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  I. Introduction




  
 




  This book is about worries. It’s not about money troubles. There’s a crucial difference.




  Troubles are urgent. They ask for direct action. I don’t see how I can meet my car-insurance bill. I never pay down my credit-card debt: it is like a millstone round my neck. I really

  wish I could send my fourteen-year-old to a private school because he is floundering where he is. But I cannot afford it.




  Money troubles like these can be met in only two ways. Either you gain access to more money – by adjusting debts, earning more or cutting costs. Or you go without something

  else.




  By contrast, worries often say more about the worrier than about the world.




  Worries are about what is going on in your head, not just what is going on in your bank account. They range freely over time: I worry that I made a terrible financial decision fifteen years

  ago. I worry that my children, when they are adults, will not have enough money. Worries are connected to imagination and the emotions, not just to what is happening here and now.




  So, addressing money worries should be quite different from dealing with money troubles. To address our worries we have to give attention to the pattern of thinking (ideology) and

  to the scheme of values (culture) as these are played out in our own individual, private existences.




  Typically, advice about money addresses the question: how can I get more money? The advice consists of suggestions and instructions for increasing one’s wealth:

  develop a property portfolio; get a better paying job; marry someone rich. It assumes that we already know how much we need (‘More! more!’) and why (‘Are you crazy?’). Yet

  the question ‘how can I get more money?’ should, ideally, be asked only after enquiry into how much money I need and what I need it for.




  Alternatively, money advice asks: how can I get by with less? There are many money-saving ideas: cut up your credit card; force yourself to record all expenditure; turn the heating down

  and wear an extra jumper at home; collect special-discount coupons. These could be very useful strategies, obviously. It assumes that you have already set the right goals and just want to get there

  with less expense. But they don’t address the underlying question: what do I properly need money for? Or to put it another way: what’s the link between money and the good

  life?




  In other words, our culture of advice is attuned to money troubles, rather than money worries. This is a problem because the theme of money is so deep and pervasive in our lives.

  One’s relationship with money is lifelong, it colours one’s sense of identity, it shapes one’s attitude to other people, it connects and splits generations; money is the arena in

  which greed and generosity are played out, in which wisdom is exercised and folly committed. Freedom, desire, power, status, work, possession: these huge ideas that rule life are enacted, almost

  always, in and around money.




  In the philosophy of teaching, a big distinction is made between training and education. Training teaches a person how to carry out a specific task more efficiently and

  reliably. Education, on the other hand, opens and enriches the person’s mind. To train a person, you need know nothing about who they really are, or what they love, or why. Education reaches

  out to embrace the whole person. Historically, we have treated money as a matter for training, rather than education in its wider and more dignified sense.




  How one relates to money is framed, ultimately, by one’s most extensive and least explicit ideas – ideas about the human condition, ‘the meaning of life, the universe and

  everything’. And this means that one’s relationship with money can be helped or hindered by apparently quite distant thoughts.




  For instance, Karl Marx argued that money is part of a system that is profoundly unjust. It damages both those who succeed and those who have an obviously hard time. Escape might be possible

  – but only by rejecting the system as a whole, by stepping off the conveyor belt, by revolution. Money, framed this way, feels like an alien imposition on the world.




  The free-market advocates of the Chicago School, on the other hand, argued that money is essentially a neutral medium, through which people interact rationally in order to maximize their own

  utility. Framed this way, money is harmless. Any failings that may seem to be due to money are in fact the product of failures of rationality. A person’s economic life is a free creation.




  These are big intellectual constructs and surely few people go around with such precise and elaborate models of money in their heads. But we do go around with some sort of model – more

  vague, more poetic, more humdrum, as it may be. We bring a vision of life and the world to our interaction with money. The point isn’t to immediately agree or disagree with Marx or the

  free-market theorists. Rather, their viewpoints can be prompts to a more personal task: what, really, is my (or your) equivalent theory of money? And this question points to a major ambition of

  this book: to help us come to our own big views about money and its role in life.




