2010-06-25   Why Spiritual Progressives should look into Altruistic Economics

Introduction

Altruistic Economics is a radically alternative economic system, since:

i. It has many striking differences from current economics. There is no money and no banks (central or otherwise). In the current economic system, a few have the power to make far reaching decisions. In AE, no one is in charge, and everyone is. i.e. No users have special privileges.

ii. It challenges the fundamental assumptions of traditional economics, such as how people behave, or that more for one of us means less for the rest of us.  In contrast to Homo economicus, it is founded on a charitable view of human behaviour.

iii. It is a return to the roots of the word economics (οἰκονομία). Altruistic Economics assumes that people have a home sphere of friends/family with whom they have healthy relationships, whom they treat better than they treat their business contacts. It aims to shrink the influence of the competitive, commercial arena by enlarging the altruistic ambit of family. This is achieved through software that matches requests & offers, putting people in touch not only with their friends, but friends of friends, fofof etc.

To move from theory to practice, Altruistic Economics will require a fast internet based computer system with digital signatures. Such systems are currently under development. Professional involvement has been limited due to lack of revenue stream. The end user would experience it as something like Facebook/Ebay, but of course it would be decentralised and open source. It would not use money. Accounting would rest on mututal accreditation (thank yous), and statements of sympathy.

Comparison with economics articles published on Tikkun

Similarities:

1. Altruistic Economics has a progressive, egalitarian agenda

2. It challenges the validity of many existing assumptions, social norms, economically motivated decisions etc.

Differences:

3. Many economic articles on Tikkun (and most everywhere else I read) could be summarised as “it's terrible what they're doing, something must be done”. Sometimes they suggest fixes to laws, people to sack/appoint, wrongs to right etc. But such tweaks stay firmly within the current framework. Altruistic Economics is not an amendment to the status quo. It is a something we could try on our own.

4. Due to its decentralised nature, Altruistic Economics is not about lobbying the powers that be or voting for anything. It does not require approval from the powers that be (though that would help, it is no precondition). It just requires implementation in software.

5. Altruistic Economics is a blueprint for a larger change than current strands of thought on Tikkun (or most other places). Many of the articles on Tikkun.org express an aligned sentiment, though I haven't seen any flesh out how this could be realised.

David Korten writes “the task before us is to replace the culture and institutions of a 20th century economy designed and managed to serve financial values with the culture and institutions of a new 21st century economy designed to serve life values.
” Good stuff. However, he fails to elaborate on what 'life values' actually are in an economic sense. Are putting a price on the environment here? Do we measure them? How? His remark that“a rise in the market price of a house from $200,000 to $400,000 does not make it more functional or comfortable” is both obvious and pertinent, but if we don't count in terms of dollars, how then shall we count? 

Korten writes that“although [Phillips]' analysis underscores Speth's conclusion that we need a sweeping system redesign, he leaves it to others to identify appropriate remedies”, and later continues, “Corrective action begins with recognition that our economic crisis is, at its core, a moral crisis. Our economic institutions and rules, even the indicators by which we measure economic performance, consistently place financial values ahead of life values.”  Whilst these are fine sentiments, he follows them by an detailed exposition of problems with the status quo, as if the “corrective action” he referred to might after all be just a series of technical fixes, rather than the “sweeping system redesign” he mentioned earlier.

Korten's “Economic Agenda for a new Administration” depicts a utopia, not a road to get there. Does anyone really think that Obama or his ilk are interested in “restoring integrity to Wall Street by rendering its casino operations unprofitable, impos[ing] a transactions tax, requir[ing] responsible capital ratios, and impos[ing] a surcharge on short-term capital gains...” ? Did he “act boldly to capture the momentum of the mandate of his first hundred days”? Boldly perhaps, but not in the interests of advancing a progressive agenda. As MLK realised, real change in modern US can occur at the grass roots more readily than top-down.

Even were such measures carried out, they would not tackle the root problem that our system of abstracted zero-sum accounting embeds conflict at the lowest level (since your loss = my gain). As such, anything built on top of it is likely be suspect, due to the “survival of the shittest” dynamic at play, which advantages the psychopath. Altruistic Economics has a different accounting system which allows proper representation of non-zero sum interactions such as win-win or lose-lose. Moreover, since it is moneyless, it draws no subtle distinction between 'demand' and 'effective demand'. People's preferences are as important in proportion to those who care about them.

The Tikkun writers seem very aware of the issues of fiat money, environmental limits and the exponential growth imperative, but can't see how this will play out. My personal take is that hyperinflation is coming soon, as reflected by rampant national debts and ever dicier debt ratings for governments. Until people find an alternatives in which to invest, however, national currencies will struggle on. Gold is ultimately no better – long historical record of value notwithstanding, it's still just a confidence trick with minimal intrinsic value. Once better systems arise (that measure true values, and that cannot be manipulated by a tiny elite), capital flight will collapse the traditional currencies in short order. Ah, but, what is 'true value'? See Korten's agenda for Obama:

“We will henceforth strive to grow the things we really want, while seeking to reduce the cost in money (sic.) and natural resources.”

