lies in taxation. Te power of the procurator of Judea and Herodian client 
rulers of Galilee did not simply derive from imperial decree or the threat of 
force. In practice, it derived from taxation. Roman coins gained their value 
from the fact that they could be used—and, indeed, had to be used—for 
the payment of taxes.1 Money was issued by the imperial mint and even-
tually would have to return to Rome. Te people of Israel were servants 
of Rome insofar as they paid taxes, not merely insofar as they were occu-
pied by Roman garrisons. Hence, if wealth was acquired through the use 
of money, and money belonged to Caesar, then mastery over wealth was at 
the same time service of Caesar. To accumulate wealth was to participate 
in a system of exploitation and extortion.
	 Yet while the reality of taxation was central to the lives of those described 
in the Gospels, there is little evidence of a clearly understood theory of 
money. Te second clue is perhaps more telling. Jesus inverted the relation 
of mastery between people and wealth—your heart is where your trea-
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sure is, not your treasure is where your heart is—by inverting the normal 
relation between the eye and light: “Te eye is the lamp of the body. So, 
if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be full of light; but if your eye 
is unhealthy, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in 
you is darkness, how great is the darkness!” (Matt. 6.23). Service is enacted 
through time, attention, and devotion. Te object of one’s attention is used 
as the material for forming the perspective through which the world is to be 
seen. One forms a perspective expressed in a metaphysics. If one does not 
turn attention to God, the source of the value of values, then one’s evalua-
tions will be shaped by the world. True power consists here in a perspective 
of evaluation. Hence, the modern notion of autonomy is an illusion, since 
it is always a perspective, a source of evaluation, that one serves.
	 Jesus’s opposition between God and wealth therefore leads to a con-
junction of two fundamental problems: the true nature of wealth and the 
true nature of power. For modern thought, by contrast, evaluation belongs 
to the subjective sphere of freedom, while money and power belong to 
the objective sphere of actualization. Modern thought rests on a series of 
dichotomies between thought and existence, between value and being, be-
tween mind and body, and between reason and religion. Tese metaphysi-
cal dichotomies are called into question as soon as one raises the problem 
of how time, attention, and devotion are to be spent. Tis is a universal 
question afecting believer and unbeliever alike. It undermines the modern 
exclusion of the theological from critical thought, for if one’s perspective 
is indeed formed by the way one spends one’s time2—and I will show how 
this is indeed the case with money—then evaluations, decisions, organi-
zation, and production emerge from a practice that itself arises from com-
mitments. To what will one devote one’s life? What authority will one call 
on for one’s decisions to bear credit?3 Tese are inescapable theological 
questions. Moreover, the dichotomy between the religious and the secu-
lar does not merely prevent secular thought from engaging with the most 
signifcant problems, for insofar as theology accepts this division of labor 
and concerns itself with the realms of belief, meaning, individual faith, and 
ecclesial tradition, it concedes much efective social authority to purely 
secular relations mediated by money. Rediscovering the problem of the 
efective source of the value of values requires a reformation of secular and 
theological thought alike.4

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



204  h  O f  T h e o l o g y

	 To call into question the modern division between subject, object, and 
the knowledge that reunites them is to raise a further fundamental philo-
sophical problem: what is the true nature of being? Are the metaphysical 
assumptions embedded in modern thought, and especially in modern poli-
tics and economics, still viable? Can one believe in the passive, material 
object; the free, evaluating subject; and the neutral truth as genuine meta-
physical entities? To pursue a theology of money, it is now necessary to 
turn to problems of metaphysics, of power, and of wealth, for a perspective 
determines what one sees when one considers the world. What one seeks 
and sees is expressed most fully in metaphysics.

t h e o l o g y  a n d  m e ta p h y s i c s

Parmenides bequeathed a peculiar problem to Western metaphysics in the 
form of a tautology: “being is.” Tis can be taken to mean “truth is true” 
or “the same thing is for thinking and for being.”5 What is the thing that is 
the same for thinking and for being? Te entire history of Western meta-
physics may be regarded as a series of experiments with possible solutions 
to this problem, for a solution to this problem would liberate knowledge 
from the sway of opinion. Yet it is precisely here that one may discern the 
bad conscience of metaphysics. Te thing that is the same for thinking and 
for being emerges only from a disciplined thinking, a rigorous practice of 
thought, or even a piety. Te tautology “being is,” like all tautologies, in-
vokes belief. A subject is identifed with a predicate, but a subject always 
difers from predicate grammatically as subject and predicate. If they are 
to be the same, they can be so only in regard to a third term, above and be-
yond grammar—the thing that is the same for thinking and for being. Tis 
thing is the philosopher’s stone that defnes the metaphysical quest.6 Being 
is made an object of belief by a tautology that reduplicates and abstracts it, 
as when Aristotle defned metaphysics as the science of being qua being,7 
when Spinoza defned a substance as that which is in itself and is conceived 
through itself,8 and when Heidegger translated Parmenides’s meditation as, 
“It is useful: to let-lie-before-us and so the-taking-to-heart-also: beings-in-
being.”9 Te currency of any given metaphysical solution to this problem 
is determined by whether it is accepted that the same thing is for thinking 
and for being. It is here that the bad conscience of metaphysics can be 
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disclosed, for is it not inevitable that at the metaphysical level of tautology, 
where subject is identifed with predicate, one may simply invert subject 
and predicate? Ten the currency of metaphysics becomes the metaphysics 
of currency.
	 Tomas Aquinas ofered a solution to the metaphysical problem: God 
is his own essence and his own existence.10 Tus, when God is identifed 
as the True, the Good, and Life, this is somewhat paradoxical: all beings 
may be judged according to their truth, goodness, and life, but God alone 
is at once both ultimate criterion and eminent instance. God alone is his 
essence. Tis striking identity opens up a fateful ambivalence: is God true, 
or is truth divine? Is God good, or is goodness divine? Does God live, or 
is life divine? Te problem becomes more acute when we turn to power 
and existence. If God is power, do we mean that might is right or that right 
is might? If God is being, do we mean that God exists or that existence is 
divine? We seem to be presented with a choice between transcendence 
and immanence. Te divine is invoked either as a power of judgment or a 
criterion, in the case of transcendence, or as a power of afrmation or an 
instance, in the case of immanence.
	 For a Christian metaphysics, this ambivalence between transcendence 
and immanence may be regarded as a false problem resulting from the divi-
sion of a prior identity. God is indistinguishable from the True, the Good, 
and Life. Divine simplicity, the identifcation of essence and existence, 
comes frst. God is the same for thinking and for being. Unity constitutes 
God, just as it constitutes Parmenidean Being. God both afrms in creation 
and judges at the eschaton. Tis may be fne for an eternal God, but for us, 
the temporal interval between creation and judgment leaves ambivalence. 
Are we to make divine the True, the Good, and Life? If so, what is accom-
plished by attributing to them a “divine” status? Such an act exemplifes 
Ludwig Feuerbach’s concept of projection, in which one’s own orientation 
within the felds of knowledge, ethics, and temporal existence becomes 
sanctifed. Te alternative to this idolatry is to declare that God is the True, 
the Good, and Life. In this case, one takes one’s orientation within the 
felds of knowledge, ethics, and temporal existence from God. Religion 
takes priority over reason and ethics. Belief determines metaphysics. Te-
ology then claims to ofer to the world a vision of life interpreted accord-
ing to the richest of categories: categories of importance, of meaning, of  
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personhood, of relationality, of community, of events, of narrative, and of  
experience, for example. In contrast to these, the highest transcendentals  
of philosophy, even the “eternal” and the “one,” may come to seem rela-
tively lifeless. Teology, by giving the richest depth of meaning, gives life 
and wealth to the world. Afrmation is no longer immanent afrmation but 
divine afrmation.
	 Teology, in its essence and vocation, therefore ofers a radical meta-
physics: it overturns the ways of thinking of the world. Nevertheless, it 
remains haunted by the bad conscience of metaphysics. Divine simplicity 
may be a utopian aspiration, but it may not yet be achieved in human think-
ing. In the meantime, the doctrine of simplicity may be invoked to divinize 
implicit presuppositions about the True, the Good, and Life, so identifying 
idolatrous presupposition with theological declaration. It short-circuits the 
work of enrichment of a vision of life. Ten the radical force of theology, 
its attempt to determine the value of values on the basis of true, spiritual 
insight, becomes lost beneath its established teachings. Even if God is truly 
simple, the doctrine of simplicity may veil divinity itself.
	 While for God eminent instance may indeed be ultimate criterion, for 
us there is no such bridge between reality and thought. For us, in practice, a 
third category of mediation will remain between essence and existence, be-
tween thought and reality. We live in a time before the end, before the full 
revelation of God. In the meantime, prior to the Parousia, time continues 
to pass. Awaiting the completion of metaphysics, the meaning of beings has 
not yet been determined. If the divine identity of thinking and being has 
not been achieved, a more modest identity may be anticipated when exis-
tence is treated as entirely separate from thought and no longer regarded 
as a predicate. Te modern concept of existence, which adds nothing to 
the essence of that which is thought, places existence entirely outside of 
thought.11 As Kant remarked, “A hundred real dollars do not contain the 
least coin more than a hundred possible dollars.”12 What is real and what 
is thought are sharply distinguished. Tinking and being need to be medi-
ated by a third term. If truth is the correspondence between the two, then 
it is truth that is the same for thinking and for being. Each being and each 
thought bears a metaphysical supplement: the truth of this being and of 
this thought. Te modern metaphysical division is threefold: subject, ob-
ject, and knowledge.
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	 Yet such a metaphysics does not escape belief, for while truth remains 
true independently of whether it is actually thought or demonstrated, the 
truth of a truth can never be thought or demonstrated apart from thought. 
Te modern, objective notion of existence remains an object of belief, for 
no existence is ever encountered apart from thought. Te metaphysical 
problem becomes a dilemma. On the one hand, thinking must address 
being to escape from mere belief. On the other hand, the metaphysical 
criterion, the thing that is the same for thinking and for being, remains 
an object of belief, for neither being qua being nor truth qua truth is en-
countered independently of a discipline and orientation of thinking. Meta-
physics cannot provide its own critique. One cannot live with metaphysics 
or without it; one cannot live with belief or without it.
	 In the meantime, awaiting a metaphysics that bears a universal currency, 
it may be necessary to substitute an interim measure for the supreme form 
and criterion of being and value. Te most modest form and criterion of 
being and value that can be agreed is agreement itself. An agreement that 
is agreed as agreed is a contract. And while contracts may be taken as so-
cial or subjective phenomena, one distinctive kind of contract is the object 
of contracts, restoring subject, object, and knowledge to primordial meta-
physical unity: money.
	 Let us therefore return to where we started in the introduction. Money, 
according to the economists, is at once an instrument of exchange, a mea-
sure of value, and a store of value. As an instrument of exchange, money 
is an objective tool, the material basis of social interactions dependent on 
markets or contracts. It can be handled, transferred, and estimated more 
easily than anything else. As a measure of value, money is the conceptual 
basis of the science of wealth, the metaphysical precondition for any knowl-
edge of agreed value. As a store of value, money participates in the subjec-
tive sphere of belief, for money holds value as long as people are willing to 
trust in its value and accept it in exchange. Money holds value, measures 
value, and transfers value only as long as it bears credit. Ten the modern 
form of objectivity, disclosed as being essentially a matter of manipula-
tion, transfer, and agreement; the modern form of knowledge, disclosed as 
being essentially a matter of comparison, substitution, and counting; and 
the modern form of subjectivity, disclosed as being essentially a matter of 
credit are reunited in the single metaphysical form of money. Money is the 
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philosopher’s stone, the solution to the metaphysical problem of the unity 
of being and thought. It turns truth into gold and gold into truth. It is the 
thing that is the same for being and thinking, for it is what it says and says 
what it is. Money becomes the most signifcant object for meditation for 
both the philosopher and the theologian.
	 For if money is essentially credit—a promise or a contract—then its 
essence is its existence. It does not exist outside of its concept. Just as the 
metaphysics of one singular being, God, was imported to resolve the prob-
lems of metaphysics as a whole, so the metaphysics of another singular 
being, money, may come to our aid. If the metaphysics of God may fail to 
empower thought insofar as God can never become an object to be handled 
and thought, then the metaphysics of money may prove more proftable. 
For money has all of the advantages of immediacy, universality, tangibility, 
and utility. It can be created on demand. It ofers an illusory sovereignty to 
the subject who may spend it.
	 Cases of solution to the Parmenidean problem, as we can see from the 
examples of God, truth, and money, may have explosive signifcance in 
world history. Te contemporary world is largely shaped by religion, by 
science, and by capital. Metaphysics is no longer simply an abstract, intel-
lectual problem. It concerns the core of subjectivity and the formation of 
desire. Concepts of God, of truth, or of money evoke unlimited submis-
sion and aspiration. A certain kind of subjectivity is called into being by 
the infnite promise implicit within such concepts. An unlimited desire 
can fnd satisfaction through God, truth, or money. Moreover, the infnite 
metaphysical promise is one that concerns objectivity. Concepts of God, 
truth, and money act as principles of realization and actualization. Human 
activity can proceed in faith that it has been promised the world. In each 
case, metaphysics is made possible by belief. In each case, a particular 
metaphysics gains currency. A representation of the ultimate relation be-
tween being and thought is substituted in advance of knowledge of the true 
relation to make an actual and practical relation between them possible. 
Metaphysics, then, should not be understood as the projection of a real 
world in opposition to the apparent one, for the dichotomy between real 
and apparent is founded on a modern metaphysics that takes truth as the 
solution to the Parmenidean problem. Tus, the Kantian and Nietzschean 
critiques of metaphysics presuppose that the subject has been divorced 
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from object and existence has been reduced to a predicate. Similarly, belief 
should not be understood in the sense of a subjective commitment to an 
objective uncertainty. Te Feuerbachian and Freudian critiques of belief 
as projection are possible only once subject has been divorced from object 
and existence has been reduced to a predicate. Instead, belief is a way to 
inhabit thinking and being so that the real relation between them—one 
that exists perfectly well without the assistance of our mental construc-
tions—can take on a specifc form of expression. In other words, theology 
is an ontological commitment, a perspective arising from a dim awareness 
of the actual nature of life. Teology creates a metaphysics.
	 Te metaphysics of money bears an extraordinary ambivalence. On the 
one hand, it ofers a metaphysical form that occludes the work of meta-
physics itself. In modern thought, that which is real is that which can be 
represented, tested, and exchanged. Just as the value of the commodity can 
be tested only when it is ofered for exchange in a market, when money may 
substitute for it, so the truth of the matter is substituted for the matter itself. 
Reality is that which can be represented in thought in abstraction from 
its own context, production, fertility, tendencies, and energy. Taking the 
form of money that may be substituted for it, reality may be represented in 
imagination as capital in the form of accumulated stocks, invented forms, 
and assembled parts. In each case, the energy that gives being to such a 
representation is the energy of the imagination that represents it, not that 
of the original matter. In short, the metaphysics of money prevents the 
same thing’s being for being and for thinking. Tus, when the world is re-
produced in imagination, it is no longer reproduced as active being but as 
passive image. Such is the source of the theology of the human subject as 
creator. Since the world is known only as represented, it must be supple-
mented by the transcendent decrees of a human subject. Te paradox here 
is that the real is taken to be that which has no force, life, or existence of 
its own, so that existence can be attributed to it as a predicate—hence, the 
arising of the fantasy of sovereign power.
	 A reapplication of this modern metaphysics to the case of money pro-
duces the standard defnitions of the economic textbooks: money is an 
instrument of exchange, a measure of value, and a store of value. Tus, 
the nature of money is fully obscured, for far from being simply a passive 
instrument of exchange, money is in reality a contract that makes mar-
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kets and exchange possible. Far from being simply a store of accumulated 
value, money, when invested, is in reality the condition for the production 
of value. Far from being a measure of value, money, when created as credit, 
is in reality both the promise of value that has not been produced and the 
spiritual source of the agreed value itself. Te true metaphysics of money 
therefore constitutes a metaphysical revelation. Tis revelation consists in 
a direct inversion of current metaphysical assumptions. To be real is not 
simply to be an accumulated stock, an invented form, or an assembly of 
parts; it is to accumulate stock, to invent form, to assemble parts, and to 
energize production. To be real is not simply to be actually present in time; 
it is to be committed to spending time. To be real is to promise and to af-
fect what is actually present through such promise. One may even propose 
that to be real is not simply to be real. Te Parmenidean tautology must 
be broken open and must remain in suspension. To be real is to be not 
yet real; it is not yet to have become what one is. Reality is invariably an 
object of credit. Such is the reality of the metaphysics of money; such is 
the reality of modern metaphysics—a metaphysics that promises far more 
than it delivers.