  
 





  II. Thinking about Money




  
 





  




  1. What are Money Worries Really About?




  Worries about money tend to fall into four big groups:




  

    

      

            1. Without it my life is going to have lots of pains and hassles. I’ll be humiliated because I do not have enough money to protect myself. I will have low

            status.


          



        

            2. Money will force me to spend a lot of my life just making enough to get by. This is not a complete waste; it’s just that there will be a lot less

            fulfilment, self-realization and worthwhile endeavour than I’d like. I’ll pass a lot of my life thinking about debt payments and credit cards – rather than dealing with

            ultimately more important matters. What’s more, money is extremely unreliable. I’ll save, and then it will all disappear away because of some gyration of the market.


       



      

            3. I’ll miss out on the good things that I long for. I’ll never live in a lovely house, drive an elegant car, go on a fabulous holiday, feel the snug

            warmth and ease that I assume derives from deep financial security. And this makes me angry with myself and with the world. I worry that I will fail in life and this will be connected to

            my inability to deal better with money.


       

            4. Money is like a virus. For the sake of money people do terrible things. Money seems to operate with a logic that is indifferent to merit or suffering or

            justice. There is a kind of fate that, for no good reason, determines that this person will scrape and beg while that person will gaze at statements from stockbrokers filled

            with huge numbers. The system feels too big – there is nothing I, or anyone, can do about it.


       

    


  




  If we are to do something about our worries we need to understand them before trying to immediately respond to them. Where do our worries come from? What lies behind them? What

  are we really worried about? We make progress in our lives when we turn anxieties into specific questions. Providing, that is, we turn them into the right questions.




  Money worries occur because we cannot give accurate enough answers to the underlying questions:




  

    

      

            1. What do I need money for? That is, what is important to me?


      

            2. How much money do I need to do that?


        

            3. What is the best way for me to get that money?


        

            4. What are my economic responsibilities to other people?


         

    


  




  These questions engage directly with the worries with which we started. The questions are serious but they have real answers.




  Our natural tendency is to spin from one worry to another; we change topic, as it were, but do not really get anywhere:
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  A more desirable habit of thinking is one in which worries are held in the mind, so that they can be turned into genuine enquiries:
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  It might sound a touch pedantic to emphasize this. But it is a crucial principle. We will never make progress in addressing our money worries if we do not recognize that they

  stem from a set of underlying questions. And those questions are about our own values, mode of living and view of life. Our worries – when it comes to money – are about psychology as

  much as economics, the soul as much as the bank balance.




  So the first task is to know our worries and to trace them back to an underlying question. It’s quite possible that, on a first examination, the worries are a bit vague. I often

  don’t really know what I am really worried about. That’s not to say that my distress has no cause. It’s just that I don’t know very accurately what the cause is.




  For instance, I quite often feel anxious about money when I look at my car. I’ve had it for ten years and it has accumulated quite a number of scratches and minor ailments. It creaks in a

  curious way; the wipers shudder across the windscreen; the bits of plastic that protected the underside of the wheel arches fell off some time back. The interior never feels entirely clean.

  There’s a dent on one side caused by some ill-judged reversing in an underground car park. But it goes and is reliable. And I can’t afford to replace it.




  But some part of my brain tells me that it is not the car I am supposed to have. I imagine something more interesting, or more beautiful – or just more up-market. When I park at the tennis

  club I feel relieved if there are other modest cars around and (I’m ashamed to say, but it is true) annoyed by the sight of more elegant vehicles. What causes my anxiety is the thought that I

  am stuck with this thing, that I’ll never get anything better: I’ll never be able to afford to be happy about my car.
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    Looking at my car makes me worry about money – but what is the source of the anxiety?