How can we measure what we want, collectively, if not by a dog-eat-dog struggle for scarce dollars? This question is one to which I have not seen any answers in Tikkun. It seems to me that with business leaders trained to ruthlessly pursue statistics (to say nothing of computers with advanced number crunching abilities), having numerical values is a good thing. It was Korten who first drew my attention to the folly of GDP as a measure, but what numbers can we give, if not dollars? The decentralisation of Altruistic Economics comes to our aid here – everyone need only manage their own set of numbers, and interlinks them with their friends (c.f. You manage tikkun.org, one part of the larger system which is WWW). 

By the principle of six degrees, everyone's preferences are important (even if only slightly) to everyone else, an obvious insight, but one is entirely missing in traditional, money-based economics, which puts the requirements of capital above those of people. The graph of individuals who have sympathetic relationships with one another is referred to in the Altruistic Economics literature as a 'network of care', and it can be seen as a means by which collectively expressed preferences can be aggregated. So whilst a timber merchant may be tempted to cut down trees to get wood, since people want it, it is a less attractive prospect if he knows that this will upset many millions of people who would rather have the trees
.

This is what I mean by 'true value'. One person might value alcohol, another rainforests, but likely everyone will value healthy food and water. In AE, those who create the things which many people want are likely to incur widespread gratitude. This is not a penalty, to be extorted under threat of not getting the gift. It is not a price. Whilst modern money requires a heavy infrastructure of monitoring and lawyering, Altruistic Economics requires none of this – everything is a gift.

Reading Riane Eisler's piece on caring
, I was reminded of the saying that “you get what you measure”. Modern economics has no place for charity, in spite of clear demonstrations from behavioural economics
 that human behaviour is anything but narrowly selfish. Altruistic Economics normalises sympathy for others, and uses numbers to make it explicit, so that people can get a clear aggregate view of their interdependence on one other and on the planet's living systems. 

If consumers of sweatshop made products could feel the suffering that had gone into them, most would be interested. However, whilst accounting occurs through zero-sum money, there is always a tension between low prices and fair wages. Although we have been innured to this though everyday exposure over generations, it is actually unnecessary - it doesn't have to be this way. I feel that David Korten knows this, as evidenced by his avoidance of prescriptive measures and his concluding call instead to ask difficult questions about what we could do differently. An awareness of AE might deepen his insight into the heart of the current malaise.

Any economic system, though, is only as good as the people who use it. I believe spiritual progressives have a relatively good understanding of what is wrong with the status quo, and as such could be enthusiastic adopters of AE and such systems when they come on stream. I would like them to be better informed is on such radically different methods of economic interaction that are coming down the pipe. They could be a good group to seed them.

I am personally in tune with Riane Eisler's sentiment that "to effectively address our growing economic, social, and environmental problems, we need a new economics. We need a system that leaves behind the dominator elements of capitalism and socialism, preserves their partnership elements, and is governed by economic structures, policies, and practices that give visibility and real value to caring for ourselves, others, and our Mother Earth." Whilst these sentiments are certainly worth voicing, they will likely not be taken seriously my many unless backed up by details of a feasible system. Altruistic Economics could be such as system. 

I believe that rather than discussing the minutiae of the present, fundamentally flawed system, a discussion of the principles of future systems would do more to bring about a progressive system. How does the notion of 'prices' affect our culture, for example? Does the transferrability of money exert a destructive influence on families by creating a single, limited, pot of resources? Is visibility compatible with traditional money? When we buy things from a store, we have a one dimensional piece of information (price) that can never tell the stories of how it can to be on that shelf. By design, money is identical, transferable, divisible etc. which also makes it perfect for bribes, theft, etc. Need for money promotes the insecurity of those who have it (that they might lose it) and those who don't (because they are unfairly excluded as a result). Whilst it would disadvantage psychopaths, a lifelong global reputation style system such as Altruistic Economics (wealth= how other people relate to YOU, not how they envy your money) would seem to have a lot in common with Riane Eisler's vision. An understanding of AE might lead on to deeper questions and prepare us for future systems as well as bringing them to the attention of those who can build them.

Hazel Henderson writes that “Restoring the right of democratic nations to coin their currency directly (as required in the US Constitution) is now essential, particularly in the USA where debt is now crushing every sector and the Federal Reserve along with the Treasury are now printing money in clear sight of taxpayers.
”

It would improve things no doubt, but considering who calls the shots in US govt, is it realistic? Would it tackle the existing debt? Would it be any better if money was printed out of sight of taxpayers? I wonder about “US citizens feel betrayed by Wall Street and their trust has been shaken.” How much did they really trust Wall St in the first place? Didn't they just feel like there was nothing they could do except trust the experts and the guys in power? Ditto the politicians voting for all the bailouts.