w e a l t h  a n d  p o w e r

Such metaphysical considerations can inform a critical perspective on 
wealth. Wealth is fundamentally misunderstood when it is delimited to that 
which can be exchanged for money. We have considered wealth in terms of 
the production of capital: the accumulation of stock, the invention of forms, 
the assembly of parts, the energizing of production, and the provision of 
care or nutrition. Tese are metaphysical categories—perhaps somewhat 
tentative and inadequate ones—that have the merit of delineating locality, 
materiality, specifcity, and activity. What matters most, when considering 
the wealth of existence, is particularity, for each particular reality has con-
ditions of production, networks of dependencies, and potentialities that 
are not captured by exchange or substitution. All of the particularities of 
place and time are discounted in the substitution of money for property, 
just as they are discounted when reality is represented in the mind in the 
form of ideas. It is capital itself that can be destroyed in the quest for proft. 
Nevertheless, it is not particularity alone that matters. Any metaphysics 
that concerns itself exclusively with the particularities of matter or the gen-
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eralities of form will be defcient, for capital becomes productive only when 
it is energized, when it is afected by an indeterminate fow of potential 
extracted from other particularities. Similarly, the provision of care and 
nutrition, the expression of desire or evaluation, involve the afrmation of 
the particular by means of that which does not have its particularity delim-
ited in the same way. Energy, desire, time, and evaluation are dimensions 
of capital that are surplus to structuration by means of form. Tey exceed 
simple representation in the imagination. Far from being objects of repre-
sentation, they are what make representation possible.
	 Wealth is therefore made possible by physical energy, human capital, 
and social capital. It is insufcient to denounce the abstractions introduced 
by money in the name of the particularity of life, for life, in its particularity, 
lacks wealth without energy, desire, and credit. Te problem with money 
is not its abstraction as such but the fact that it substitutes for particularity 
instead of investing in it and afrming it. I have noted that money and 
property do not constitute wealth in themselves, since they may quickly 
be spent or exhausted; capital is defned as the means of production that 
has itself been produced. Similarly, particularities do not constitute capi-
tal in themselves, since they may not prove to be productive. Te source 
of wealth lies in physical energy, human capital, and social capital. Here 
again, physical energy is directed by human capital, human capital by social 
capital, and social capital by credit. Credit, a pure fow of belief detached 
from all particularity, is the indispensable source in the creation of wealth. 
At the heart of the generation of wealth, therefore, lies “spiritual” wealth, 
the capacity to determine what is true wealth. Teology, considered a sci-
ence of the distribution of credit, retains an essential role in the creation of 
wealth.
	 God and money are competing sources of credit. Each seeks to deter-
mine the value of values. Yet where God is presumed to have created the 
world as it is, money presumes to transform the world by dismantling and 
exhausting it, if necessary, to generate profts and repay debts. Where God 
presides over a world understood in terms of being or eternal forms, money 
presides over a world understood in terms of becoming or perpetual cre-
ative destruction. Where God embodies the moral virtue of generosity or 
grace, money embodies the moral virtue of honoring one’s contracts and 
paying one’s dues.
	 Te opposition between modern rationality and religion has been a 
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mainstay of modern thought. Indeed, the rejection of sacred rites and arti-
facts, of occult powers, and of traditional obligations is a precondition for 
handling and transforming the world on the basis of evidence. While mod-
ern reason is economical, selecting only for consideration that which can 
be mastered, religion is lavish, spending its time and energy directing atten-
tion beyond material recirculation through oferings, prayer, meditation, 
worship, and renunciation. Indeed, the defning feature of evidence is its 
recirculation, repeatability, and exchangeability. Where modern rationality 
saves time, religion spends it. In saving time, modern rationality merely 
postpones the religious question of spending time. Indeed, by spending 
time in saving time, modern rationality makes an unexamined religious 
commitment to money.
	 One achieves little, however, by restating the opposition between God 
and money or between reason and religion, for what is excluded from con-
sideration by such means is the extent to which political and economic 
life depend on credit. It will be vital to explore the power that they have in 
common. If economic production is supplemented and driven by credit, 
and if sovereign power is supplemented by a political energy or authority, 
then God and money both belong to a metaphysical category that is be-
yond existing structures of representation. We have named this category 
political “energy” or “authority.” It is the constitutive element of a political 
theology.
	 Te supreme embodiments of such energy in the contemporary world 
are God, truth, and money. Tese are the supreme authorities. Anything 
can be done in the name of God, truth, or money. In each case, however, 
this authority is founded on a metaphysical illusion arising from the Par-
menidean tautology. Te structure of this illusion is that “the same thing 
is for thinking and for being.” If God is thought as the Supreme Being, 
then God exceeds all possible thought.13 If truth is thought as simply ob-
jective, then the objectivity of truth exceeds all possible thought. If money 
is treated as the thought that says what it means and means what it says, 
it excludes the signifcance of all other thought. Yet it is not enough to 
turn from metaphysics to belief, grounding political energy in the subject 
as opposed to the object, for the subject itself has no authority over its 
own representations. Te sovereign decrees issued by God, the beliefs or 
decisions enacted by the subject, and the obligations to repay debts en-
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forced by money are embodiments of political “authority” that operate in 
abstract isolation from the feld of conditions in which they are present. 
Te power of reason is not reducible to the power of belief. Te autonomy 
of the sovereign power, like that of the subject, is an illusion that depends 
on the capacity to use money or some other form of credit to command 
cooperation. Money operates in the absence of belief. Te essence of po-
litical authority, like the essence of metaphysics, lies beyond the categories 
of subject and object.
	 Te common power held by God, truth, and money is, in part, a power 
of evocation. Belief in metaphysics, far from being a result of subjective de-
cision or discernment of objective truth, is something that must be evoked. 
Te use of money evokes a metaphysics. For one who seeks to spend or 
acquire money, all things are passive objects of exchange, capable of be-
coming goods and services. All people are sovereign subjects capable of 
entering into contracts at will. All knowledge is science, the capacity to 
efectively realize projects in the world. Similarly, the use of money evokes 
a politics. A sovereign state is required to ensure that contracts are honored 
by means of the use of force; there can be no private property and thus 
no money without public sovereignty. Moreover, any social formations 
that challenge the absolute right of individual sovereignty over property 
are enemies of freedom, democracy, and justice. Te sovereign state that 
supports market relations of contract claims the right to make war on other 
social formations insofar as they threaten property and contracts. Te use 
of money also evokes an ethics, for money may only be spent, invested, 
or given. In regard to spending, money evokes the question, “What do I 
desire?” In regard to investment, money evokes the question, “How can I 
ensure ongoing growth and security?” In regard to giving, money evokes 
the question, “Where are my sympathies?” An ethics of pleasures, anxi-
eties, and sympathies is evoked. Te use of money even evokes a theology. 
Te market rewards the prudent, the self-disciplined, the honest, and the 
keepers of contracts, whereas it punishes the foolish, the profigate, the 
idle, the dishonest, and the disloyal. Te “invisible hand” of the market 
fosters the fourishing of virtue at the expense of vice.14
	 In the case of money, such an evocation of a metaphysics, a politics, 
an ethics, and a theology goes beyond the formation of a perspective re-
inforced by daily practice. Tese evoked potentials do not simply emerge 
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as the religion of the capitalist, for insofar as money is created as debt and 
people, businesses, and governments are enslaved to an increasing spiral of 
debt—or are dependent on others who are so enslaved—then all are under 
an obligation to seek profts to repay debts. All are under an obligation to 
spend or acquire money and to view the world from the perspective of 
one who seeks to spend or acquire money. All political demands must be 
subordinated to the obligation to preserve the stability of a fragile fnancial 
system. Te evoked potential is underwritten by the demand for money 
itself. It is this demand for money that is the true “invisible hand” of the 
market. It is this demand that is the manifestation of the political theology 
of money.
	 Emancipation from global servitude to the fnancial system can come 
only through some reorganization of the institution of money. It may in-
deed be essential that there is some form of political theology, some form 
of distribution of credit. It may not be essential that this is embodied in 
the form of money created as debt in the way that we have known it since 
the founding of the Bank of England. Nevertheless, it is not sufcient that 
one substitute alternative forms of money for the dominant form, for the 
dominant norm has indeed proved itself to be dominant by means of its 
own spiritual power.15 What is required is not simply a new kind of money 
but an institution for the distribution of credit that evokes its own meta-
physics, politics, ethics, and theology.
	 Te Achilles heel of the current fnancial system lies in its own meta-
physical failure, for the metaphysics evoked by the use of money fails to 
disclose the nature of money itself. Money does not say what it does or do 
what it says. Te same thing is not for being and for thinking. Of course, it is 
not enough to declare the truth about money to be set free, for the spiritual 
power of truth may not be as strong as the spiritual power of money. Truth 
does not exist in a vacuum without a metaphysics that gives it determinate 
form. Metaphysics does not take on coherence and consistency without a 
form of life in which it may be embodied. Nevertheless, the critique of the 
institution of money may give some guidance as to the kind of institution 
that may embody a new and efective political theology.
	 Te logic of money therefore inverts the normal relation between 
thought and existence. Money is apparently defned as a tool, an object 
of human control. At the same time it imposes a demand: the demand for 
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money itself. Tose who believe money can do anything for them are the 
ones who may be suspected of doing anything for money. Money evokes 
the spirit of capitalism, expressed in a metaphysics, politics, ethics, and 
theology. Yet although the spirit of capitalism reinforces and intensifes 
both the power of money and the demand for money, it does not by itself 
constitute the source of its power. Similarly, money operates through a 
constitutive illusion: money manifests itself, according to its own evoked 
metaphysics, as an instrument of exchange, unit of account, and store of 
value. It is because money is so lifeless, without power of its own, that its 
power is so great. Nevertheless, this dissimulation does not by itself consti-
tute the sole source of its power. Lacking an alternative political theology, 
an alternative source of authority, the force of money continues to operate 
in the absence of belief.
	 Such a dissimulation does, however, place money in a somewhat para-
doxical position. In regard to its own evoked metaphysics, money is not 
what it appears. Te same thing is not for thinking and for being. In regard 
to credit, however, money is exactly what it appears—the same thing for 
thinking and for being—for money is itself the promise of money, and the 
promise of money counts as money itself. Nevertheless, it is important to 
distinguish between the promise of value and the power and authority of 
that promise. A promise bears no authority unless it is capable of evoking 
trust. Tere is a diference between relative purchasing power, the value that 
is promised, and absolute purchasing power, the power to make promises. 
A rise or fall in absolute purchasing power will, of course, be accompanied 
by a rise or fall in the value of that currency relative to others. Nevertheless, 
the two remain distinct. An ontological diference remains between money 
as an object of thought and credit that bears its own intrinsic power. Since 
the same thing is not for thinking and being, then the power of money lies 
in the mediation between thinking and being.
	 Wherein, therefore, lies the authority of money? Such authority can be 
distinguished into three dimensions. A frst dimension is entirely exterior 
to the promise of money itself. Te promise of money bears authority be-
cause value can indeed be realized through the use of money. Te world is 
shaped through science, technology, and rational management. Yet it will 
only be efectively shaped in this way if money is invested. So not only 
is it necessary that science, technology, and rational management have a 
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bearing on reality; it is also vital that money has a bearing on them. We 
should note the signifcance here of measuring sources of energy such as 
fossil fuels by means of the meter, measuring sources of labor by means of 
the clock, and measuring sources of value by means of bookkeeping. Te 
meter, the clock, and the account book are three crucial inventions that 
mediate the promise of money in the modern world.
	 A second dimension of the power of money is internal to human behav-
ior. Money, as we have seen, erodes the authority of other social formations. 
Te promise of money introduces an interval between the acts of buying 
and selling, just as it introduces an interval into reciprocal obligations. Ten 
the one possessed of money appears to enjoy a sovereign freedom of self-
determination over how money may be spent. Te time between receiving 
and spending money is a moment of absolute irresponsibility, a moment 
of reprieve from social obligations, a moment of forgiveness or absolution. 
Te promise of money brings justifcation by faith. Tere is no necessary 
authority that determines how money is to be spent.
	 It is here that the second dimension of the power of money appears, for 
the moment of sovereign freedom is not without all determination. It is a 
fnite interval: as soon as the money is spent, it is gone. Moreover, since 
the moment of absolution has eroded the force of prior social obligations, 
then the network of social interdependencies to which one returns when 
money is spent is somewhat weaker. Money exercises an entropic force 
on non-market systems of social capital. Hence, the moment of sovereign 
freedom is exposed to the threat of lack of provision once it is all over. Te 
promise of wealth is accompanied by the threat of poverty. Te second 
dimension of the power of money is therefore encountered in the form of 
internal drives: the drive for survival and the drive for power that extends 
the sovereign moment of freedom as far as possible. Tere is also a transfer 
of trust and dependencies from those mediated by other social formations 
to those mediated by the market. Hence, the drive for power may be mani-
fested both as an individual desire for the prolongation of freedom and as 
a social force of marketization, extending market relations to all sectors of 
existence. Similarly, there is the social form of the drive for survival: the 
need to preserve market relations, including the stability of the currency. 
Te individual correlate of this is the need to repay debt to maintain one’s 
credit rating and one’s place in the market.
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	 Te third dimension of the power of money belongs within the internal 
structure of money itself. Te promise of money counts as money itself. 
Te promise of money evokes credit. It is, of course, within the nature 
of a promise to evoke a certain tendency toward trust, especially if the 
contents of the promise can be portrayed vividly in the imagination. Yet 
the evocative power of money goes beyond other promises in that it bears 
its own authority. Such authority consists, frst, in the way in which the 
promise of money counts as money, for although money is a promise of 
value, of satisfed demands, the promise of money does not merely repeat 
the promise at one stage removed. It actually advances the sum promised 
but advances it in the form of money. So while money promises to satisfy 
demands, the actual demand it satisfes frst of all is the demand for money 
itself. In imagination, money can promise all things; in reality, money de-
livers itself. Hence, on the one hand, it appears as though the authority of 
money is grounded in either the endogenous demand for money of the 
market or the exogenous demand for money in the form of taxation re-
quired by the state. On the other hand, there is an intrinsic demand for 
money belonging to money itself. Money may be advanced as an asset in 
the form of credit, a promise of value, as long as that advance is matched by 
a liability in the form of a debt, a promise of money. It is notable that while 
credit, the promise of money, may easily circulate as a means of exchange, 
debt, the liability to pay money, does not circulate in such a way.
	 Money also consists in a perspective, a determinate act of accounting. A 
second intrinsic dimension to the authority of money lies in the authority 
of such a perspective. In accounting, an equivalence can be established 
between an asset and a sum of money. An asset is a promise of money; 
money is the promise of an asset. Yet money is not merely the unit of ac-
count but also the means of payment. To possess or realize the value of an 
asset, it is necessary frst to possess money. So from the synchronic per-
spective of exchange value, the asset and the money are equivalent; from 
the diachronic perspective of acts of contracting and trade, money takes 
priority. In absolute terms, money is the universal means for the realization 
of all other values. So while in relative terms, the demand for the asset and 
the demand for money are equivalent, in absolute terms, the demand for 
money is always more urgent. Moreover, the device of accounting regards 
all things in terms of their exchange value, substituting money in advance 
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as if an exchange has already taken place. To make money, it is necessary 
to balance the books and so regard all things as the promise of money. If 
money promises all things, it is only because all things promise money. Te 
demand for money imposes an evaluating perspective on the world.
	 Te authority of money also rests ultimately within the intrinsic nature 
of its authority as a contract. Tere are endogenous reasons for demanding 
money to pay debts: it is necessary to balance the books and maintain a 
credit rating. Tere are also exogenous reasons, embodied in the power to 
enforce contracts. Yet such agreement on the authority of money is facili-
tated because money bears its own authority. Contracts are enforced by 
culture and state because contracts are deemed to be valuable. If all con-
tracts are measured in terms of money, then money is the conceptual and 
evaluative basis of all other contracts. It is essential to preserve the value 
and power of money to preserve all other contracts. Moreover, money mea-
sures a value that has been agreed by market forces. Since money is in-
volved in all transactions, the pricing of money should be the most secure 
of all prices. Money therefore introduces an evaluative perspective that 
treats money itself as the most secure and valuable standard of comparison. 
Money is the supreme object of credit at the same time that it is the vehicle 
for the transmission of credit. Te authority of money ultimately consists in 
the conjunction between metaphysics, wealth, and power. As credit, money 
is what it says and says what it is—it is the foundation for a perspective. As 
credit, money values money as the supreme value. As credit, money pos-
sesses the authority of an evaluative perspective that efectively realizes its 
aims. Money replaces God as the metaphysical source of truth, value, and 
power.

