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The “Wicked Problem” of Democracy, Money, Authority, and Planetary Crisis1

Bruce Woll
The threat posed to democracy by our current money architecture is the question that occasions this conference. The authority exercised by our privatized money regime rests on the ideology of the free market legitimated by the claim to cognitive expertise by neoclassical economics. Today that authority is being challenged as never before in the name of democracy. This paper will show why the momentous challenges involved in reimagining money as a means of democracy also demand reimagining democracy. Moreover, both must be re-thought from the perspective of the planetary crisis. We need a terrestrial demo-genesis, a new birth of democracy.(2)

The origins and history of the European conquest of the Americas leave no doubt that the meaning of European democracy cannot be taken for granted. The US, for one, was founded in the blood money of slavery, wars of extermination, and “epistemic violence” against the indigenous inhabitants by the settlers.(3) Its declaration of freedom in the name of the equality of all men has been blatantly contradicted by its practice for over two centuries.(4) The history of democracy, and capital as the dominant form of money, is entangled with Western racialized conquest. For at least the last five centuries Europe has been engaged in imposing its mythic view of reality, its “imaginary,” on the rest of the earth, by violence and bloodshed, wars of white supremacy, and slavery.

I will draw primarily on the work of Amitav Ghosh to explore this complex of entanglements. Ghosh’s long-range perspective, from a position outside the West, sheds crucial light on the pathological sources of the planetary crisis. The West’s global wars of conquest of non-Western peoples have also been wars of capital commodification of the earth itself, its lands, water, air and life.

But our war of global domination over the earth has thrust us into war against the rest of the peoples of the earth. What the planetary crisis is teaching us is that we have also launched ourselves into mortal combat with the earth. Furthermore, since in spite of ourselves we are also terrestrials, peoples of the earth, we find ourselves in mortal combat with ourselves. This is the source of our “great derangement,” our madness, and the threat is that we drag the rest of the peoples of the earth into our civil war. In this diagnosis, Ghosh shares with Bruno Latour a searing diagnosis of modernity’s capitalist monetary regime as a pathological expression of the West’s global hubris that has split humanity in two, a civil war in the soul of the European and American conquerors.

The source of this self-destructive derangement has never been described more precisely than by the Indian scholar, Uday Singh Mehta: “The liberalism with which John Locke (1632-1704) is commonly identified has its origins in two widely shared and profoundly influential seventeenth-century assumptions: first, that human beings are by their nature free, rational, and equal; second, that they are therefore capable of murder, theft, and mayhem and are hence in mortal danger. Liberalism thus originated in ambivalence.”(5)

Acknowledging the truth of the blood-soaked entanglement of money and democracy in “official modernity’s” histories of conquest against the nonmoderns, against the earth, and against itself, is an absolutely essential first step towards recovering our senses as a terrestrial species, and planetary healing. It also entails learning to listen to the earth again through the voices of those closest to the earth. It says: “Our relationship cannot be a one-way street.”
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