Her emphasis on “secure internet platforms” strikes me as well placed – a topic which too many of the articles on Tikkun leave unaddressed. I was anticipating this when she mentioned  “the need to redesign money systems whose circuits are now overloaded and augment them by taking advantage of pure information-based exchange now offered by information technologies and the internet”.  I believe she would class a decentralised Internet Gift Economy system as a 'disruptive technology'. I suspect that she underestimates their impact, since she she later states that “Money, like gold, will remain a useful store of value and medium of exchange, but now as part of a new broader, more inclusive regime dominated by pure, information-based markets.”

This is a strange statement considering her later claim (with which I agree) that “Clearly, the world’s money systems have been corrupted, and the basic value of trust which underlies all markets has been shattered.”

Like several articles on tikkun.org, she makes several well intended and reasoned policy changes for the powers that be, but I suggest they cannot fix the problems of our economic systems, only alleviate the pain (and thus keep policy in the prescribed box for a little longer), since they don't challenge the psychopathy at the heart of the market metaphor. Nikki Alexander, however, is pleasantly outspoken:

“If it doesn’t govern, it isn’t a government. What is masquerading as government is a crime syndicate with a flag... These emergencies are also the hallmark of the transnational crime syndicate manipulating the global economy through financial terrorism.
”

His prescription falls short of the standard of his diagnosis of the financial 'crisis' and excellent historical summary. A move to local currency systems is a move in the right direction, because it expands people's choices, and is closer to trust in people rather than in money.

“Completely abolishing the privatization of national money and credit would end world poverty and liberate human energy to create worldwide abundance in which every human community could produce and exchange the goods and services it needs without ever being enslaved by fictitious debt. What is most essential to liberating humankind from centuries of covert suppression is financial sovereignty.”

Yes, and no! Let's forget the debt. But is overt suppression much better than covert suppression? Altruistic Economics does not have a money as such (though people could use it to give existing money to one another, and I think that indeed could be perhaps its most effective use in the immediate term, when money still operates the tollbooths that have sprung up everywhere in proportion to GDP). More seriously still, this is in “something must be done” category which has not plan for how this is to be achieved. His statement that we are witnessing “The self-induced implosion of a corrupt financial system” is near the mark, but overlooks a vital interaction between the requirement for exponential growth, and the earth's dwindling ability to offer return on investment. There are systemic forces at play which he is missing. So this articles' prescription section is not as  'out of the box' as its historical review. Hazel Henderson is much closer to my own thinking on this, with her remarks that we need a better unit than money with which to account for our dealings, one that is more expressive and less mismatched to healthy human sentiments.

AE Key Design Features

Altruistic “Economics” may be a misnomer, since it invites comparison with existing economics. This would be like comparing letters and Email; although they do a roughly comparable job, it is achieved in very different ways. AE is not intended as something to write books or articles about, but for implementation in software. It doesn't have any need of policy setters on high, since everyone is on the same level. It was a practical answer to the how to create a Gift Economy on the internet. I specified certain criteria about the system, which I believe have been met:-

1. It should be decentralised, with no single point of failure or control (otherwise it is an easy target for the psychopaths who run the current show)

2. It should be capable of scaling up, without limit to the number of people who use it (so it can rival the current economy in terms of complexity)

3. It should have a defence against people turning up, leeching resources and the vanishing (since otherwise it would prove infeasible to run concurrently with the existing predatory economy)

4. It should not reward people for damaging their own property
 (since this is an indication of embedded conflict with the system).

In Practice - Software

Traditional economic theory is written as a post-hoc rationalisation of goings on, or perhaps in response to a proposal. Altruistic Economics is a blueprint for a transaction system we could build. I am more of a mathematician that a programmer, but have been researching computer science for some years now, and have a design for a compatible system. It is getting built  slowly, but due to my reliance on busy volunteers (of which I am the main one). NSP could help by discussing it, bringing it to the attention of better programmers than me, who could perform an audit of the system's viability and/or expedite this process. The professional programmers I have approached up to now have not been interested due to lacking either a salary from me or enough awareness of economics/society/spirit to see the bigger picture.

Where to learn more

1. http://www.altruists.org/ae        Homepage (English/German/Spanish/Russian)

2. http://www.altruists.org/ge1v    40 minute video on the Gift Economy

3. http://www.altruists.org/ae960   Gentle 15 minute audio on how I got started with Altruistic Economics

4. http://www.altruists.org/ae404   Most recent presentation for programmers

5. http://www.altruists.org/ae601   Simple presentation “What is Wrong with Money” (English/Spanish/Korean)
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