t h e o l o g y  a n d  c r e d i t

Money is therefore inherently theological because it is a source of the value 
of values. Money is the source of prosperity and freedom. Money has its 
own implicit theology: it is the promise of value on which actual value may 
be advanced; it is the supreme value against which all other values may be 
measured; it is a speculative value whose intrinsic worth awaits demon-
stration; and it is a social obligation demanding that social interaction be 
ordered in accordance with proft and the repayment of debt.
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	 Te purpose of this study has been to assess whether money is a success-
ful candidate for such a source of evaluation. It has been discovered that 
the theology of money expresses an extraordinary ambivalence. Money has 
been assessed against a wider feld of interactions in which it participates. 
In relation to ecological criteria, a concept of capital has been formulated 
as the means of production that has itself been produced. Te value prom-
ised by money opens up possibilities for new capital investment, leading to 
the transformation of modes of production as well as of the ecology of the 
planet. Money does indeed lead to the generation of wealth. Yet the cycle 
of investment is completed by trade—money is substituted for products, 
resources, and capital. Once debt, interest, and proft determine the fows 
of money, then it is only money itself that is counted rather than products, 
capital assets, or resources. Money promises the world but delivers only 
itself. Indeed, the very survival of ecological relations of production is sac-
rifced to the accumulation of money.
	 In relation to political criteria, money promises freedom. Tose who 
possess wealth may be empowered to do as they please; they are emanci-
pated from the constraints of natural necessities and social dependencies. 
Indeed, the promise of such empowerment may enable the provision of all 
kinds of services in exchange, for whoever spends money in the service of 
his or her freedom requires others who are willing to work and serve for 
money. For each empowerment there is also a corresponding servitude, 
whether of workers, of animals, or of productive resources. Moreover, 
wealth, as we have seen, has an intimate relation with democracy. Tose 
who possess wealth are liberated from the constraints of necessity to be 
able to express personal opinions and preferences. At the same time, how-
ever, democracy rests in service to the creation of wealth, for once there is 
no common vision of the good around which society is to be structured, 
the common will concurs on the commonwealth itself. Tere is no higher 
political priority than the provision of economic and monetary stability 
for the purpose of creating wealth. Indeed, the political will of the masses 
must be subordinated to the demands of a fragile monetary system. Money 
promises freedom and democracy but delivers only itself. Indeed, political 
freedom is sacrifced to the accumulation of money.
	 In relation to theology, money must be assessed against criteria of spiri-
tual wealth. Money possesses an extraordinary power of realization. Where 
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God is thought to create and maintain the world through his divine power, 
people are able to adapt and transform the world through money. Where 
God requires submission of the soul to his will, money submits itself to 
the will of the soul. Where God may serve as a basis for common consent 
and action only for those who truly believe, money may serve as a basis 
for common consent and action for those who share no belief apart from 
the efcacy of money. As the means of access to all other goals produced 
by collective action, money posits itself as the supreme value. It therefore 
evacuates all other values of signifcance and efectiveness. Te opposition 
between the religion of money and traditional religions is not necessarily 
a direct opposition within the sphere of meaning. Religious devotion is 
widely regarded as being compatible with the creation of fnancial wealth. 
What money discloses, however, is the power of credit itself. If traditional 
religions have found themselves impotent in the face of money, whether 
they endorse it or condemn it, this is because money has a superior power 
of attracting credit. Money surpasses other religions through the power of 
efectiveness itself.
	 As a consequence, therefore, the implicit theology present in the reli-
gion of money cannot simply be judged and condemned in the name of 
true spiritual wealth. Money calls prior understandings of such wealth into 
question, for there is a theological model of power implicit in such under-
standings of wealth: it is assumed that an understanding of spiritual wealth 
can simply be actualized by the sovereign decrees of the divine being or by 
the sovereign decrees of human subjects devoted to such a vision of spiri-
tual wealth. Yet the efectiveness of money has surpassed such sovereign 
power without claiming any power for itself. Similarly, the power of money 
cannot simply be curbed by state legislation, for money is the source of 
the prosperity and power of any state. Te modern state could not exist 
without money. Te sovereignty of the state, like the sovereignty of the 
democratic subject, is an illusion borne of selectivity in representation. It 
is necessary to respond to prevailing conditions, including conditions for 
the maintenance and enhancement of credit. Likewise, it is insufcient to 
denounce the illusions of global capitalism in the name of values grounded 
in life, health, and sustainability, for the very conditions of life are no longer 
grounded in resources alone. Material capital must be supplemented by 
physical energy, human capital, and social capital. Credit is an irreducible 
power present in production, in politics, and even in religion.
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	 Te signifcance of the theology of money, therefore, goes far beyond 
that of assessing the underlying infrastructure of global capitalism. Tra-
ditional theology, politics, and common sense have clashed with global 
capitalism and been found wanting in efective power. Nevertheless, one 
should not capitulate before the predatory, destructive, and nihilistic force 
of unfettered global capital. By contrast, it will be necessary to draw on the 
theology of money to revise and deepen our understanding of theology, of 
politics, and even of reason itself, for in somewhat diverse ways, modern 
theology, politics, and reason have been dependent on a notion of power 
that is now called into question by the theology of money. According to 
a dominant theological conception of power, power resides in the realm 
of ideas. Such ideas are actualized by an act of sovereign will. To shape 
reality appropriately, therefore, humans are understood by analogy with 
this model of the divine creator. It is essential to formulate the correct 
ideas before attempting to actualize them. All ongoing processes may be 
critically assessed in relation to ideas thought to be true. Power results from 
the apparent mastery that the subject holds over ideas represented in the 
mind. Yet the power of money is not of this nature. For any idea to be actu-
alized in a determinate process, it is not sufcient that it be submitted to 
sovereign decree. Instead, the cooperation of a diverse range of material 
and social processes must be invoked, including supplies of physical energy 
and credit. Te appearance of mastery within the mind results from selec-
tivity, from the direction of attention to certain representations. In reality, 
far from this adding to the power of the mind and granting it sovereignty, 
selectivity is merely an expression of the mind’s impotence. Te source for 
a broader conception of the mind’s power does not come from inside the 
mind itself but from the very basis that makes cooperation possible. Money, 
as a political body, possesses this spiritual power in the form of credit. It 
will be necessary to determine the nature of such spiritual power.
	 Te ambivalence of the theology of money comes down to this: on the 
one hand, money expresses an extraordinary power of efectiveness; on the 
other hand, money institutes an autonomous fnancial system of debt and 
credit that efectively drives economic behavior without leaving any scope 
for real evaluations. Te system of profts and debts seems independent of 
any evaluations about how one may wish the world to be. Accounting is a 
moral practice that lacks all moral compass. Economics is divorced from 
theology. As a result, the generation of profts is accompanied by the gen-
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eration of debts; the creation of new productive capital is accompanied by 
the consumption and destruction of existing resources. Social cooperation 
is established through money at the expense of existing structures of social 
dependence, provision, and care.
	 In constructing the collective framework of trust in which economic 
activity can take place, religion makes an indispensable contribution to the 
production of capital in the rare and specifc form of credit. It is the nature 
and function of money that discloses this social role at the same time that 
money itself comes to occupy it. Tere is no need to oppose the projected 
world of religion and metaphysics to the immanent world of material par-
ticularity. Te object and source of credit, in the form of time, attention, 
and devotion, belongs to this world just as much as money does. Indeed, in 
a strange way, money is not only in opposition to God; it also discloses the 
signifcance and role of a source of the value of values. Perhaps one may 
reach a more complete understanding of what theology is and can be after 
considering a theology of money.
	 A revolution is required in the felds of religion, politics, and reason 
or metaphysics. Te essence of the divine, of the political, and of being 
needs to be rethought apart from the categories of objectivity, in terms 
of an exchangeable product, as well as apart from the categories of sub-
jectivity, in terms of freedom or desire. While it would be vain to imagine 
that a true and perfect ontology can ever be attained in human thought, it 
is possible to begin to build a more adequate ontology from the oversights 
embodied within the theology of money. Being has ecological dimensions: 
the essence of a thing is conditioned by a set of exterior relations. Being 
also has temporal dimensions: the essence of a thing is determined by its 
transformation and orientation during the course of time. In addition, 
being has a spiritual dimension: the essence of a thing is dependent on the 
degree of credit that is invested within it and that it, in turn, may invest 
elsewhere. Similarly, a political will is only as signifcant as the powers that 
cooperate with it. Its nature is determined by its orientation in time. Te 
will to continue in existence, to accumulate power, or to pay back debt are 
fundamentally diferent orientations in time. Moreover, political wills are 
not autonomous, but they are efectively called into being by the condi-
tions that make them possible. Te desire for God is given by revelation; 
the desire for truth is given by science; and the desire for money is given by 
the possibility of trade, investment, or speculation.
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	 It is precisely such dimensions that are obscured by the institution of 
money. Money calls into being an objectivist epistemology as well as an 
unfettered desire for freedom. As the universal representation of value, 
money substitutes itself for real relations of dependence and production, 
replacing existing ecological relations with purely economic ones medi-
ated by money. As the objectifcation of contract, money naturalizes the 
sovereign power to treat one’s property as one pleases, neglecting external 
relations and dependencies. As the unit of accounting, money counts only 
those values that have an agreed market price, neglecting to measure the 
surplus of credit that attaches to economic opportunities.
	 Te metaphysics of money, constructed from exchange value, contract, 
and accounting, may be replaced by a metaphysics of credit. Credit gives 
a better account not only of the nature of money, but also of the nature of 
being, of politics, and of religion, for credit is always invested. It only has 
exterior relations. Moreover, credit is invested not in what something is, 
but in what it may become. Credit is a temporal orientation. Furthermore, 
credit does not have its power within itself; credit granted is only as valu-
able as the credit that is invested in the source of credit.
	 It will be necessary to separate money as the instrument of contracts 
from credit as the bearer of evaluation, for money may only be spent, in-
vested, or given away. Each of these uses is in competition with the others. 
Money evokes an ethics grounded in rivalry between desires, anxieties, and 
sympathies. As such, the institution of money breeds individualism. An 
efective evaluation is displaced by the more emotive consideration of plea-
sures, security, and demands. With credit as a bearer of evaluation, by con-
trast, the subject is placed in an entirely diferent position. What is worthy 
of investment that is, at present, undervalued? What has the potential to 
emerge as a powerful source of value? How can I advance my reputation 
and infuence as a judicious, responsible, and careful investor? Te question 
of the value of values comes to take priority over immediate self-interest.
	 Such a distribution of credit may function as a fusion of the economic 
and the political. True political power is not an object to be accumulated or 
possessed, like money, but a spiritual culture or environment in which one 
may dwell. Where the freedom purchased by money is always relative, since 
one person’s power to demand is always another person’s need to serve, 
true political authority is a measure of cooperation. Such cooperation may 
function in independence of consensus or agreement.
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	 It is beyond the scope of this study to construct an entirely new epis-
temology, metaphysics, or politics based on credit. I have merely indi-
cated that these are necessary. It is possible, however, to bring to mind the 
commitments of time, attention, and devotion required by determinate 
practices involving credit. Te questions “What is money?” and “What is 
credit?” remain premature, since the problems of metaphysics are as yet 
unresolved. Te theological questions are much simpler. What is the price 
of credit? What must be given to foster a culture of credit that will evoke 
a new metaphysics, politics, and ethics? Answering these questions is the 
task for the future.
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T h e  P r i c e  o f  C r e d i t

St.  Francis  of  Paola , who attempted to restore the Franciscan 
order to its life of voluntary poverty, was once ofered a bag of gold by 
King Ferdinand I for his traveling expenses in Naples. He refused, claim-
ing it was the price of the blood of the king’s subjects. To demonstrate his 
point, he broke one of the gold pieces in half. Several drops of blood fell 
from the broken coin.1
	 Te association between money and blood derives from the Gospel of 
Matthew. Te chief priests refused Judas Iscariot’s return ofering of the 
thirty pieces of silver, the price of Christ’s betrayal, thrown down in the 
temple. Te coins were too impure to be placed in the treasury and were 
used instead to purchase a burial ground for foreigners. John Ruskin was 
later to refect: “We do great injustice to Iscariot, in thinking him wicked 
above all common wickedness. He was only a common money-lover, and, 
like all money-lovers, did not understand Christ;—could not make out 
the worth of Him or the meaning of Him. He never thought He would be 
killed. He was horror-struck when he found that Christ would be killed; 
threw his money away instantly, and hanged himself. How many of our 
present money-seekers, think you, would have the grace to hang them-
selves, whoever was killed?”2

t h e  m e r c h a n t  o f  v e n i c e

Bassanio has run up numerous debts through living beyond his means. He 
conceives a speculative venture to clear his debts: to marry the fair and 
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wealthy heiress Portia. Yet he needs to borrow even more to give himself 
the appearance of wealth to be in a position to press his suit. He turns to 
his chief creditor, Antonio, for a further loan that, if his suit is successful, 
may lead to the repayment of all his debts. Because Bassanio is obligated 
by debt, one suspects that nothing is sincere about his love, whether for 
Portia or Antonio. Surprisingly, Antonio places his purse, person, and “ex-
tremest means” at Bassanio’s service. Is this Antonio’s only hope to recover 
his money? Does he have faith in Bassanio’s plan?
	 Antonio’s means are temporarily tied up in seafaring ventures. Yet he, 
unlike Bassanio, has good credit. He will stand surety for a loan from some 
other source. Shylock will lend the money, but only at interest. Yet Shy-
lock hates Antonio for regularly lending money without interest, bringing 
down the rate of interest in Venice. Antonio, in turn, despises Shylock for 
his practice of usury. Given this dispute over usury, the bond agreed is one 
between enemies: the forfeit of a pound of fesh, to be taken from the heart. 
Bassanio hesitates, but Antonio willingly agrees. Does he wish to teach his 
friend the price of love?
	 Shylock’s ducats are derived from usury. For Antonio, they already 
contain the price of blood. Yet whenever money is lent on credit, there is 
always a Bassanio, an Antonio, and a Shylock.3 Tere is always one who ap-
propriates an asset to be spent, one who is liable for the return of the loan, 
and one who provides the loan from reserves. Whenever money is created 
as debt, there is one who spends, one who is obligated, and one to whom 
an obligation is due. Antonio indulges Bassanio in a speculative venture, 
an afair of the heart. What friend or parent would begrudge the same? Yet 
if Bassanio’s money embodies desire and liberty, Antonio’s bond is also 
an afair of the heart—a pound of its fesh. Antonio himself is mortgaged, 
pledged to death. Shylock, in turn, may have confdence in his enemy 
because of this power he exercises over his fesh. If Antonio refuses Shy-
lock’s friendship, cooperation can still be ensured by means of their bond. 
Bassanio will spend that very bond of Antonio’s heart. It is the same the 
world over. Whenever money is created as debt, such money is the pledge 
of someone’s life and liberty. If credit money is frozen desire and coined 
liberty, it is also contracted servitude. Who, then, is the cruelest: Shylock, 
in demanding justice from an enemy, or Bassanio, in so using the loyalty of 
a friend in an amorous adventure?
	 Portia’s hand and love are to be won by the artifce of selecting one of 
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three chests that contains her likeness. Each is inscribed with a motto ex-
pressing a principle of selection or a motive for love. On the gold chest is 
inscribed, “Who chooseth me, shall gain what many men desire.” If gold 
symbolizes money, the inscription expresses the principle of mimesis by 
which money retains its value—money is valued because others also value 
it and accept it in exchange. Tis is a poor principle to serve as a basis for 
love. If one merely desires what others desire, one’s love is likely to be 
fckle. On the silver chest is inscribed, “Who chooseth me, shall get as much 
as he deserves.” If silver symbolizes money, the inscription expresses the 
value of justice by which money retains its value—money holds value if a 
fair price is given in exchange. Tis is once more a poor principle to serve 
as a basis for love. Why desire that which has equivalent worth to what 
one already has? On the lead chest, chosen not by any rich suitor but only 
by the indebted Bassanio, is inscribed, “Who chooseth me, must give and 
hazard all he has.” Such is the risk to be undertaken in marriage; such is 
the risk undertaken by Portia herself. Such, also, is the nature of the bond 
Antonio undertakes for Bassanio. Such is the nature of money created on 
credit. Nevertheless, an important distinction can be made here. It is one 
thing to risk one’s death, like Antonio, in a heroic gesture of self-sacrifce 
made in a rash instant of decision. It is another to give one’s life to someone 
in an ongoing act of commitment that is renewed daily. Perhaps here lies 
the greater hazard: to risk one’s life, as do Bassanio and Portia, rather than 
to risk one’s death. Perhaps Bassanio’s speculative venture is a more serious 
matter than Antonio’s brush with death.
	 Hobbes’s analogy of money as the blood of the body politic was perhaps 
more apt than he knew.4 Te circulation of such a currency in fesh and 
blood—whether as love or money—is expressed no more poignantly than 
in Bassanio’s insight into the true signifcance of the letter announcing the 
wreck of all of Antonio’s ships:

Here is a letter, lady,
Te paper as the body of my friend,
And every word in it a gaping wound,
Issuing lifeblood.5

Once the “veil of money” is removed, there stands not mere imitation or 
barter exchange or private property but a sacrament of fesh and blood. 
Credit, contract, law, sacrifce, and love are theological matters. Each note 
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of paper money, each electronic bank record, distributes the sacrifcial 
power of the pledged fesh and blood on which it is written.
	 So to the dénouement. Te loan not repaid, Shylock demands his pound 
of fesh. Te duke is powerless to overrule the bond. To do so would set 
a precedent that would undermine all future contracts in the city and so 
undermines its entire wealth. Sovereign power becomes dependent on 
credit. Te duke, like Antonio, can only appeal to the merits of mercy. 
Shylock refuses ofers from the quickly wed and newly rich Bassanio of 
twice or thrice the original sum. It is no longer a matter of money; it is a 
personal afair of the heart. It has been said that Shylock acts irrationally, 
rejecting the modern calculus of utility.6 It has been said that Shylock be-
longs within the ancient social structure of gift and vendetta rather than 
the modern social structure of money and exchange.7 Yet perhaps Shylock 
is more modern than he appears, for he chooses to demonstrate the su-
perior power of impersonal contract over the personal relation of mercy. 
Despised and excluded from the bonds of friendship (Antonio has refused 
amicable terms prior to the agreement of the bond, whether from motives 
of objections to usury, anti-Judaism, or anti-Semitism), Shylock has to 
appeal to the one power—that of contract and justice—that preserves his 
place in society. As a despised Jew and usurer, he cannot place his faith in 
mercy. He, like the duke, is bound. Only public justice based on written 
law can protect him, so he chooses to place his faith in enactment of the 
letter of the law.
	 Portia, disguised as a doctor of the law, proclaims the theological merits 
of Christian mercy over against Jewish justice. In the course of justice, no 
one would see salvation, so Christians pray for mercy. Portia proceeds to 
demonstrate this point by appealing to the letter of the law herself: in cut-
ting a pound of fesh from Antonio’s heart, Shylock is to take no more or 
less or to spill any drop of blood. Moreover, in seeking his pound of fesh, 
Shylock is found guilty of seeking the life of a citizen. Framed for seeking 
justice, Shylock is then treated to a display of Christian mercy and forced 
to convert. In triumphalist Christian supersessionism, the law is upheld at 
the same time that the bond is abrogated. Te Christian polity is defended 
against the threat of Jewish usury, as well as against the threat of moder-
nity. Forgiveness is proclaimed as the supreme virtue of theological sover-
eignty:
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​’Tis mightiest in the mightiest, it becomes
Te thronèd monarch better than his crown.
His sceptre shows the force of temporal power,
Te attribute to awe and majesty,
Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings;
But mercy is above this sceptred sway,
It is enthroned in the hearts of kings,
It is an attribute to God himself,
And earthly power doth then show likest God’s
When mercy seasons justice.8

Mercy is what the duke longs for yet cannot achieve, for mercy dissolves 
the credibility of sovereignty. It is not simply the duke’s own credibility that 
is at stake; it is the credibility of sovereignty as such, the credit of the politi-
cal body, the principle on which all contract is based. If Portia praises the 
divinity of mercy, such mercy is the prerogative of an absolute sovereign 
whose credibility knows no bounds. When mercy is enthroned in the heart 
of sovereignty, the scepter of sovereign power holds unbounded sway.
	 Te fgure who may be contrasted most sharply with Shylock, therefore, 
is not the duke or Portia or Antonio, for each insists on the letter of the 
law. Portia’s mercy toward her new husband, Bassanio, in forgiving him the 
gift of their wedding ring to the doctor of the law, is matched equally with 
her cruelty in demanding from Bassanio, when disguised as the doctor of 
the law, the wedding ring that she has forced him to promise never to give 
away. One fgure external to the play itself who contrasts sharply with Shy-
lock is holy Judas Iscariot, who willingly gives up what is his by right—his 
money and his life. It is Iscariot who renounces the power of contract. It 
is Iscariot who sacrifces all credibility, along with his money and life, in 
a futile and uneconomic gesture that achieves nothing. It is Iscariot who 
knows the true meaning of mercy. He sacrifces all for some vague sense of 
honor and justice. What Iscariot fnds intolerable is the condition of moral 
debt. He would rather die than live on in shame. Yet in the sacrifce of sov-
ereign power, of credibility, of money, and of life, may one catch a glimpse 
of a diferent power of credit?
	 From the play, it is Bassanio who ventures all that he has. It is Bassanio 
whose debts solicit the care of his creditor, Antonio. It is Bassanio who in-
stigates the forming of bonds. It is Bassanio who, lacking credit in himself, 
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inspires credit in others. It is Bassanio who ofers multiples of the sum of 
the original bond to save Antonio. It is Bassanio who betrays the bond of 
his promise never to part with Portia’s ring. Might it not be Bassanio who 
understands the truly divine power of mercy? Might mercy not be manifest 
in the taking on of debt?

