What is money?

On Sunday July 2, hundreds of thousands, myself among them, will march in Edinburgh – and in Norwich – to ‘make poverty history’. This fact gives me hope for our world. And makes this a good moment to reflect on what we really mean by “poverty”, in 2005?


Exactly two years back, I was in Syria, learning about the history of that troubled nation. I visited the town of Qinitra, entirely flattened in cold blood by the Israeli Army when they returned it to the Syrians, a generation ago. I visited the Golan Heights area, illegally taken from Syria by Israel. And I was deeply fortunate to be invited to attend a friend’s wedding in a huge Palestinian refugee camp, near Damascus.


Syria has had to absorb enormous numbers of refugees, since they were expelled / fled from Palestine in 1948 and 1967. The ‘temporary’ camp I spent a day in has been there for a whole generation. 


The spirit of those attending the wedding festivities there was nevertheless quite tremendous. Many of the guests, and the children, were very poor – there is little work in the camps, little money. But they were rich in culture, and many of them seemed happy. …Especially the kids, when I agreed to take photos of them! (Virtually no-one in the camp has a camera of any kind.)


When I got back to England, I felt more convinced than ever that the world owes these Palestinian people justice: a home, the chance of a decent living. The kinds of ‘riches’ that we take for granted.


Of course, one doesn’t need to go to Syria to see people living in poverty. There are pockets of real poverty in Yarmouth and Norwich, for example. In Mile Cross and the Larkman, both close to where I live, I have seen families living in conditions not very different from those in Syria. Indeed, often the level of cultural deprivation -- of loneliness and depression -- in poorer parts of our urban environments here in Norfolk seems to me worse than anything I saw in the Middle East.


We need to make poverty history here in England, in Norwich, too.


Some of the poor that I have encountered in Syria and in Norwich lack work. Why do they need to work, to labour? So that they can have money. Why do they need money? Because without money, one cannot avail oneself of the fruits of others’ labour: of food that others have grown, for instance, letalone machines that others have made.


And here we come to a very important point: having more money than someone else is a matter of being able to extract work from them, in return for… funny little pieces of paper or metal.


What I have learned from my experiences and my reflections is this: that other humans, whether they live a few miles away or on the other side of the world, are poor mostly because we choose to keep them that way. Having lots of money is not some kind of right that anyone is entitled to, it seems to me. Because how could any of us be entitled to order other people around to work for us?


When one of us is ‘poor’, that is invariably because others of us are ‘rich’. Money in my pocket – or in the pocket of a businessman or a burglar – means that other people can be called upon to labour for one, so that they can gain the right to extract a little labour, in turn, from others. When someone who is rich in monetary terms – David Beckham, say – uses his fortune, what he is actually doing is getting lots of people to do just what he wants. One of them to wipe his dishes, others to make those dishes in the first place, one to drive his cars around, others to make the cars, others to wipe his kid’s backside… and so on, almost endlessly. 


What is poverty, in a materialist society? This: being ordered around by others with more ‘special’ pieces of paper than you have.


And what is wealth? This: having lots of those bits of paper. Having the ‘right’ to get other people to labour for you. The more money you have, the more people you get to order around.


How degrading, for both parties. Perhaps this is why Jesus said: it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the ‘kingdom’ of heaven.


Is this really how we want to live? In the third millennium, do we really want our society to be based primarily on the quest to acquire more money, once we realise clearly what money is: the socially-enforced right to buy other people’s time? 