  




  This worry, it turns out, is not really to do with the car itself. Rather, it is to do with imagination and social relations. So, what exactly am I worrying about? On reflection, it emerges that

  I’m worried about not taking care of things properly. If I’d looked after the car properly, it could still be in fine condition. Then I wouldn’t worry about it being ten years old

  and an average make. When I look at the car, I’m seeing (I now understand) the consequence of a kind of laziness – always putting off getting little things fixed, never cleaning the

  back seats, etc. My worry is about my character. And buying a new car – which would be a real burden – would not make me better at looking after it. In fact, I think the appeal of a new

  car is really to do with starting over: next time, I secretly tell myself, I’ll take good care of my vehicle. But that’s delusional. I didn’t in the past. Why would that change

  now?




  It’s really quite significant that the ‘object’ of the worry may be far from clear. It means, as I have said, that the primary task is to think, rather than rush to a

  solution.




  To take another example: anxiety arises, for me, in connection with a specific grand hotel in Venice. When I think about it – it’s extremely elegant and charming and wildly expensive

  – I feel frustrated and despondent. I contemplate my meagre bank account with disgust. I’ll never be able to stay there. Of course, there are millions of things I can’t begin to

  afford, millions of high-price hotels. Why the worry about this specific hotel?




  Thinking it through, I realize – for the first time – that I associate that hotel with historical figures I admire. I think John Ruskin stayed there. I’m pretty sure the writer

  Cyril Connolly did, and the historian Kenneth Clark. To me the hotel means: you can be like them. Although, the thought looks silly once it is presented to daylight. Staying there would do nothing

  at all to make me similar to them in any important way. But this suggests that the worry is not ultimately about money. It is, ultimately, a worry that, in comparison with these men I admire, I am

  unfocused and short on courage. These are concerns worth addressing; but a luxury hotel isn’t the answer.




  Another money worry is that when my children grow up they will not make enough money. I try to devise ways of saving now so that they will be secure. If I put a small amount aside every week,

  what will compound interest make of it in fifty years time? (Admittedly rather too far off to be much help.) But the real worries, I now think, are of their inner independence and of the radically

  indefinite character of the future. Maybe they won’t care about what seems important to me. I’m confronting the fact that I can’t imagine them grown up. How could the little girl

  playing in the sandpit earn a middle-class income? The worry, then, is existential: my children will grow up, they will become their own judges of life; they will separate from me.




  We often don’t quite know what the problem is that we need a solution to. My worries, here, are clearly only in part about money. They are also worries about being liked, about the

  well-being of my children, about my relationship with my secret hopes of fulfilment and achievement, and about the coherence of my life. But of course these are quite vague starting points. The

  temptation is to say that because they are vague they can be dismissed. In fact, it is because they are vague that they require extra attention and clarification.




  
 





  




  2. A Good Relationship with Money




  One thing that’s characteristic of a good relationship is this: you get more accurate at assigning responsibility. When things go wrong you can see how much is your

  fault and how much is the fault of the other person. And the same holds when things go well. You know that part of it is your doing and part depends on the contribution of your partner.




  This model applies to money. When things go well or badly, it’s partly about what you bring to the situation and partly about what money brings. What money brings is a certain level of

  spending power.




  What you bring to this relationship includes imagination, values, emotions, attitudes, ambitions, fears and memories. So the relationship is absolutely not just a matter of pure economic facts

  of how much you get and how much you spend.




  The relationship model suggests that fixing issues around quantity, or how much money you have, very often won’t, on its own, make the difference one is looking for. That is, trying to

  solve all your money worries by addressing the quantity of money – either by increasing it or managing with less – isn’t the ideal strategy. What is key is addressing your

  relationship with money and the feelings you have about it.
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    They contemplate the mystery of existence – money feels irrelevant. Caspar David Friedrich, Moon Rising over the Sea, 1822.
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    She contemplates the mystery of existence – money feels central and overwhelming.


  




  The conflicts between the concerns of money and the hopes of life are real and deep. There are times when we think they might line up – when money might dovetail with happiness. There are

  other points at which the opposition seems really painful. A big electricity bill comes in and the house-insurance payment is due and I need expensive dental treatment. I can barely manage. And it

  always seems to be like this. Will I never be able to visit my sister overseas? Will we never be able to install the new kitchen that would really improve our family life?
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