t h e  b a n k  o f  e n g l a n d

Te problem of the creation of capitalist credit money is that of how pri-
vate contracts of credit and debt may come to circulate freely, apart from 
their authors, as public money. It is, of course, essential that oral contracts, 
as agreed before a notary and witnesses, be replaced by written contracts 
containing all the agreed details. Alternatively, circulation can occur at the 
same place that the contract is agreed by means of a transfer between bank 
accounts. Te merchant’s bill of exchange was designed to fulfll such re-
quirements. Te bank note achieves the same aim. Te problem, then, is 
how one can guarantee that a bank has sufcient reserves to meet all such 
liabilities. Money is worth only as much as the bank that guarantees its 
value. As the early economist Charles Davenant explained in 1682:

Of all beings that have existence in the minds of men, nothing is more fantastical 
and nice than Credit; it is never to be forced; it hangs upon opinion, it depends 
upon our passions of hope and fear; it comes many times unsought for, and often 
goes away without reason, and when once lost, is hardly to be quite recovered. . . . 
[And] no trading nation ever did subsist and carry on its business by real stock; 
. . . trust and confdence in each other are as necessary to link and hold people 
together as obedience, love, friendship, or the intercourse of speech.9

	 Te network of private credit is always a fragile business. Most early 
attempts to issue banknotes ended in failure. A loss of confdence can lead 
to a run on the bank; default on a loan may lead to other defaults farther 
down the chain. Moreover, since credit is always an anticipation of wealth, 
there is never enough wealth present to repay all loans in a network of pri-
vate credit. Anyone, however prudent or prosperous, may be caught with 
cash-fow problems in a network of private credit. In England in the 1580s, 
litigations for default on contracts are believed to have numbered in excess 
of one million per year—one for each family in the country.10 Te remains 
of the feudal network of personal loyalties and obligations must have col-
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lapsed in the rancor of default and litigation. Such dissolution of the social 
order paved the way for the revolutions of the following century and the 
eventual advent of capitalism and globalization.
	 Given the interdependence of credit, its circulation depends ultimately 
on the presence of a reliable debtor of last resort. Such is the manifestation 
of a rather diferent kind of sovereignty: it is the power of an Antonio rather 
than the power of a duke. If the Bank of England took the role of lender of 
last resort, this was possible only because the newly emerging nation-state 
took on the role of debtor.11 Te English monarch seemed especially ill-
suited to such a role. Deriving income from essentially private obligations, 
patronage, and demesne revenues, the monarch was also charged with the 
expensive public business of waging war. Te interests of Parliament, given 
the authority to raise extraordinary taxes for war, were not always conso-
nant with those of the monarchy. Indeed, the history of the seventeenth 
century was a story of the opposition and compromise of the king and Par-
liament. When Charles II threatened an unpopular war against the Protes-
tant Dutch in 1672, insufcient fnancial support from Parliament led to the 
Stop on the Exchequer and default on existing loans. Tis was sufcient to 
deter potential lenders, so weakening the monarchy and culminating in the 
Glorious Revolution of 1688, in which Parliament efectively seized power 
once more and deposed James II. Te newly appointed sovereign, William 
of Orange, was deliberately awarded insufcient revenue by Parliament so 
that his debt would become public and national and his actions would be 
kept under Parliament’s control.
	 More than a hundred schemes were proposed to manage public fnances 
in the seventeenth century. Te scheme adopted was the Bank of England.12 
A permanent loan of 1.2 million pounds was raised by public subscription, 
with the promise of a return in interest of 8 percent per annum. In return, 
this private bank was given a monopoly on bills of exchange that formerly 
had been heavily regulated and taxed. Since the reserves of the bank were 
guaranteed by future taxation, the bank itself became the lender of last 
resort. Te most sought-after promise to pay was that of the state to its 
creditors. Te Bank held good credit because its income stream could be 
derived from taxation.13 Te threat of default was over.14 Te terms of the 
settlement were regulated by Parliament. While the state was fnancially in-
debted to its creditors, the creditors were politically indebted to the state: 
they had a vested interest in its health and continuation.15 England was able 
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to establish its military and trading predominance, in competition princi-
pally with France, by means of the fnancial revolution.16 Te state could 
enforce the payment of taxes; the Bank’s creditors were given a secure in-
come stream; and merchants could increase trade by means of reliable bills 
of exchange. While the institutional nexus was a four-way social relation, 
consisting of taxpayers, state, rentiers and merchants,17 it was overseen by 
Parliament, which represented the interests of the landowning and mer-
chant classes. If the national debt became public at the same time as the 
nation-state and paper currency, this is because the “public” consisted of 
the trading classes and their concern for mutual class interest. It was their 
self-regulation that constituted their sovereignty.
	 Te move toward trustworthiness and self-regulation as public and com-
munal virtues, rather than private commitments in which one distinguishes 
between friend and stranger, were cultural innovations. No doubt they 
were aided by the individualist Puritan ethic in which personal conduct be-
came the site of self-examination in place of personal relations, bonds, and 
obligations. No doubt such a culture was fostered by public representation 
through drama, ballads, and poetry:18 Te Merchant of Venice itself, in which 
the show of commitment, loyalty, and honor is converted into the actuality 
of commitment, loyalty, and honor, may have been both agent and signal 
of such a cultural shift. Te play turns the Christian virtues of mercy, self-
sacrifce, and fdelity into public virtues. No doubt, the increasing use of 
practices of bookkeeping also fostered a public culture of self-regulation 
and probity.
	 It is therefore a matter of little surprise that contemporary Bank of Eng-
land notes may contain, on the reverse side to the head of the monarch, the 
head of William Shakespeare; or Isaac Newton, master of the Royal Mint 
for twenty-six years; or Adam Smith; or Charles Darwin, whose theory 
of natural selection was heavily infuenced by Tomas Malthus and the 
character of economic life in eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century 
Britain. Such notes represent a fusion of sovereignty with the economic 
power of credit. Te bearer of such a note may command sovereign power 
over those who are willing to serve the bearer’s needs. People become will-
ing servants in return for a brief chance to exercise such power. Credit may 
be the supreme sovereign power, but it can be exercised only insofar as it 
circulates. Money is the blood of the body politic.
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	 Nevertheless, there is one respect in which the Glorious Revolution re-
mains incomplete: distributed sovereignty is partial. Te fragility of the 
relations of credit, even when secured by a central bank in a prosperous 
economy, admits little mercy. Credit is inherently a public, not a private, 
matter. One person’s default may lead to a collapse of the entire system. 
With the public interest to be upheld, the sovereign power of mercy is held 
by no one. Te regulators of the economic system have to act as the duke, 
awarding a pound of fesh to any Shylock who rightfully demands it. Sov-
ereignty is bound in chains. Economics becomes divorced from ethics in 
the very act of considering the commonwealth. Te divorce between poli-
tics and theology, typifed by Martin Luther’s distinction between the two 
kingdoms and John Locke’s distinction between the public commonwealth 
and the private and voluntary worship of God,19 is a necessary efect of the 
sovereignty of public credit. Ultimately, we all become Shylock, demand-
ing our pound of fesh.

s o v e r e i g n t y

Te signifcance of the Glorious Revolution and its subsequent dispersal 
of sovereignty via the Bank of England can be grasped only when the na-
ture of such sovereignty itself is clarifed. Medieval sovereignty emerged 
not from social contract but from war. War can be considered in physical 
terms of force and violence; war can also be considered in legal terms as 
the declaration of a suspension of peace due to the presence of a named 
and identifed enemy. Yet war can also be considered in theological terms: 
for what cause is it worth pledging one’s own fesh and blood? One fghts 
and dies for “king and country.” Tis pledge of ultimate commitment to 
a cause that exceeds life and death in signifcance may be considered the 
defning gesture of the religious.20 Here one stands on ground that is be-
yond the merely moral. In the act of self-sacrifce, one gives more than 
one receives. All equity, reciprocity, or justice is excluded. We can, in this 
way, understand sovereignty as an essentially theological concept. Where 
fundamental political divisions derive from the real possibility of actually 
killing,21 fundamental theological commitments are expressed in the real 
possibility of actually dying.
	 Te sovereign, of course, is charged with executing law and justice. Con-
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fict may be mediated by moderation and measurement, in the exercise of 
justice, to establish the possibility of cooperation. Te sovereign’s word is 
law not merely because it is enforced by the threat of violence,22 or because 
the sovereign may risk his life in the prosecution of war for the sake of the 
people, but because the soldiers and servants of the monarch are willing 
to risk their lives to preserve and enhance the authority of the monarchy. 
Such authority consists in the fesh and blood that may be given for it. Te 
energy of the political is a sacred—indeed, sacrifcial—energy.
	 It is therefore important to regard sovereignty as an institutional form 
that resolves a range of fundamental problems. Tere is the theological 
problem: what is worth the pledging of one’s fesh and blood? Tere is the 
political problem: how is confict—the real possibility of violence that is 
made all the more dangerous by the pledging of fesh and blood—to be 
mediated to become cooperation? How may potential opponents be in-
corporated into the same body? Tere is also an economic problem: how 
is wealth, the benefts accrued through cooperation achieved through the 
pledging of fesh and blood, to be distributed? What is worthy of credit and 
investment, in other words: the pledging of time, attention, and devotion 
or the pledging of fesh and blood? Here the economic problem fuses with 
the theological problem. Life may be valued only through a pledge of life; 
all such pledges are ultimately a pledge to the death. If such questions are 
not addressed, then the whole of economic and political confict, whether 
historical or contemporary, becomes incomprehensible. More fundamen-
tal than the division of labor or the confict of class or ethnic interests is 
the confict of religious commitments. Any attempt to comprehend human 
life in terms drawn purely from within the sphere of life, whether the ratio-
nal calculus of ends or the raging of the passions, whether production and 
exchange or the confict of interests, whether biological conditions or the 
development of cultures, is doomed to failure. For homo religiosus will sacri-
fce reason and passion, wealth and politics, nature and culture for the sake 
of what stands in place of the divine.
	 Te question then emerges of what happens to sovereignty and political 
theology when it is dispersed and democratized.23 Te original subscribers 
to the Bank of England in 1694 were willing to risk a portion of their sub-
stance or wealth for the sake of a secure income. Since the investment was 
managed by the Bank, there was little real sacrifce of life and time. King 
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William III had to stake the credibility of the monarchy on its ability to 
claim and collect taxes. Tis, again, is hardly a matter of hazarding his fesh 
and blood. By contrast, it was the citizens who gave a portion of their work-
ing lives, their income, and their pleasures in the form of taxes. While the 
payment of taxes may not always be a matter of life and death, comparable 
to the commitment of military service, it remains a matter of fesh and 
blood insofar as the fruits of inheritance, trade, or labor are devoted to 
paying taxes.
	 Te situation is little changed when we consider money created as debt. 
According to Georg Friedrich Knapp’s state theory of the origins of money, 
the value of money is assured by the decree that money is acceptable for 
the payment of taxes.24 In a similar way, the value of credit money is as-
sured by the fact that it is acceptable for the payment of interest and the 
repayment of debt. Te Bank of England succeeded in forming a hybrid 
of two separate means of payment: the coin of the realm, acceptable as 
payment for taxes and in use as a unit of account for the measure of prices, 
and the bill of exchange, acceptable for the payment of merchants’ debts 
and so an instrument of credit.25 Te coin of the realm, like the bill of 
exchange, was merely a token of value, whether that value was reserved 
in the metallic content of the coin, the vault of a bank, or the promise of 
some future undertaking. Of course, the assets of a central bank have to be 
secured by a rate of interest, by the security of borrowers from the bank, 
and by its reserves.26 Yet beneath such contractual claims to property, the 
value of the reserves is ultimately guaranteed by the sacrifcial pledge by 
the state of the lives of its citizens. Te value of the Bank of England note, 
guaranteed by future taxation, consisted in its power as a promise. On the 
one hand, its value was bought by the sacrifces of taxpayers. On the other 
hand, its value was bought by all those who borrowed from the Bank for 
their merchant ventures. Te same duality is to be observed in Antonio’s 
bond: on the one hand, the pound of his fesh; on the other hand, the secu-
rity of his seafaring ventures, in which the fesh and blood of his sailors was 
staked against the risk of possible shipwreck. When one comes to consider 
who ultimately staked their fesh and blood to ensure the proftability of 
the ventures undertaken by the eighteenth-century English merchants who 
profted most from the new credit economy, one quickly comes to sailors, 
Irish navvies, and African slaves.
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	 Te credit economy is a network of contracted servitude. It may not 
always be the case that fesh and blood is sacrifced for sovereign, for na-
tion, or for religion, although such sacrifces show few signs of abating. Te 
contemporary call may be to sacrifce one’s life for freedom, democracy, 
civilization, and development. Such values are often treated uncritically 
because they are regarded with a religious awe. While taxation remains a 
major dynamic force in the contemporary economy, contributing to proft 
in order to pay debts is accelerating in magnitude. Contracted servitude is 
the condition of all borrowers, whether householders, corporations, gov-
ernments, or highly leveraged speculators. Whenever one spends money, 
one spends a portion of the substance, wealth, and life of those who have 
undertaken loans. Yet the value of money is also backed by proftability, 
including the drudge of labor in sweatshops and factories, the exclusion 
from the formal economy of those who are not employed proftably, the 
consumption of natural resources, and the erosion of ecosystems and soci-
eties. Te value of money is still paid for in fesh and blood.
	 What, then, is fesh and blood sacrifced for in the global economy? It is 
hardly the case that one willingly gives one’s life so that interest may accrue 
to the banks. Instead, one gives one’s life to enjoy that sovereign moment 
of freedom, that moment when circulation stops, when one has money in 
one’s pocket, one’s bank account, or behind one’s credit card. One gives 
one’s life to others so that one may, in turn, hold that sacred, sovereign 
power in one’s hand. It is a power that causes others to provide for one’s 
needs and desires with goods and services. Money exercises the sovereign 
power of command. Te one who ofers money, whether as a consumer or 
as an employer, exercises sovereignty. Just as people, regardless of political 
opinions or personal preferences, used to serve the monarch out of reli-
gious obligation to the divine right of kings, one serves customers or em-
ployers not through any belief in their merits but because of the religious 
obligation to money. In the fnal analysis, it is only debt itself that exercises 
sovereign power. Yet those who undertake debts, who underwrite the value 
of money in their own fesh and blood, are those who exercise the divine 
power of credit.
	 Democracy, then, remains an illusion. While the sacred authority of 
money may pass through anyone’s hands, its presence rarely lasts. It is con-
tract and debt that endure. Time, attention, and devotion are committed to 
fulflling contracts, keeping accounts, and maintaining the value of money. 
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Te physical expression of worship and devotion has mutated from the 
ofering, through the tithe and the tax, to the interest payment. One ofers 
one’s life and death for the sake of money—whether the chance to one day 
possess it or to guarantee its continued authority. Te modern age is by no 
means impious. It has a political theology of money.27

p o s i n g  t h e  p r o b l e m

Te current global economic system is based on concepts of property, lib-
erty, and money. Economic activity, moral and legal evaluation, and credit 
and aspiration are founded on these concepts. Such concepts are abstrac-
tions, cut of from ecological networks of capital, political forces of obli-
gation, and religious networks of credit. Each functions as a support in the 
composition of the others. Taken together, they obscure and obstruct the 
efective distribution of nutrition, attention, and devotion.
	 Te founding principles of economic life can no longer be considered 
to be the preservation of property and the enforcement of contract. More 
signifcant than these is the underlying principle from which property and 
contract derive. Te founding principle of economic life is the maintenance, 
accumulation, invention, and construction of capital. Capital is conceived 
here apart from property, liberty, and money as the means of production 
that has itself been produced. It includes physical capital, human capital, 
social capital, and dynamic capital.
	 Te founding principle of political life can no longer be considered to 
be liberty. More signifcant than this is the underlying principle from which 
liberty derives. It matters above all else that evaluations are truly valuable 
and actually efective. Desire is conceived here apart from property, liberty, 
and money as the expression of an evaluation that must itself be evalu-
ated.
	 Te founding principles of spiritual life can no longer be considered to 
be the accumulation of profts or the repayment of debts. More signifcant 
than these is the underlying principle from which proft and debt arise. Te 
founding principle of spiritual life is the investment of credit in that which 
deserves credit. Credit is conceived here apart from property, liberty, and 
money as the investment of nutrition, attention, and devotion that itself 
demands nutrition, attention, and devotion.
	 It is such investment that has not been efectively accounted in moder-
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nity. It is such investment that is an object of theology. At the end of 
modernity one confronts a peculiar paradox, for the dream of a secular 
order based on property, liberty, and money is merely an abstraction. In 
abstract representation, one accounts all as wholly positive because one 
counts only the money or ideas that may be substituted for produced 
realities. One does not count the conditions of production. One does not 
count the investment of nutrition, attention, and devotion. One does not 
count the fesh and blood that is given to make credit, cooperation, and 
production possible. Tus, the cost of such a bloodless ideal is paid for 
immeasurably in uncounted fesh and blood. Te dream of liberty ends in 
tyranny. Furthermore, little is achieved by denouncing the abstractions of 
the formal economy in the name of values grounded in subsistence, sus-
tainability, and life, because such values remain abstractions that demand 
the total commitment of fesh and blood. Life itself inescapably involves 
sacrifce, cruelty, exploitation, incorporation, and consumption. It is not 
necessary to agree with Nietzsche that all life is will to power. “Power” is 
always a relative and composite notion, a product, and a later quantifca-
tion. It is never a primitive or essential concept.28 It is, however, possible to 
agree with the Buddha that all life is sufering while making the opposite, 
Nietzschean judgment:

You want if possible—and there is no madder “if possible”—to abolish sufering; 
and we?—it really does seem that we would rather increase it and make it worse 
than it has ever been! Wellbeing as you understand it—that is no goal, that seems to 
us an end ! . . . Te discipline of sufering, of great sufering—do you not know that 
it is this discipline alone which has created every elevation of mankind hitherto? 
Tat tension of the soul in misfortune which cultivates its strength, its terror at the 
sight of great destruction, its inventiveness and bravery in undergoing, enduring, 
interpreting, exploiting misfortune, and whatever of depth, mystery, mask, spirit, 
cunning and greatness has been bestowed upon it—has it not been bestowed upon 
it through sufering, through the discipline of great sufering?29

	 Te fundamental theological problem we face at the end of modernity 
is neither that of abolishing sufering nor that of increasing and profting 
from it. To ask who will sufer for us so that we do not have to is the implicit 
theology of the pursuit of money. It is to seek to end the meaning of life, 
whether for those who sufer or for those who proft, for life itself is suf-
fering, the distribution of nutrition, attention, and devotion. To refuse the 
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responsibility of committing fesh and blood is to refuse the responsibility 
of living. Te aim is not to make a judgment for or against life, for or against 
sufering, but to respond to it in such a way as to create true health and 
wealth. Such creation only occurs when life itself is committed. Te funda-
mental theological problem is that of how one distributes time, attention, 
and devotion. To disavow devotion is to demand devotion from others in 
the form of the sacrifce of fesh and blood. To refuse theology is to practice 
a cruel and unrefective theology. Te fundamental problem is this: what is 
worth the sacrifce of fesh and blood, of time, attention, and devotion?
	 All solutions to such a problem, whether nominally religious or politi-
cal, become institutions for the facilitation of credit so that efective co-
operation can be achieved. We have to ask: is money worth the sacrifce of 
fesh and blood? Are there better institutions for facilitating credit and co-
operation that more efectively distribute health and wealth? True revolu-
tion occurs through institutional innovation. It is not a question of seizing 
existing powers, whether those of the state, of corporations, of banks, or of 
fnancial speculators. It is a matter of inventing a new kind of power em-
bodied in a new institution that will interact with old institutions to endow 
them with a new form, function, and purpose. Tere is nothing necessary 
about the existing institution of capitalist credit money. Tere is nothing to 
prevent the invention of new forms of credit, contract, and exchange, for 
the current system, institutionalized efectively in the Bank of England and 
copied around the world, was constructed to resolve a set of theological, 
political, and economic problems. At the end of modernity, our problems 
have changed.
	 Any efective innovation must successfully resolve these fundamental 
problems:

1	 Credit must be given to that which is worthy of credit. Te divorce between 
evaluation and currency, between ethics and economics, must be overcome. 
Te fow of money must be directed by efective evaluations; efective evalua-
tions must not be directed by the fow of money.

2	 Te conficting needs of sustainability and proft must be reconciled. Te di-
vorce between capital, understood as the means of production that has itself 
been produced, and proft, the refux of credit to its focus of origination, must 
be overcome. An increase in proft must efectively symbolize an increase in 
wealth.
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3	 Te divorce between the secular and the religious, between attending to 
treasure on Earth and attending to treasure in heaven, must be overcome, for 
the commonwealth will always be founded on the commitment of fesh and 
blood. Te problem of that for which one will give one’s life as time, atten-
tion, and devotion is one that faces us all, believer and non-believer alike. It 
is a matter of developing a system of accounting and recording that directs 
attention to that which matters. Both material conditions of production and 
spiritual conditions of credit must replace the sovereignty of the self-refective 
subject as the focus for refection.

	 Te new millennium requires the invention of a hundred schemes of 
institutional innovation that resolve the competing forces of these funda-
mental problems. Such schemes may perhaps best be developed and en-
acted within indigenous communities, developing nations, international 
religious organizations, and internationalist movements. Tose closer to 
the apex of power in dominant nations, corporations, fnancial institutions, 
and universities may have less interest in fnding alternatives to the current 
system, for the urgency of experimenting with new kinds of credit is felt 
most keenly by those whose lives are oppressed by debt.
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Evaluative Credit

Proposals  for economic reform have to be evaluated against 
the following criteria:

1	 Whether they do indeed achieve efective reform that changes the entire na-
ture of the global economic system.

2	 Whether they can achieve efective reform without severely disrupting normal 
economic processes that provide the necessities of life.

3	 Whether they achieve a better outcome in terms of prosperity and health for 
all.

4	 Whether they are designed in line with the true principles that shape eco-
nomic life.

While there is much to be learned from existing proposals for radical re-
form, most seek either to repair the existing system or to transform money 
into the ideological object described by the classical economists. None is 
based on the understanding of ecology, politics, and the theology of money 
explored here. Much further creative work is necessary.
	 Te invention of new institutions does not come naturally to a philoso-
pher’s mind; a mind that is more familiar with concepts and principles is 
somewhat stretched when it comes to considering institutions. Te follow-
ing suggestions should be regarded as highly tentative. Te primary aim 
is to illustrate how one may begin to apply the theology of money to the 
invention of institutions. One cannot be confdent that these suggestions 
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will not ultimately turn out badly. Nevertheless, one has to admit that the 
infuence of philosophers over political life has been immense, and even if 
such infuence has often had deeply destructive consequences, it need not 
prevent us from perpetually striving for improvements. While it is possible 
to outline the concepts and principles through which new institutions may 
be invented, such concepts and principles need to be subjected to con-
tinual critique. It is therefore to be hoped that imaginative and critical en-
gagement with the problems outlined in this study and with the following 
sketchy proposal may contribute to the invention of an alternative to the 
capitalist credit-money system.
	 Te fundamental aim is to enable fows of credit and investment to be 
directed toward that which matters the most. Te contemporary world does 
not lack institutions for making evaluations. Te media, think tanks, civil 
society organizations, charities, religious organizations, pressure groups, 
political bodies, and universities all play such a role. Te problem with such 
evaluations is not simply lack of consensus. After all, diverse needs could be 
met by a diversity of evaluations. Te problem that hinders the directing of 
credit by evaluation is the lack of authority or social efectiveness attached 
to such evaluations. Te democratic solution usually involves attempting 
to ground the authority of evaluations on reason. Yet since the objectivity 
of objective truth can never be defnitively manifested within thought, 
and the value of values does not meet with universal respect, one has to 
make do with representation, argument, and persuasion. Social authority 
is simply grounded in consensus. Yet a consensus can be formed in accor-
dance with a particular perspective more easily than it can be found in the 
fux of opinion. Te process of forming a consensus is disrupted, however, 
by a range of extraneous forces. In the frst place, inquiries fnd the answers 
only to the questions they explicitly pose. Te formation of problems and 
inquiries is regulated by culture, tradition, and political interests. Domi-
nant political norms afect the consensus that is produced. In the second 
place, internal rules of virtue, merit, and prestige emerge within any kind of 
evaluative inquiry. Te goal of gaining respect within the eyes of one’s peers 
may take over from attributing attention to that which matters. In intellec-
tual life, the aims of innovation, taking up a stance, achieving recognition, 
or following acceptable fashion take precedence over considering carefully 
what matters most. In the third place, research tends to follow the fow of 
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money; money does not tend to follow the fow of research. Evaluation 
becomes subordinate to proft rather than investment being subordinate 
to evaluation. In short, the democratic solution of appeal to a rational con-
sensus has failed and will always do so, to a greater or lesser extent.1
	 Instead, evaluations should no longer be regarded as universal. Indeed, 
if evaluations are local, partial, and responsive, then they may address 
more efectively the most urgent and local needs. Consensus need only 
be achieved at the most local level. Te division of labor must be comple-
mented by the division of evaluation. Just as it is grossly inefcient to have 
the same worker perform a multitude of tasks requiring difering skills, 
knowledge, tools, facilities, and conditions, so is it grossly inefcient to 
expect the democratic subject to hold informed, balanced, and sensitive 
views on each issue. If such is indeed already much the case, then it is vital 
to detach social authority that renders evaluations efective from both con-
sensus and debt money.
	 Evaluations, like commodities, are produced. Moreover, the produc-
tion of evaluations is a delicate activity that requires knowledge, expertise, 
character, sensitivity, culture, and training. Furthermore, the production 
of evaluations is just as important in contributing to health and wealth as 
the production of goods and the provision of services. My proposal is this: 
there needs to be a secondary tier of the economy concerned solely with the pro-
duction and distribution of efective evaluations. Demand has to be managed 
as carefully as production. In principle, such a secondary tier already exists 
in the institutions of civil society. In practice, such institutions fail to make 
their evaluations efective insofar as they are constrained by the fow of 
money. Te secondary tier of evaluation therefore requires a new mode of 
intermediation apart from discourse and apart from money.
	 Institutional innovation is therefore required at a further level: one of 
evaluative intermediation. By analogy with banks and fnancial institutions 
that mediate the fow of money in the production of goods and services, it 
will be necessary to mediate the fow of credit to evaluative institutions to 
grant them social efectiveness. Just as commerce and development are dif-
fcult with insufcient money or credit in circulation, so too is the efective-
ness of evaluations held back if those evaluations lack authority. In short, 
something like money is required to enable diverse and local evaluations 
to become efective. Te new form of evaluative credit must synthesize 
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the functions of currency, credit, and evaluation. I therefore propose that 
evaluative credits should circulate alongside money, goods, and services.
	 Just as the Bank of England was able to fuse the functions of currency 
and credit, doing so in such a way that currency became subordinate to 
credit, it will be necessary to construct a new fusion of credit and evalua-
tion, doing so in such a way that credit is subordinated to evaluation. Te 
following conditions need to be met:

1	 Evaluations need to have a causal impact on the fow of money to orient and 
direct it. Some kind of institutional arrangement is required that directs credit 
to the objects of evaluation.

2	 Te capacity to make efective evaluations is an intrinsic good that all should 
desire. Tis capacity appears to be present already in the form of money. 
Some kind of demand for evaluative credits is needed that makes their use 
possible alongside money.

3	 Evaluative credits need to fow in a way diferent from that of money. Mone-
tary power is achieved through cycles of investment and refux of proft, 
short-circuiting the work of evaluation. Te opposite must occur with evalua-
tive credits. Rate of return should be replaced by care in investment as the 
criterion that determines evaluative power.

	 Evaluative credits, unlike money, are not inherently transferable. 
Each act of social evaluation may be regarded as a contract between four 
parties:

1	 the one who makes the evaluation;
2	 the one who receives the evaluation and carries out the investment in a means 

of production that is deemed to be worthwhile;
3	 the institution that ofers expertise in the making of an evaluation, termed an 

“evaluative institution”; and
4	 the institution that attributes social efectiveness to such evaluations, termed 

a “bank of evaluative credit.”

	 Tis is the inherent structure of the distribution of credit. Credit is 
neither an instantaneous exchange nor a permanent obligation. It is an 
act of investment that endures over time. Te seriousness with which an 
evaluation is regarded is measured by the amount of time devoted to it. 
One may therefore propose either that evaluative contracts endure for a 
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minimum period of time or that such credits carry maximum rates of in-
vestment and withdrawal. Alternatively, one could combine both features: 
the value of evaluative credits may depend on the duration or rate of invest-
ment. Such a system would sacrifce efciency in terms of time in order to 
gain a greater degree of gravity.
	 Te power to make efective evaluations, or to issue evaluative credits, 
does not reside within all people as a natural or human right. It is, by con-
trast, a privilege conferred by social authority. It will therefore be necessary 
to have a bank of evaluative credit that issues the power to make evalua-
tions to all its members. Te principles for qualifcation for membership, 
comparable to the principles by which one qualifes to vote in a democratic 
organization, will be subject to a wide range of political, moral, and, indeed, 
theological diferences. What qualifes one to count as an evaluative mem-
ber? Should all be invited to join? Should all members have an equal power 
of evaluation? Should it be possible to buy the power to make evaluations 
by investing money in the evaluative bank that regulates credits? Should 
evaluative power be measured in terms of the proportion of an individual’s 
wealth that is to be invested in the bank?
	 It is unlikely that such diferences can be easily resolved. One may 
therefore envisage a range of evaluative banks, each expressing its own 
political, moral, and theological perspective on inclusion, exclusion, and 
the distribution of evaluative power. Individuals would subscribe to the 
bank that best expressed their beliefs and preferences. While such banks 
could be international in scope, related to each other through clearing 
transactions, enabling the transmission of the efectiveness of evaluation 
across large distances, the institutions that produce evaluations would 
have a more localized perspective, drawing on an international fund of 
knowledge, technique, and experience to apply toward meeting urgent 
local needs.
	 Te secondary tier of the evaluative economy would therefore require 
that these two new kinds of institutions correspond to the roles played by 
existing businesses and banks in the conventional economy. To prevent 
short circuits in the fows of credit, it will be essential for the division be-
tween the two to be carefully regulated. Instead of diferentiating between 
the political and the religious, between state and church, between the power 
of force and the power of faith, it will be vital to diferentiate between the 
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power of evaluation and the power to make evaluations efective, for any 
short-circuiting of these two would lead straight back into the situation in 
which an evaluative authority gives authority to its own evaluations. Tis 
is precisely the problem with money, for just as the nature of time is that 
it should be spent or given, the nature of evaluation is that credit should 
be invested. Only heterogeneity opens scope for adaptation, fexibility, and 
critique. Te narcissistic circle of self-afrmation always becomes blind 
and cancerous.
	 Te process should work as shown in Figure 1. At the local level, the sys-
tem works through evaluators and enterprises for investment. Investment 
is always dual. On the one hand, an evaluation is made that an enterprise is 
worth investment; on the other hand, credit or efective demand is granted 
to the object of investment. Tere is no refux from enterprises to investors 
to prevent short circuits. Te duality of credit and evaluation is expressed 
in the single act of a credit contract. Its evaluative dimension, however, 
is supported by evaluative institutions, while the efectiveness of credit is 
supported by the bank of evaluative credit.
	 Since this is a secondary tier within the existing economy, banks of 
evaluative credit will have to guarantee the efectiveness of invested cred-
its by means drawn from the money economy. It will be necessary to issue 
loans, which may return to the banks in the form of interest. Now, while 
some worthwhile enterprises may be proftable in monetary terms, others 
will not be directly proftable, only leading to the proftability of others. Yet 
if enterprises remain worthwhile, they may continue to attract credit and 
so may continue to be funded by ever-increasing permanent “loans.” Te 
ability to command a permanent loan should not be restricted to states and 
large corporations; it should be possible for any enterprise that is genuinely 
worthwhile. As the loans increase in size, such enterprises may feel the 
weight of the responsibility to fulfll their obligations. Yet the worst efects 
of debt are avoided, since such loans need never to be repaid. Even a loss 
of credit and a default on the loan leading to the end of the enterprise 
need not be catastrophic, since it should occur only when the service is no 
longer deemed worthwhile. Of course, money spent by such worthwhile 
enterprises does not immediately fow back to the bank. It may circulate 
throughout the global economy. It may not be necessary for a bank to re-
cover its “bad” loans directly if they contribute to economic growth else-
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where and if the bank has the capacity to proft or draw money back in from 
economic growth.
	 Several outstanding problems remain to be addressed in such a sys-
tem. How are evaluative institutions themselves to be funded? Tey may 
also be treated as nonproftable enterprises for investment. It should be 
ensured that evaluative institutions can recommend investment in each 
other but cannot recommend investment in themselves. Te credit granted 
to evaluative institutions must always come from another. Moreover, any 
completion of a circuit of evaluation of the form A→B→C→D→A should 
be sufcient to negate the credit of the whole chain.
	 Here we come to a further consideration: each evaluator may have a 
determinate number of credits to invest. Yet such credits, once invested, 
may vary in terms of social efectiveness or monetary value. Te possibility 
of negating credits leads to a variation in their value, giving, in the frst 
instance, the possibility of full value or zero. Yet the gravity of monetary 
value may also vary further, according to principles laid down by the bank 

1  A system of evaluative credit.
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of evaluative credit, to foster a healthy environment for investment. Such 
principles may include the following:

1	 To ensure the viability of the entire process, the value of credits may vary 
uniformly with the monetary reserves of the bank of evaluative credit, just as 
currencies foat in value in relation to each other.

2	 To ensure the localization and diversifcation of credit, credits should increase 
in relative value in inverse proportion to the number of investors. In other 
words, individual evaluations are more efective than large, collective evalua-
tions.

3	 To ensure that credits are invested in enterprises that are genuinely valuable, 
the number of credits permitted to an investor (or the value of subsequent 
credits) should rise in proportion to the number of subsequent investors in an 
enterprise. Tis may appear to contradict the preceding principle, but it difers 
in respect to time. It enables greater power to be given to investors who are 
capable of fnding economic and evaluative opportunities. Of course, it is not 
ideal in that it still appeals to some degree of consensus, albeit a somewhat 
delayed one.

4	 To ensure the diversifcation of credit, credits should increase in relative value 
the more widely they are dispersed by any single evaluator.

5	 To ensure efective cross-fertilization, credits should increase in relative value 
in proportion to the number of diferent evaluative institutions that recom-
mend the same investment.

6	 To ensure that the power to make evaluations is itself valued, the power to 
issue evaluative credits may be borrowed. Repayment of evaluative credits 
issued in such a way can be achieved only through reneging on the use of 
credits of a determinate value at a particular time in the future.

	 It is likely that such principles will lead to further problems, including 
ways to work the system to one’s own advantage. Tese would have to be 
regulated by technical means. It is also likely that such principles will be 
subject to a high degree of technical development. At this stage, they are 
merely suggestions or illustrations to provoke further consideration. It is 
important, when designing an evaluative economy, to note the contrast 
between the emergence of complexity, diversity, negentropy, and ecologi-
cal balance in natural systems and the monocultures, entropy, and imbal-
ance of existing economic systems. Principles for constructing a renewed, 
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healthy economic order may be created by means of an analogy with suc-
cessful principles found in ecological and physiological orders.
	 Te devising of alternative credit systems is relatively easy. In principle, 
given the power of computing and virtual modeling, any kind of economic 
force can be engineered.2 Te entire system surrounding a bank of evalua-
tive credit should be designed to act as a flter that removes the harmful 
social forces of the monetary economy to foster healthy social forces of 
care and provision. While relations between enterprises will remain mone-
tary and economic, fows of money should become primarily driven by 
fows of credit and evaluation. Moreover, such a system should be intrin-
sically attractive. On the one hand, the power to issue evaluative credits is 
more signifcant than the power to vote. Te system of evaluative credit 
may therefore be regarded as a further stage in the evolution of economic 
democracy. Once the principal exercise of power within sovereign states 
consists not simply of the exercise of force or the enactment of regulation, 
but of acts of executive decision empowered by selective funding, then true 
participation in sovereign power goes beyond the right to vote and extends 
into the capacity to issue efective evaluations. On the other hand, if credit 
is invested in enterprises that are genuinely worthwhile, then it should lead 
to an increase in environmental, human, and social capital, so improving 
the wealth of nations.
	 Te principal problem for such a system, however, is that it needs to be 
viable and to grow within the existing economic and political climate. In 
practice, there has to be a refux of money to the banks of evaluative credit. 
In some ways, such a bank takes on some of the functions of the existing 
nation-state in terms of enabling the funding of public services and care for 
the common good. Unlike the state, however, it separates out the functions 
of making evaluations and giving efectiveness to those evaluations. Rather 
like the contemporary central bank that is concerned with the provision of 
monetary stability independent of political concerns, the bank of evalua-
tive credit is concerned solely with the provision of an efective climate for 
evaluation while the task of making evaluations is devolved to institutions 
and individuals.
	 Tere are two approaches to ensuring a refux of money to banks of 
evaluative credit. A bank of evaluative credit could, in principle, become 
a matter of national policy, funded by the state via taxation. Indeed, if the 
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system were to work efectively, it would foster economic development 
and enhance the proceeds from taxation in a virtuous circle. Difculties in 
implementing such a policy may arise, however, from constraints imposed 
by international economic orthodoxy and fnance capital on autonomy in 
national policy.
	 Tere is, however, a second source of funding. A bank of evaluative 
credit must participate in both the conventional economy and the evalua-
tive economy at once. Like any normal bank, it should be able to receive 
deposits, make loans, and disperse profts in conventional money. It is vital 
that such a bank is either privately owned or owned by the state so that it is 
not subject to hostile takeovers or market forces. Profts, instead of being 
dispersed to shareholders, would be used to fund evaluative credits. Such 
a bank would have to be highly proftable in the conventional economy 
and would have to earn most of its profts in the same way as other banks: 
by speculation on fnancial markets and currency transactions. Instead of 
feeding parasitically on the conventional economy by means of taxation, 
it would feed on it parasitically by means of speculation. Indeed, the most 
secure and proftable assets for speculation are precisely those that express 
the centralization of vast fows of wealth in the global economy. To specu-
late on the strongest currencies is to extract once more a portion of the 
credit that is extracted from the global economy as a whole. Tis may seem 
to compromise the ethics of the entire system; nevertheless, credit can be 
issued only on a guarantee written in fesh and blood. While the growth 
of an alternative economic system should be grounded in increased pro-
ductivity and the power to make efective evaluations, wealth and attrac-
tiveness are insufcient by themselves to guarantee success. Monetary in-
come has to be assured either by taxation or by speculation. Te issue is not 
whether sacrifces can be avoided in the utopian ideal of a bloodless society, 
but for what it is worth making sacrifces. If the power to make efective 
evaluations is endowed once more on those whose sacrifces underpin the 
global economy, only then does the circuit of evaluation come full circle. 
Justice occurs only when sacrifces of time, attention, and devotion are 
efectively counted. Whether the evaluative economy is funded by taxa-
tion or by speculation, it is vital to ensure that the intrinsic violence that 
makes the entire system possible does not compromise internal relations 
of evaluation. Moreover, just as contemporary currencies foat freely with-
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out the backing of gold, it is possible to conceive of a time when evaluative 
credits will bear sufcient credit to count on their own merits, without 
being backed by a determinate reserve of hard monetary income.
	 A bank of evaluative credit may take its structural model from the social 
forces resolved by the Bank of England, as shown in Figure 2. Te Bank of 
England formed a nexus between public and private circulation in which 
each depended on the success of the other. A fnite reserve was used as a 
basis for circulation through public spending that recirculated through taxa-
tion. At the same time, the reserve was used as a basis for private borrowing 
that recirculated through profts and interest repayments. Increased public 
spending leads to increased demand, increased production, and increased 
proft. At the same time, increased investment led to increased economic 
growth and increased revenue from taxation. Such is the institutional heart 
of the global economic system.
	 Te result is an efective alliance between taxpayers, investors, banks, 
and state, as depicted in the money cycle in Figure 3. While money fows 
in one direction, goods and services return in the opposite direction. Te 
quantity and velocity of money in circulation increases in line with eco-
nomic growth, even if this money is efectively underwritten by an increas-
ing quantity of debt. A bank of evaluative credit has a similar structure. It 

2  Social structure of the Bank of England.
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forms a nexus between the money cycle and the credit cycle. Evaluative 
credits, although not directly transferable, hold their value from their con-
vertibility on investment. Te dual circuit of evaluation can be represented 
as in Figure 4. Te key to the virtuous circle, here, is that evaluative invest-
ment should lead to efective capital growth, while efective capital growth 
should, via either taxation or speculation, lead to a growth in evaluative 
investment.
	 Tere is, however, a further virtuous circle to be considered, for credit 
is a negentropic form of capital. Te more credit that is given, the more 
credit there is in circulation. Rather like the Buddhist notion of merit, a 
moral quantity acquired through generosity, morality, and meditation that 
increases when it is transferred to others, so credit increases when credit 
is given, for credit itself cannot be reduced to its material representation 
in contracts for evaluative credit. Tere is a refux of credit to sources of 
social authority that efectively issue credit. Te more efectively a system 
for evaluative credit operates, the higher the renown in which it is held. 
Just as a market is enabled by a dealer, a reserve, and a reputation, so a 
bank of evaluative credit is a dealer, backed by a reserve, with a reputa-
tion. Indeed, it may acquire its reserves by means of its reputation. Just as 
large worthwhile institutions, whether religious or otherwise, have gener-
ally been funded by large endowments, so may banks of evaluative credit, 
if they appear worthwhile, be initiated and expanded by endowments. En-
dowments, however, may be less signifcant than choosing to participate 
in the evaluative economy, whether as an individual evaluator; as a worker 
at an evaluative institution; or as an investor who seeks support from the 
evaluative economy. In short, the more the evaluative economy grows, the 
higher its reputation and the greater its degree of credit. Ten withdrawing 
from evaluation to provide the conditions that make evaluation once more 
possible becomes a supremely meritorious act comparable to ascetic acts 
of renunciation.
	 To issue an evaluative credit is at once to invest in worthwhile produc-
tion, to express provision and care, and to invoke an authority that gives 
efective power to evaluations. To be granted the power to issue an evalua-
tive credit is to be faced with the most fundamental of questions: what is 
true wealth? What is worth spending time on? Where is the efective source 
of power? Such questions are no longer posed in an abstract, philosophical 
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4  Integration of credit and money cycles.

3  Te money cycle.
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sense. Responses to such questions need be neither universal nor concep-
tual. Te question is not one of identifying what matters more than any-
thing that can be conceived. It is merely one of identifying what urgently 
demands time, attention, and devotion. Such evaluations are partial, local, 
and responsive. Indeed, the system of evaluative credit thrives on diversity, 
on the division of evaluative labor. Tere is, of course, no guarantee that 
urgent demands will be met. But there should, of course, be some means 
of investing credits in urgent demands as they are identifed. Nevertheless, 
although evaluations may be local and partial, the entire system of evalua-
tive credit evokes a particular subjectivity. It may even evoke particular 
technologies and a particular theology.
	 Tere are three great errors in evaluation evoked by the money system. 
First, by means of the meter, the clock, and the account book, the world is 
reinscribed in terms of money. Te money system evokes a perspective that 
pays no attention to that which matters most. It considers all things insofar 
as they promise money. Te system of evaluative credit, by contrast, turns 
its attention outside itself, toward that which matters. Tat which matters is 
assessed according to what it may become. Te value of that which matters 
consists in what it may promise. Te system of evaluative credit evokes a 
perspective that cares for what is outside itself.
	 Te second great error of the money system is that it evokes a subjec-
tivity that imagines its own sovereign power. Te world is examined from 
the perspective of what can be purchased, what can lead to proftable in-
vestments, and what can be an object of charity. Desires, anxieties, and 
sympathies form the perspective from which the world is seen. Yet in the 
play of desires, anxieties, and sympathies, urgent demand, careful consider-
ation, and rational distribution may be subverted by internal pressure. Te 
system of evaluative credit, by contrast, takes the burden of evaluation 
away from the individual and the present moment, for instead of respond-
ing immediately to emotional pressures and formulating a decision, deci-
sion makers can be educated by evaluative institutions that are based on 
traditions and disciplines of care in evaluation. Te system of evaluative 
credit evokes a perspective that aims to take due care in the distribution of 
attention.
	 Te third great error of the money system is that it evokes its own politi-
cal theology of the authority of money. Money becomes the supreme object 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 D

uk
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



A  M o d e s t  P r o p o s a l   h  255

of credit as well as the source of credit. Money promises all things to those 
who devote themselves to it while delivering only itself. By positing itself as 
the supreme value, money devalues other values. Te system of evaluative 
credit may also be threatened by such an error. It may seem as though a 
bank of evaluative credit demands supreme devotion as the source of all 
credit. It is for this reason that there should always be a plurality of such 
systems for evaluative credit. Only the ongoing problems of clearing and 
comparison between such banks maintain the diferences that avoid such 
an error. For in the last analysis, a bank of evaluative credit is merely a con-
structed institution. Any authority it bears has to be lent to it by those who 
commit themselves to participating in its system and practices. Te credit 
or authority of an institution is like a ghost in the machine, the spirit that 
accompanies any determinate organization of time. Such spirits are objec-
tive possibilities, genuine potencies enabling cooperation and interaction 
that otherwise would be impossible. Yet they only come to life when they 
are invested in an institutional body, a determinate form. Te error consists 
not in invoking a spirit but in the subsequent assumption that the spirit is 
the only divine form, for in this life, credit, like time, attention, and devo-
tion, has to be distributed.
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Conclusion

O f  R e d e m p t i o n

Modern reason, modern politics, and modern economics have been 
founded on the ideal of autonomy. Te individual was to be released from 
superstition, from tyranny, and from traditional duties and obligations. 
If the individual was threatened by external powers, enlightenment and 
emancipation could be achieved by seizing the same sovereign power that 
threatened from without and using it to defend the autonomy of the indi-
vidual. Such an emancipation could only ever be partial and ideal, for if 
there is to be one who commands, even if that person commands only him-
self, there is also one who serves, even if that servant is only oneself. Power 
is a relation, not a possession. Liberty can never belong to the human sub-
ject. If the subject exercises power, the physically efective force of that 
power has to be borrowed from physical means; one has only as much 
power as that to which one can give organization and orientation. Similarly, 
if the subject exercises power, the socially efective force of that power has 
to be borrowed from spiritual means; one only has as much power as the 
credit invested in one’s person. Te exercise of sovereign power in a mo-
ment of decision draws on whatever physical force and credit is available. 
Such decisions are, of course, a necessary part of life. Yet they cannot be 
taken as an end in themselves, for to do so is to close the questions of how 
power may be enhanced, how the means of production can be produced, 
how true wealth can be generated. It is also to close the questions of where 
credit should be placed and how values should be evaluated. Tere is, of 
course, a time when such questions have to be temporarily closed. Yet when 
a society is founded on the principle of their closure, then sovereign liberty 
becomes disoriented.
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	 Te modern rejection of political theology consists in the ideal of au-
tonomy: instead of asking how one may serve nature, society, or God, one 
asks how nature and society may be made to serve oneself. Te disavowed 
spiritual energy that gives authority to such an autonomous subject is em-
bodied in money. Money has replaced God. In its pure form, such energy 
is in fact the power of credit. Credit cannot exist without a commitment 
of time, attention, and devotion. To rephrase Marx, credit is the spiritual 
aroma of life, the general illumination that bathes all the other colors. 
Credit is the general theory of the world, its logic in a popular form, its en-
thusiasm, its moral sanction, and its solemn complement. It is the treasure 
from heaven that is realized on Earth. It is pure wealth, pure power, and 
pure promise. It is at once faith, hope, and charity. It is at once the driving 
force of history and the object of religious aspiration.
	 Te modern rejection of political theology is not a problem merely for 
secular thought, for modern religious thought, insofar as it confnes itself 
to narrating history or myth, interpreting the world, advising the individual 
subject, explaining the religious community, or even commenting on sover-
eign power, remains broadly humanistic. Teological notions can become 
truly embodied and meaningful only when nature, society, and God are 
thought together. Such a unity is not to be found in the atemporal realm of 
Greek metaphysics or in the modern metaphysics of change and process. 
Such a unity is to be found in promise and credit.
	 A revolution in theology, politics, metaphysics, epistemology, and eco-
nomics is required that explores the place of credit and commitment in the 
constitution of the world. Such a revolution can occur only when it is fully 
embodied in institutional practices and in the daily life of commitment of 
time, attention, and devotion. Te politics of credit must become the cen-
tral concern for a theology of the future. Te principal problem with the 
contemporary organization of credit by means of the capitalist debt-money 
system is not its unrefected nature but its delimitation of evaluation. True 
emancipation is not that of human knowledge or will but that of the human 
capacity to evaluate. It is an emancipation of time, attention, and devotion. 
It is the subordination of credit to evaluation.
	 Te proposals of this study are intended to pose the problem of the 
emancipation of evaluation. We have sought to see beyond the oppositions 
of God and money, Christ and Antichrist, the theological and the secular, 
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the spiritual and the material to be able to address the most fundamental 
problem posed by each. I do not envisage that any of the institutional pro-
posals contained here could solve all of the crises of the end of modernity. 
In particular, the efective accounting of the ecosystems and lives wasted by 
the modern economic system is still to be addressed. An efective curbing 
of rates of consumption may not immediately spring from a liberation of 
evaluation. Te actual costs to be attached to efective evaluation and credit 
are not yet apparent. Yet in an age of approaching crisis and the tyranny of 
debt, little can be done until the spectral power of money is addressed. It is 
urgent, above all else, that time, attention, and devotion be committed to 
developing new institutions of credit that make efective evaluations once 
more possible.
	 Te theology of money poses an extraordinary challenge to any future 
theology. Does money promise value in such a way that value may be ad-
vanced? If so, then any efective theology must do likewise. It is not suf-
fcient to promise a glorious future or explain the true meaning of value. 
Indeed, for a promise to be credible, it is important not to promise too 
much. Instead, an efective promise is one that identifes the true potential 
of a situation and enables it to be realized. While money identifes potential 
in terms of proft, the promise of more money, an efective theology must 
identify potential in terms of capital, the means of production that can 
itself be produced.
	 Is money the supreme value against which all other values may be mea-
sured? If so, then any efective theology must do likewise: it must become 
capable of measuring all other values. It is a matter of assessing, recogniz-
ing, and acknowledging the value of potential wherever it may be found. 
When money substitutes a single form or quantity for such values, it fails to 
make the most of potential, since it fails to acknowledge the actual values 
that are present. Instead, an efective theology has the task of acknowledg-
ing the intrinsic value of all things.
	 Is money a speculative value whose intrinsic worth awaits demonstra-
tion? If so, then any efective theology must be likewise. Teology belongs 
within the realm of the possible, the realm of “what if?” One cannot know 
in advance what the outcome of any particular theology will be. Tere is 
always an element of risk. Yet if money deals with speculative values, it 
quickly aims to convert speculation into certainty. Whether one counts 
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only the realization of values that are certain or one counts possibilities 
as if they were certain, the speculative element of value is not efectively 
represented. Instead of a theology appealing solely to that which can be 
taken as certain (as in the worldview of naturalism) or appealing to that 
which is uncertain as if it were certain (as in the worldview of dogmatism), 
it is necessary that theology ofer its speculations for experimental proof. 
What values are realized in practice by lending credit to any particular the-
ology?
	 Is money a social obligation demanding that all interaction be ordered 
in accordance with the repayment of debt? If so, then any efective theology 
must do likewise. Teology need not hesitate to impose its own demands. 
Teology consists in the ordering of time, attention, and devotion. Yet if 
money imposes its spectral power as debt, it does not, for all that, demand 
that attention be given to the perspective evoked by debt from which the 
world is to be seen. As a consequence, while debt may ally itself with other 
powers and forces—such as those of productive energy or those of drives 
for survival, pleasure, or power—it does not recognize any spectral power 
other than itself. If debt has proved to be cancerous, this is because it can 
achieve cooperation with other powers and forces only on its own terms. 
As a spiritual perspective, debt cannot exist harmoniously in the world with 
other demands. It is ecologically illiterate.
	 Any efective theology, while imposing its own demands, must provide 
an efective basis for cooperation with other demands. Instead of attempt-
ing to possess all time, attention, and devotion, divine power consists in 
the coordination and orientation of other powers so that the same time 
may be used to attend to a range of demands. Such is the true meaning of 
efciency. Such is also the true meaning of redemption. It matters little if 
time is subordinated to particular demands if the same time is efectively 
coordinated with higher demands.
	 Redemption from debt is not debt cancellation, for if debt takes on the 
role of constructive capital, then to cancel debt is to destroy productive 
potential. It is to dissolve the basis for trust and cooperation. Redemption 
from debt occurs, by contrast, through forgiveness. To forgive is to cease to 
oppose, resist, or exclude a harmful presence. All too often, forgiveness has 
been understood in terms of the sovereign power of judgment: it is treated 
as a matter of suspending revenge, punishment, or blame. Yet revenge, pun-
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ishment, and blame are only matters for a sovereign power or a responsible 
subject who relates to life through representation. Alternatively, forgiveness 
has been conceived in terms of metaphysics as an assessment of deeds—
what they are and what they should be. A truly theological approach to 
forgiveness, however, is concerned with the ordering of time, attention, 
and devotion. At this level, divine power has largely been conceived as the 
spiritual equivalent of Caesar. Idols are broken; demons are exorcized; and 
spectral powers are conquered. Divine ownership is proclaimed over time, 
attention, and devotion. Yet it is precisely this power that is exercised by 
the spiritual force of money. It is such opposition, resistance, exclusion, and 
conquering that prevent efective cooperation and coordination. What one 
takes to be God is Mammon in disguise.
	 True redemption occurs only through new creation. If the basis for co-
operation with harmful spectral forces is not yet present, then it remains 
to be created. True forgiveness does not consist in the separation of the sin 
from the sinner or in the separation of the sinner from the spiritual power 
of sin. Sin, sinner, and spectral power are not conceivable without one an-
other. Tat which God has joined cannot be put asunder. Instead, true for-
giveness consists in cooperation with sin, sinner, and spectral power to 
create good out of evil. Forgiveness is not a matter of sovereign decision. It 
is not something that already lies within our power. Forgiveness is a matter 
of divine creation. It consists in creating or discovering a new basis for co-
operation. It is a challenge to be achieved. Redemption from debt therefore 
consists in the creation of a new basis for cooperation with debt. It consists 
in a new ordering of time, attention, and devotion alongside debt so that 
the renewal of life in all of its fullness is once more possible.
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maintained on anthropological grounds: see Fitzgerald, Te Ideology of Religious 
Studies. Te religious, in these conceptions, is positioned as the exotic other of 
modern reason and social life: see King, Orientalism and Religion. Tere is also, 
by contrast, a tradition of critical theory that aims to disclose the “fetishism” or 
exotic other as a presupposition of modern reason and practice itself, including 
the work of Karl Marx, Walter Benjamin, Max Horkheimer, Teodor Adorno, 
and Jacques Derrida. Like my earlier work, Capitalism and Religion, my theology 
of money is situated within this tradition.

	22	 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 70.
	23	 A recent exception is Doctrine Commission of the General Synod of the Church 

of England, Being Human.
	24	 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 505. “Talers,” the word from which “dollars” is 

derived, is used in the original.
	25	 By beginning his study of the philosophy of money with the distinction between 

being and value, Georg Simmel obscures what is distinctive about money. Ob-
jective value is reduced to a distance or delay in realizing subjective enjoyment: 
see Simmel, Te Philosophy of Money.

	26	 For a more complete statement of this argument, see Philip Goodchild, “Truth 
and Utopia,” Telos 134 (2006): 1–19.

	27	 For a derivation of this practice as the essence of theological reason, see 
idem,“Proslogion,” in Benson and Wirzba, Te Phenomenology of Prayer, 232–43.

	28	 Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding; idem, Two Treatises of Govern-
ment; idem, “A Letter on Toleration,” in Yolton, Te Locke Reader, 245–75.

	29	 Kelly, Locke on Money.
	30	 More, Utopia, 46.
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	31	 For a description of this method in philosophy, see Bergson, An Introduction to 
Metaphysics; Deleuze, Bergsonism. For a more complete account of the concep-
tion of reason pursued here, see Goodchild, Capitalism and Religion.

	32	 Georg Simmel explains that a philosophy of money “can present the precondi-
tions that, situated in mental states, in social relations and in the logical structure 
of reality and values, give money its meaning and its practical position”: Simmel, 
Te Philosophy of Money, 54. Te task here, by contrast, is to explore how money 
itself can give meaning and practical position to mental states, social relations, 
and even the structure of reality and values.

	33	 Aglietta and Orléan, La monnaie entre violence et confance; Altvater, Te Future of 
the Market; Ingham, Te Nature of Money; Mies and Bennholdt-Tomsen, Te 
Subsistence Perspective.

	34	 Duchrow and Hinkelammert, Property for People, Not for Proft.
	35	 For me, money has displaced the pivotal concepts of twentieth-century Euro-

pean philosophy, such as being, time, diference, repetition, subjectivity, signifer, 
lack, void, and universality, as that which most demands thinking. Since money 
discloses its essence as credit, philosophy rejoins theology in a synthesis that 
modifes both.

One   P o w e r

	 1	 Schmitt, Te Concept of the Political, 35.
	 2	 Ibid., 33.
	 3	 Ibid., 46.
	 4	 Quoted in Ferguson, Te Cash Nexus, 41.
	 5	 Schmitt, Te Concept of the Political, 38.
	 6	 See the distinction between auctoritas and potestas in Agamben, State of Excep-

tion, 74–88.
	 7	 Hence the emergence of social contract theory to replace theological ideas of 

a corporate body. While some kind of social contract makes sense in terms of 
Richard Hooker’s Anglicanism, where the state is an ecclesiastical polity and 
people are joined by the religious authority that unites them, it loses all credible 
authority in Tomas Hobbes’s writing and thereafter. From Hobbes to Schmitt, 
the authority of the social contract becomes a practical expedient when faced 
with the threat of violence. In practice, however, people remain united by the 
blood of the body politic rather than by its head: the material circulation of 
goods via money.

	 8	 Schmitt, Te Concept of the Political, 54.
	 9	 Oliver O’Donovan argues that judgment is the essential political act: see 

O’Donovan, Te Way of Judgment.
	10	 Manent, An Intellectual History of Liberalism.
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	11	 Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 415.
	12	 Schmitt, Political Teology, 36.
	13	 In a strange way, therefore, modern philosophers of immanence such as Benedict 

de Spinoza, Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, Henri Bergson, and Gilles Deleuze 
may be regarded as faithful apostles and prophets of Christ insofar as they most 
successfully achieve the incarnation of thought.

	14	 On the body of the sovereign, see Kantorowicz, Te King’s Two Bodies. On money 
itself, see the forms of the socius discussed in Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, 
chap. 3.

	15	 Quoted in Jackson, Te Oxford Book of Money, 16.
	16	 Lacan, Te Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 110.
	17	 In Jackson, Te Oxford Book of Money, 22.
	18	 Buchan, Frozen Desire.
	19	 Jackson, Te Oxford Book of Money, 23.
	20	 Marx, Grundrisse, 83–84.
	21	 Ibid., 95–99.
	22	 Heilbroner, Twenty-First Century Capitalism.
	23	 Marx, Grundrisse, 106–7.
	24	 Tis also calls into question whether it is appropriate to begin an analysis of 

the nature of money with its earlier forms, such as the use of tokens in religious 
sacrifce, the issuing of coinage by the state, or the use of a general equivalent in 
mercantile exchange. Marx’s approach in the frst volume of Capital is to derive 
money from the model of mercantile exchange. Tis subordinates money to an 
expression of the wishes of the free, trading subject. Te implication of these 
comments in the Grundrisse is that it is necessary to begin an analysis of the na-
ture of money from its specifc power within capitalist society.

	25	 Marx, Grundrisse, 107.
	26	 Ibid.

Two   T h e  E n d  o f  M o d e r n i t y

	 1	 See Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Diference.
	 2	 National Research Council, Abrupt Climate Change.
	 3	 See Cox, Climate Crash.
	 4	 Ibid., 119.
	 5	 Ibid., 123.
	 6	 Hadley Centre, Modelling Climate Change.
	 7	 See http://news.independent.co.uk/environment.
	 8	 Recent reports on the efects of climate change, including the Stern Review of the 

Economics of Climate Change (2006) and Fourth Assessment Report 2007 (2007–
2008) from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, are based on 
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models that assume stability and continuity with recent meteorological behav-
ior. For all of their authority and their urgent warnings, the reports can hardly 
be used as a basis for confdence in ongoing stability. It is still unknown where 
the threshold or tipping point is that moves the climate system from a regime of 
anthropogenic forcing to a purely natural dynamism over which humans have 
no control. Current momentum behind the processes involved in anthropogenic 
forcing, however, suggests that crossing such a threshold is all but inevitable. Te 
processes leading to the emission of carbon dioxide and methane are intimately 
tied into global economic and population growth; efciency gains in energy pro-
duction and use are likely to be ofset by higher levels of consumption unless 
there is a major setback to economic growth.

	 9	 Such as regulation of the gaseous composition of the atmosphere, protection of 
coastal zones, regulation of the hydrological cycle and climate, generation and 
conservation of fertile soils, dispersal and breakdown of wastes, pollination of 
many crops, and absorption of pollutants: see United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme, Global Environmental Outlook, 120–21. See Mathis Wackernagel et al., 
“Tracking the Ecological Overshoot of the Human Economy,” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences 99 (2002): 9266–71.

	10	 See the World Bank Development Indicators database at http://www.world 
bank.org.

	11	 Campbell, Te Essence of Oil and Gas Depletion; Defeyes, Hubbert’s Peak; Hein-
berg, Te Party’s Over; idem, Powerdown; Leggett, Half Gone; McKillop, Te Final 
Energy Crisis; Simmons, Twilight in the Desert; Strahan, Te Last Oil Shock.

	12	 See Colin Campbell, “A Reply to ‘Global Petroleum Reserves—A View to the 
Future,’” in McKillop, Te Final Energy Crisis, chap. 17.

	13	 Idem, “Te Assessment and Importance of Oil Depletion,” in McKillop, Te 
Final Energy Crisis, 54.

	14	 See Jacob Lund Fisker, “Te Law of Energy,” in McKillop, Te Final Energy Crisis, 
85.

	15	 Ross McLuney, “Population, Energy and Economic Growth,” in McKillop, Te 
Final Energy Crisis, 178.

	16	 Some estimates suggest that even France will be able to support less than half of 
its current population; Australia will be able to support less than 10 percent: see 
Sheila Newman, “Future Settings,” in McKillop, Te Final Energy Crisis, chap. 
20. I cannot assess the plausibility of such estimates myself. Te transfer of crop 
production to biofuels may mitigate some efects of the crisis, yet only for the 
comparatively wealthy.

	17	 Schmitt, Te Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy, 15.
	18	 Ibid., 16.
	19	 Ibid., 28.
	20	 Ibid., 29.
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	21	 Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, 252.
	22	 Schmitt, Te Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy, 9.
	23	 Ibid., 24–25.
	24	 Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, 47–55.
	25	 Marx, Grundrisse, 165.
	26	 Te World Bank reports that some sixty-nine countries have sufered from seri-

ous banking crises and eighty-seven have sufered from adverse currency specu-
lation since 1975: Lietaer, Te Future of Money, 321.

	27	 For an account of this process, see Harvey, Te New Imperialism, chap. 4.
	28	 Historically, the most signifcant event of such deregulation occurred in the early 

1970s under the regime of U.S. President Richard Nixon. It was the closing of 
the “gold window” underpinning the exchange rate of the dollar, followed by 
the removal of restrictions on the investment of foreign capital in the New York 
Stock Exchange. Tis event was no doubt a contingent political choice, although 
one that responded to the fnancial pressures of balance-of-payments defcits. 
Te result has been admirably described by Peter Gowan as the “Dollar Wall 
Street Regime,” in which the U.S. government enjoys the unique advantages 
of seigniorage, the ability to print money at will, and the ability to pursue eco-
nomic warfare through its control of the international fnancial regime. Despite 
the enhancement of political activity that this entails, the U.S. government has 
engaged in a gamble by releasing fnancial forces that it cannot directly control: 
see Gowan, Te Global Gamble. Te turn from neoliberalism to neoconservatism 
signifes not so much a return to direct imperialism as a desperate bid for power 
when faced with imminent collapse of U.S. global dominance.

	29	 Aristotle, Politics, book I, 1257a-b, 12–13.
	30	 Smith, Te Wealth of Nations, 117.
	31	 A fourth function of money as a standard for deferred payments is often included 

but may be regarded as complementary to its role as a measure of value or unit 
of account.

	32	 Te Marxist view of money maintains a strict distinction between money and 
credit, since in a credit squeeze or market crash, there is a sudden rush for “real” 
money. (Tis point is emphasized in de Brunhof, Marx on Money, 80–86.) Such 
a rush is generated by a positive feedback efect—the credit of the state is simply 
regarded as more stable than credit issued by other institutions. Marx’s theory 
depends on the existence of a general equivalent, in the form of a monetized 
commodity such as gold; it is simply necessary, however, to substitute a particu-
lar representation as the measure of values in the absence of an actual general 
equivalent, as demonstrated by all the periods in history when currencies have 
functioned without a gold standard.

	33	 Geofrey Ingham, “Fundamentals of a Teory of Money,” in idem, Concepts of 
Money, 136.

	34	 One may question how such wealth and power of the speculator class are to be 
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“realized.” Yet credit is no less real than products and property. Even if there is 
hyperinfation of luxury property and speculative assets, it is this very hyperinfa-
tion that drives speculative profts. Te key diferential remains between specula-
tors and other classes, including traditional capitalist shareowners.

Three   A  T r e at i s e  o n  M o n e y

	 1	 Georg Simmel founded his philosophy of money on a dichotomy between being 
and value. Value is conceived in terms of alienation from a prior subject. Tus:

In the same way, we invest economic objects with a quantity of value as if it 
were an inherent quality, and then hand them over to the process of exchange, 
to a mechanism determined by those quantities, to an impersonal confronta-
tion between values, from which they return multiplied and more enjoyable 
to the fnal purpose, which was also their point of origin: subjective experi-
ence. Tis is the basis and source of that valuation which fnds its expression 
in economic life and whose consequences represent the meaning of money. 
(Simmel, Te Philosophy of Money, 78–79)

	 2	 One may think especially of the work of Spinoza, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and 
Wittgenstein, among many others.

	 3	 Te concept of “society” invented by Marx and the concept of “culture” invented 
by Simmel are designed to solve this problem of the objectivity of value. We need 
to explore whether such concepts are basic or an efect of relations involving 
money.

	 4	 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari explore this route to conclude that “desiring-
production is everywhere”: Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, 1.

	 5	 See further Daly, Beyond Growth.
	 6	 Tis has been pointed out in a number of popular works, such as McBurney, 

Ecology into Economics Won’t Go. George Monbiot explained this clearly in “De-
liver Us from Finity,” Guardian (London), 31 December 2002.

	 7	 Tis is known as the “Jevons paradox.”
	 8	 Te multiplier efect is an important dynamic discussed in economics textbooks. 

It describes how increasing the supply of money by lowering central bank inter-
est rates or increasing government borrowing and spending has a knock-on efect 
throughout the economy. If a government spends more, then it pays workers and 
suppliers more, and so they in turn have more to spend, and so on, throughout 
an integrated, localized economy. One should note that speculative profts have 
a multiplier efect, as well. If one sector of the stock market yields speculative 
profts, then those profts can be used to buy other stocks, which in turn raises 
prices, leading to further profts. Tis is one reason the stock market can outstrip 
growth in underlying values that results from dividends.

	 9	 Hahnel, Te ABCs of Political Economy, 100.
	10	 Ibid., 105.
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	11	 Simmel, Te Philosophy of Money, 79.
	12	 Ibid., 120.
	13	 See the examination of free choice in Nietzsche, Daybreak, 79, 129.
	14	 See Karl Menger, “On the Origin of Money,” in Ingham, Concepts of Money,  

3–17.
	15	 Te fundamental diference, as argued by John Maynard Keynes, is that barter is 

always bilateral, whereas the use of money makes possible the use of price lists 
and comparisons in an extensive, multilateral, decentralized market: see Ingham, 
“Fundamentals of a Teory of Money,” in idem, Concepts of Money, 133.

	16	 Bourdieu, Te Logic of Practice.
	17	 Marcel Hénaf explains that a gift is distinguished from an economic exchange 

not by means of disinterestedness but because it aims at public recognition 
rather than the enjoyment of goods: see Hénaf, Le prix de la vérité, 154.

	18	 For a useful summary of views on the nature of money, see Ingham, Te Nature 
of Money.

	19	 Tis problem is noticed in ibid., 23.
	20	 See Wray, Understanding Modern Money.
	21	 Cencini, Money, Income and Time.
	22	 Te structure of money produced by the Bank of England makes interdependence 

between the state and civil society the basis for trust in the value of money.
	23	 Tis is known as the quantity theory; it is not borne out by empirical evidence. 

Te assumption is that the quantity of money causes price movements, but not 
vice versa. Nevertheless, capital investment, made possible by an increased supply 
of money through loans, has a direct efect on prices and the quantity of goods in 
circulation. Moreover, increases in the money supply can circulate through re-
stricted circuits of the economy without having a general impact on prices. Since 
loans determine deposits, and since deposits restrict loans, the money supply is 
variable apart from infation.

	24	 Te fact that commodities are actually given prices makes it appear as if such 
a comparison with the market as a whole has taken place, if one assumes that 
all prices result solely from comparison. If other factors are involved in pricing, 
however, they may be specifc to localities in the market.

	25	 Hence, models of behavior in neoclassical economics based on Walrasian equi-
librium have very little bearing on economic reality since they are premised on a 
model of exchange rather than contract.

	26	 Smith, Te Wealth of Nations, 385.
	27	 See Davies, A History of Money from Ancient Times to the Present Day, 230.
	28	 Innes, “Te Credit Teory of Money,” in Ingham, Concepts of Money, 354.
	29	 Te role of mimesis in the constitution of money is emphasized in Aglietta and 

Orléan, La monnaie entre violence et confance .
	30	 Note that these considerations do not apply simply to fat or debt money in the 

contemporary economy. Tey apply to all money as such. Tus, any currency re-
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form that simply aims to turn money back into a token of legal tender or a valu-
able commodity will not succeed in neutralizing the power of money. Moreover, 
money coined by a state and distributed as legal tender, valid for the payment of 
taxation, is already created efectively as debt money, however valuable its intrin-
sic metal content.

	31	 Te problem of the overaccumulation of capital has been a staple ingredient in 
Marxist explanations of the contradictions of capitalism. Excess money capital 
cannot fnd suitable vehicles for investment if there is a falling rate of proft: see 
Harvey, Te Limits to Capital. While such a tendency is doubtful in itself, excess 
money capital can always be used for speculative investment in property or fnan-
cial products rather than for capital investment. Te creation of money as debt is 
more efective in explaining the engine of modernity. Geofrey Ingham argues, by 
contrast, that the tension between the expansion of value through the elasticity 
of supply of credit money and the breakdown of monetary stability through loss 
of confdence is the central dynamic of the modern capitalist system: see Ing-
ham, “Fundamentals of a Teory of Money,” in idem, Concepts of Money, 142.32.

	32	 Tis point is emphasized in de Brunhof, Marx on Money, 80–86.
	33	 Smith, Te Wealth of Nations, 420.
	34	 Marx derives the essence of money as a universal equivalent from his analysis 

of the commodity form: see Marx, Capital, 1:124–77. Tis analysis presupposes 
that it is possible to move from a general equivalent, a commodity that may be 
exchanged for many others, to a universal equivalent, against which prices are 
measured. But a universal comparison of prices is a utopian ideal that is never 
completed. Instead, all commodities promise money, but money is the promise 
of a power of efective demand in diferent and future markets. In this sense, 
money is essentially a promise of the power to realize possible future demands. 
Its essence cannot be given as a relation between commodities. Money is local 
and temporal, not universal. Its value remains indeterminate and uncertain.

Speaking of exchange value or price, Marx famously explained:
Te mysterious character of the commodity-form consists therefore simply 
in the fact that the commodity refects the social characteristics of men’s own 
labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour themselves, as the 
socio-natural properties of these things. . . . It is nothing but the defnite social 
relation between men themselves which assumes here, for them, the fantastic 
form of a relation between things. In order, therefore, to fnd an analogy we 
must take fight into the misty realm of religion. Tere the products of the 
human brain appear as autonomous fgures endowed with a life of their own, 
which enter into relations both with each other and with the human race. 
(Ibid., 164–65)

		  Yet money is a product of the human brain that becomes an autonomous fgure 
endowed with a life of its own, just as music is the product of sound vibrations 
or speech is the product of the mouth. Te instrument vibrates as it does because 
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the music is written so; the mouth moves as it does because of the intention to 
speak; people enter contracts, buy and sell, to pay back debts. Te “misty realm,” 
in practice, is that of “defnite social relations.” Social relations are defnite only 
with hindsight; in economic life, everything is uncertain.

	35	 For this dual pledging of securities on the part of creditor and debtor, see Gunnar 
Heinsohn and Otto Steiger, “Te Property Teory of Interest and Money,” in 
Smithin, What Is Money? 67–100. Note that I diverge from their theory insofar as 
I also attribute signifcance to the role of promise as the reason for undertaking 
the contract in the frst place.

Four   P o l i t i c s  o f  M o n e y

	 1	 Smith, Te Wealth of Nations, 134.
	 2	 Tis formal equality of people is described by John Locke in terms of a gift of 

the world by God to people in common. It is notable that Locke, having attrib-
uted the right of private property to the act of joining labor with what is given, 
points out that people could only have as much as they could use were it not 
for the invention of money. Money enables value to keep without spoiling and 
so enables unequal possession. People have therefore, by “tacit and voluntary 
consent,” agreed to the disproportionate and unequal possession of the Earth. 
Without money, the Earth would be used inefciently, with great tracts lying 
waste. So those people who make use of land, and so have a greater right to its 
possession, are those who use money: see Locke, Two Treatises of Government, 
286, 293, 299–300.

	 3	 Hobbes, Leviathan, 125.
	 4	 Tis is what Locke means by “freedom under government”: anyone who trans-

gresses the natural laws of private property places himself in a state of war against 
all others, and all have a duty to punish them (Locke, Two Treatises of Govern-
ment, 272).

	 5	 For more on the nature of such dependencies, see Mies and Bennholdt-Tomsen, 
Te Subsistence Perspective.

	 6	 See Brenner, Merchants and Revolution.
	 7	 In the English Civil War, Parliament—composed very largely of agrarian capi-

talist landholders—efectively seized sovereignty from the monarchy. While this 
was reversed at the end of the Commonwealth, the Glorious Revolution of 1688 
completed the process. Such a move was ideologically justifed by Locke in his 
critique of patriarchy and discussion of the state of war.

	 8	 See Heinsohn and Steiger, “Te Property Teory of Interest and Money,” in 
Smithin, What Is Money? 79, 81.

	 9	 Locke’s political theory is a defense of slavery and colonization: see the discus-
sion in Duchrow and Hinkelammert, Property for People, Not for Proft, 44–70.
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	10	 Jeanne L. Schroeder can celebrate contract (instead of gift) as “the true love rela-
tionship in its most rudimentary and primitive form,” because it involves mutual 
recognition and thus the birth of subjectivity. “For a brief, shining moment, each 
party recognizes the other as a free, equal, legal subject, and therefore achieves 
her goal of becoming a subject. It is a moment of love”: Schroeder, Triumph of 
Venus, 13, 54.

	11	 As John McMurtry remarks, “When people are then forced to obey ‘value neu-
tral’ laws—as the indigenous peoples across the world have been over 500 years 
by invasion, mass murder, land clearances and criminal prosecution for resis-
tance—their remainders are eventually forced to submit”: McMurtry, Te Can-
cer Stage of Global Capitalism, 14. See further idem, Value Wars.

	12	 Note the verdict of Joan Robinson: “Once we admit that an economy exists in 
time, that history goes one way, from the irreversible past into the unknown 
future, the conception of equilibrium based on the mechanical analogy of a pen-
dulum swinging to and fro in space becomes untenable. Te whole of traditional 
economics needs to be thought out afresh” (quoted in Altvater, Te Future of the 
Market, 75).

	13	 Even Marx’s analysis of money in terms of commodity fetishism falls into the 
same illusion that it criticizes: economic society cannot be analyzed in terms of 
exchange.

	14	 Note the judgment of Gunnar Heinsohn and Otto Steiger: “Tere is no eco-
nomic theory worthy of the name because economists have never come to terms 
with property. . . . Tey resemble a fsh which does not know of water before it 
is pulled out of it” (Heinsohn and Steiger, “Te Property Teory of Interest and 
Money,” in Smithin, What Is Money? 71–72). Te relevant distinction between 
property and possession as use, for these authors, is that property can be encum-
bered and collateralized as a debt. Indeed, they regard money as deriving from 
a mutual pledge of property. Te debtor issues a contract as a claim against his 
property to the creditor; the creditor issues a claim against his property to the 
debtor; and it is the latter claim that may then circulate as money. Money cannot 
be created out of nothing, therefore, because it requires the mutual pledging of 
property reserves. Our concern here, however, is with the social forces and ex-
pectations that invest and vivify such claims.

	15	 Smith, Te Wealth of Nations, 136–40.
	16	 Ibid., 226.
	17	 Ibid., 462.
	18	 Ibid., 250.
	19	 Ibid., 182.
	20	 Ibid., 137–39.
	21	 Ibid., 138.
	22	 See Hutchinson et al., Te Politics of Money, chap. 8.
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	23	 See n. 2 in this chapter.
	24	 Smith, Te Wealth of Nations, 198.
	25	 Ibid., 247.
	26	 More formal defnitions of usury concerned money and interest on such obscure 

grounds as money representing appropriated time and time belonging to God.
	27	 It is notable that if a rate of interest or an average rate of proft is higher than the 

growth rate of the GDP, then more money overall is extracted from an economy 
than enters it through investment. As such, foreign direct investment can easily 
lead to an extraction of wealth from the economy into which it is invested.

	28	 Jackson, Te Oxford Book of Money, 11.
	29	 See Kindleberger, Manias, Panics and Crashes.
	30	 Note the comments of Samuel Taylor Coleridge: “What evil results to this coun-

try, taken at large, from the National Debt? I never could get a plain and practical 
answer to that question. As to taxation to pay the interest, how can the country 
sufer by a process, under which money is never one minute out of the pockets of 
the people? You may just as well say that a man is weakened by the circulation of 
his blood. Tere may, certainly, be particular local evils and grievances resulting 
from the mode of taxation or collection; but how can that debt be in any proper 
sense a burden to the nation, which the nation owes to itself, and to no one but 
itself?” (quoted in Jackson, Te Oxford Book of Money, 239).

	31	 For the diference between active and reactive forces, see Deleuze, Nietzsche and 
Philosophy, chap. 2.

	32	 Keynes, A Treatise on Money, 1:26.
	33	 For Adam Smith, “A man grows rich by employing a multitude of manufacturers: 

he grows poor by maintaining a multitude of menial servants”: Smith, Te Wealth 
of Nations, 430. He generalizes this to businesses, governments, and nations, pro-
viding an argument for keeping the “unproductive” public sector as small as pos-
sible. Nevertheless, this argument assumes that only those activities that yield 
profts are productive, whereas public services may be much more worthwhile 
and benefcial to a nation than private services. Tere is, however, a diferent way 
to read Smith’s point: he comments that the rent of land and the profts of stock 
are the principal sources from which unproductive hands derive their subsis-
tence: ibid., 433. Tus, landowners and capitalist investors are perhaps more sig-
nifcant than the state in causing the underutilization of capacity. Te successors 
to the menial servants of the eighteenth century are those who are employed to 
provide leisure services for the rich, often as waiters or cleaners. Ten one must 
ask whether the provision of luxury goods and services is truly productive. For 
Smith, “Parsimony, not industry, is the immediate cause of the increase of capital. 
. . . By what a frugal man annually saves, he not only afords maintenance to an 
additional number of productive hands, for that or the ensuing year, but, like the 
founder of a public workhouse, he establishes as it were a perpetual fund for the  
maintenance of an equal number in all times to come”: ibid., 437–38. Tis is  
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the vital problem of capacity utilization: are the productive capacities of all set to 
work most efectively to ensure the maintenance and benefts of others?

	34	 Ibid., 119.

F i v e   T h e o l o g y  o f  M o n e y

	 1	 On bookkeeping as a moral self-discipline, see Poovey, Te History of the Modern 
Fact, 11. James Aho has argued that the formal conventions of double-entry book-
keeping were devised to defend against accusations of usury, “for every credit I 
am due, this double-entry declares, I owe just so much”: quoted in ibid., 37–38. 
It is notable that in bookkeeping, value consists entirely in credits and debts. Te 
same is true with paper money.

	 2	 Tus, even John Maynard Keynes distinguishes between commodity money (in 
the form of coinage and fat money or composed of tokens) and managed money 
(which has a determinate relation to an objective standard): see Keynes, A Trea-
tise on Money, 1:7.

	 3	 Tis is recommended by Hernando de Soto as a solution for world poverty: see 
de Soto, Te Mystery of Capital.

	 4	 Tis is the central argument in Poovey, Te History of the Modern Fact.
	 5	 It is important to note that in fnancial markets, value is not expressed in a price 

at any given time, for a price has discounted all economic opportunities. Instead, 
value is discerned through fundamental analyses of underlying conditions and 
technical analyses of price movements. Such value is not yet recorded in current 
prices.

S i x   M e ta p h y s i c s  a n d  C r e d i t

	 1	 Tere are three principal reasons that a state introduces money for the sake of 
taxation. First, because money enables the transfer of wealth, it allows the insti-
tution of taxes in forms other than on labor and nonperishable goods, such as 
poll taxes and customs duties. Second, it raises the demand for more money and 
thus increases the proft from seigniorage or money creation. And third, it forces 
taxpayers out of a non-monetary subsistence economy into a cash economy: see 
Charles A. E. Goodhart, “Te Two Concepts of Money,” in Ingham, Concepts of 
Money, 450. It is the third factor, combined with the profts obtained by local tax 
collectors, that seems to have been the cause of major social transformations 
during Jesus’s lifetime and probably had an impact on his teaching on wealth.

	 2	 Te concept of habitus developed by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu expresses 
such a determination of perspective by practice: see Bourdieu, Te Logic of Prac-
tice. It is also, perhaps, implicit in the premises of the materialist method outlined 
by Marx in Te German Ideology: see Pierson, Te Marx Reader, 94–95.

	 3	 It is the consciousness of such a problem that explains the pre-modern fusion 
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of the religious and the political. Te term “political theology” goes back to the 
pagan Marcus Terentius Varro (116–27 b.c.e.). It meant the correct and public 
interaction with the gods (Varro is cited in Augustine, City of God, 234). Te 
sphere of the political is not confned to law and right, on the one hand, and 
sovereignty, agency, force, and subjectivity, on the other. It also consists in piety. 
Te polis constituted itself in public through cult, sacrifcial rituals, ceremonies, 
and festivals. It is such piety that has been replaced by money as the authority of 
credit.

	 4	 See further Philip Goodchild, “Te Babylonian Captivity of Teology,” unpub-
lished essay.

	 5	 Parmenides, fragments 3 and 6, translated in Cohen et al., Readings in Ancient 
Greek Philosophy, 36–38:

Come now, I will tell you—and bring away my story safely when you  
have heard it—the only ways of inquiry there are for thinking:

the one, that it is and that it is not possible for it not to be,
is the path of Persuasion (for it attends upon Truth),
the other, that it is not and that it is necessary for it not to be,
this I point out to you to be a path completely unlearnable,
for neither may you know that which is not (for it is not to be 

accomplished)
nor may you declare it. . . . For the same thing is for thinking and for  

being.
	 6	 Compare Simmel, Te Philosophy of Money, 146: “One of the greatest advances 

made by mankind—the discovery of a new world out of the material of the old—
is to establish a proportion between two quantities, not by direct comparison, 
but in terms of the fact that each of them relates to a third quantity and that these 
two relations are either equal or unequal.”

	 7	 Aristotle, Metaphysics IV, 1003a.
	 8	 Benedict de Spinoza, Ethics, pt. 1, defnition 3, in Curley, A Spinoza Reader, 85.
	 9	 Heidegger, What Is Called Tinking? 223.
	10	 Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, book 1, chaps. 21–22, 116–21.
	11	 Anselm was able to formulate the ontological argument for the existence of God 

because of his Neo-Platonic presuppositions. Te mind has to consider “that 
than which nothing greater than can be conceived” as existing. To explain the 
possibility of the fool, he distinguished between two senses of “conceiving.” “For 
in one sense a thing is thought when the word signifying it is thought; in another 
sense when the very object which the thing is is understood”: Anselm, Proslogion, 
in Davies, Anselm of Canterbury—Te Major Works, 88–89. Tese correspond to 
difering kinds of reason—one consisting of the manipulation of signs and ideas 
by the mind, including the use of propositions that signify what is thought to 
be the case; the other when the very object discloses itself to the understanding 
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through illumination. In the latter case, thought and existence are no longer in-
dependent; thought depends on existence. Here existence is no mere predicate 
added to a representation. Existence generates thought. Tis is hardly surpris-
ing, given that thought actually exists. For Immanuel Kant, by contrast, thought 
has no necessary relation to existence. To posit a triangle and to reject its three 
angles is self-contradictory, but there is no contradiction in rejecting the triangle 
together with its three angles: Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 502. Anselm would 
no doubt reply that it is one thing to reject the existence of a posited triangle, but 
to reject the existence of “that than which nothing greater can be conceived” is 
merely foolish.

	12	 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 505 (“thalers” is used instead of “dollars” in the 
original).

	13	 Anselm develops his so-called ontological argument to demonstrate that God 
is “greater than that which can be conceived”: Anselm, Proslogion, in Davies, 
Anselm of Canterbury—Te Major Works, chap. 15.

	14	 Hence, the frequency of the motif that neoliberal economic orthodoxy is itself a 
religion: see, e.g., Nelson, Economics as Religion. Tis is not directly our concern 
here, however.

	15	 It is clear that most schemes for the creation of alternative currencies, such as 
local exchange trading schemes, do not address the source of the power of con-
temporary debt money with which they will have to compete. For a critical re-
view of such schemes, see Hutchinson et al., Te Politics of Money, chap. 9. It is 
notable that these authors, while heavily infuenced by the Social Credit Move-
ment and enthusiastic about a citizen’s income, stop short of endorsing any par-
ticular reform.

S ev en   T h e  P r i c e  o f  C r e d i t

	 1	 Bibliotheca Sanctorum, cited in Buchan, Frozen Desire, 64.
	 2	 Quoted in Jackson, Te Oxford Book of Money, 285.
	 3	 Note the view of Charles Lamb in 1843: “Te human species, according to the 

best theory I can form of it, is composed of two distinct races, the men who bor-
row, and the men who lend. . . . Te infnite superiority of the former, which I 
choose to designate as the great race, is discernible in their fgure, port, and a 
certain instinctive sovereignty. Te latter are born degraded” (quoted in Jackson, 
Te Oxford Book of Money, 214).

	 4	 Hobbes, Leviathan, 174–75.
	 5	 William Shakespeare, Te Merchant of Venice, Act 3, Scene 2, lines 262–5.
	 6	 Buchan, Frozen Desire, 90.
	 7	 For the contrast between these as fundamental social orders, see Hénaf, Le prix 

de la vérité.
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	 8	 Shakespeare, Te Merchant of Venice, Act 4, Scene 1, lines 184–93.
	 9	 Quoted in Ingham, Te Nature of Money, 126.
	10	 C. Muldrew, Te Economy of Obligation, cited in ibid.
	11	 For the signifcance of public debt in the wealth of nations, see Ferguson, Te 

Cash Nexus, chap. 4.
	12	 It is interesting to note that the Bank of England was predominantly a Whig 

corporation, and 43 percent of its initial directors were Protestant dissenters: see 
Carruthers, City of Capital, 139.

	13	 For the social forces involved in the transformation of credit into currency, see 
the luminous account of Ingham, Te Nature of Money, 121–31.

	14	 It is notable that there were early attempts to cause a run on the Bank by rivals, 
such as goldsmiths in 1696 and the old East India Company in 1701, which failed. 
See Carruthers, City of Capital, 139.

	15	 See ibid., 9–10.
	16	 Dickson, Te Financial Revolution in England, 9.
	17	 Qualifying Geofrey Ingham, who merely lists state, rentiers, and taxpayers: Ing-

ham, Te Nature of Money, 131.
	18	 Ibid., 126.
	19	 John Locke distinguished between the commonwealth, “a society of men consti-

tuted only for the procuring, preserving and advancing of their own civil inter-
ests” (these being life, liberty, health, leisure, and possessions), and a church, “a 
voluntary society for the public worship of God” (this being in such a manner as 
they judge efective for the eventual salvation of their souls): John Locke, “Letter 
on Toleration,” in Yolton, Te Locke Reader, 245, 248.

	20	 Te theological dimensions of the notion of kingship are explored in Kantorow-
icz, Te King’s Two Bodies.

	21	 Schmitt, Te Concept of the Political, 33.
	22	 See Walter Benjamin, “Critique of Violence,” in idem, Selected Writings, Volume 1, 

236–52.
	23	 It is important to note here the historical correlation between sovereign states 

and the issuing of their own currencies, even in the recent break-up and unifca-
tion of states: see Goodhart, “Te Two Concepts of Money,” in Ingham, Concepts 
of Money, 456.

	24	 “We keep most closely to the facts if we take as our test, that the money is ac-
cepted in payments made to the State’s ofces. Ten all means by which a pay-
ment can be made to the State form part of the monetary system. On this basis it 
is not the issue, but the acceptation, as we call it, which is decisive. State accep-
tation delimits the monetary system”: Georg Friedrich Knapp, quoted in Wray, 
Understanding Modern Money, 25.

	25	 Ingham, Te Nature of Money, 126–31.
	26	 See Heinsohn and Steiger, “Te Property Teory of Interest and Money,” in 

Smithin, What Is Money? 91.
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	27	 On the nature of political theology, see Philip Goodchild, “Te Exceptional Po-
litical Teology of Saint Paul,” unpublished essay.

	28	 See Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 175.
	29	 Ibid., 134.

E i ght   A  M o d e s t  P r o p o s a l

	 1	 Note the comments of Joseph Addison in 1711: “A man who is furnished with 
arguments from the Mint will convince his antagonist much sooner than one 
who draws them from reason and philosophy. Gold is a wonderful clearer of the 
understanding: it dissipates every doubt and scruple in an instant, accommo-
dates itself to the meanest of capacities, silences the loud and clamorous, and 
brings over the most obstinate and infexible. Philip of Macedon was a man of 
most invincible reason this way. He refuted by it all the wisdom of Athens, con-
founded their statesmen, struck their orators dumb, and at length argued them 
out of all their liberties” (quoted in Jackson, Te Oxford Book of Money, 286).

	 2	 Bernard Lietaer is enthusiastic about the unlimited technical possibilities: see 
Lietaer, Te Future of Money.
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