
“‘Cause timing is money and money is time.” Six Theses on Monetary 
Post-Humanism in the Digital Age 

 

Something is weird about the fiscal crisis in which the West has been caught 

for the past seven years. Normally, a financial crisis moves an economic 

bubble from latency to manifestation, leading to obvious and painful 

immediate consequences – and ultimately the long process of clearing up the 

mess. In the current crisis, however, the consequences were less immediate, 

whereas the mess remains with us. The attempts at restructuring markets in 

southern Europe turns out to have choked the respective economies, while 

small and large enterprises fail in such large numbers that the target ‘sane’ 

markets more and more appear to be markets lacking industry and labor. 

Conversely, saving everything that is ‘too big to fail’ has propped up the 

bubble structures rather than the markets.  

At the same time there appears to be a structural crisis going on in the 

background. Thomas Piketty points to the increasing inequality and 

accumulation of capital in non-productive sectors as a lingering structural 

problem. But there are also those who argue that both digitalization and 

robotics are powerfully restructuring the economy – thereby causing a merely 

transitory crisis. These thinkers may envision a new boom, but they may also 

think of a robotized economy turning away from human labor (Andrew 

MacAffee), or a kind of open-source market no longer based on payment 

(Jeremy Rifkin).  

In this talk, I wish to draw on the processes of digitalization and 

financialization too, but instead of trying to describe the economic structures. I 

wish to focus on the phenomenology of money. In vaguely drawing on 

Piketty’s analysis of financialization, I wish to leave social inequality aside – 

and instead highlight the phenomenal dimension of temporality. I owe the 

basic figuration of time to Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht’s analysis of what he calls 

the “chronotope” of the present, that in his eyes has lost the notion of both 

historical causality and a future to be built by human intervention. I will 

formulate six theses. I start by arguing that: 

 

1) The ongoing crisis goes along with a peculiar, yet specific mood. 



A kind of hyperactivity that has caught the West when faced with the crisis. 

The sum of transactions at the stock-market and the bond-market is 

increasing; the transactions themselves occur at the speed of the most 

cutting-edge technology; people are constantly working more and more 

hastily. But all this has not helped end the crisis; instead, it produces what can 

be described in the not all-too psychological metaphor of burnout: 

Overheating engines and worn-out tires of the somewhat dated muscle car 

that would be, in this metaphor, the western markets.  

These are vague words at best – pathetic at worst. It’s nothing you 

would expect from a talk about something as clearly defined, as calculable as 

money, data processing and the digital present. But I wanted to open with 

something as indefinable as is a Heideggerian “Grundstimmung”, an 

existential mood or atmosphere of an epoch. Heidegger himself considered 

‘boredom’ the “Grundstimmung” of a humanist modernity. It is easy to 

understand that Heidegger’s Grundstimmung of boredom is quite opposed to 

this hyperactivity. Boredom inhibits an absorbed or imbedded relationship with 

the world; all the options for action offered by an environment lie fallow; but 

thereby the dimension of the possible begins to appear as such. The bored 

human, by leaving behind enactive immersion, discloses possibilities; and 

these possibilities, in turn are the habitat for a humanist subject, thought of as 

being world-open and world-building: The Heideggarian human subject is 

provided with a sense for what is possible, and capable of constructing their 

own world. Burnout, instead, is all about absorbtion. It is, indeed, about the 

“impassion permanente” Edmond Couchot mentioned this morning. 

Moreover, the other side of this non-humanist absorbtion is not abortion 

but rather depression – the malady abundantly described by Alain Ehrenberg 

in economic terms. In my eyes, Ehrenberg even seems to describe the 

economically induced failure of Heideggarian humanism. For him, becoming a 

humanist subject is rather a social imperative; an imperative enforced there, 

where humans are exposed to market possibilities, possibilities that are 

always at the same time too many and too few. The consequent failure  leads 

into depressed exhaustion, which is, indeed, a different withdrawal than the 

one described in Heideggarian boredom; one that does not lead to world-

openness but rather to the closure of a subject upon his or herself.  



In what follows, I would like to focus on the other side of the problem – 

namely hyperactivity leaving no room for disclosing the possible either. In 

doing so, I wish to stick with the notions of Stimmung and argue that: 

 

2) Money is a perfect joint between moods and numbers. 
Stimmungen, literally: attunements, as a concepts unity the English notions of 

mood and atmosphere. As such, they offer a strange cognitive experience. 

They are extremely vague if brought down to predication (you’ve just heard an 

example of this problem); but at the same time they can be extremely precise 

when it comes to feeling, acting and attitudes. Indeed, in drawing on the 

phenomenologist Matthew Ratcliffe’s definition of “existential feelings”, I think 

that moods, too should be considered similarly, as the ‘feel’ of situations – and 

hence as background-orientations for acting. Changes of mood change body 

posture, tone of voice, even thoughts in quite a precise way. And they change 

economic behavior.  

This latter fact opens a new field for inquiry on moods. At first glance, 

moods appear to be a purely qualitative phenomenon resisting quantification. 

But the opposite is true. I think specifically of Big Data analysis collating the 

words used on facebook and twitter in order to deduce moods, which is then 

are used to predict changes on the market. More embodied kinds of mood-

measuring, in devices like Microsoft’s Kinect or Apple’s smartphone 

applications collecting health data, are used for similar purposes as well. 

Moods are evidently turned in numbers all the time on our markets – and 

quantitative mood-analysis tries to trace this process as precisely as it can. 

Indeed, long before Big Data analysis, moods were already quantified on the 

stock market. I even wish to argue that: 

 

3) Moods influence the way money works. 
Money appears to be a purely quantitative phenomenon. But if it were so, it 

would not be able to work. Any currency is and must be embedded in a 

habitat of trust, which is, indeed, a qualitative phenomenon. It becomes 

phenomenologically manifest in a subliminal feel. While handling a functioning 

currency, nobody constantly thinks about its reliability; a well-filled purse in 

your pocket does make you feel differently; but it does not make constantly 



think about whether or not you trust the currency. When you get back change 

from a cashier, you usually do not worry whether you will be able to use these 

coins still tomorrow. The trustworthiness of a currency becomes something 

conscious only in the moment you reflect on it – which is the moment when 

you doubt it.  

Take the East German Mark in 1989. People urged the adoption of the 

Deutsche Mark, so frankly that on the street they shouted “If the Deutsche 

Mark comes, we will stay – if it does not come, we will go to where it is” in 

addition to the democratic “We are the people”. You can describe the 

development that led to this mistrust in the usual way: Temporarily fixed 

prices saved a weak market, accumulating debt, while certain goods could be 

bought only in western currencies (mostly Dollars and Deutsche Mark); those 

goods became more and more important, and the debts simultaneously 

increased so steeply that the currency collapsed. This description is, no 

doubt, as true as it is simplified. But it does not regard the experiential quality 

of the East German Mark that made people shout the slogan.  

This experiential quality, instead was also about the fetishisation of 

Western goods and it was about a rotten feel concerning the communist 

ideals. The experience involved Stalinist buildings that had once seemed to 

fall upon the earth out of a bright, ideal future – and that now were decaying 

before the ideated society had even made the first steps towards realization. 

As Vladimir Sorokin described, the communist governments tried to mitigate 

the “lack of things” with an even bigger “abundance of ideas: … proletarian 

internationalism, conquest of the cosmos, free love, disarmament (of the 

West), education of the soviet humanity, export of the revolution, subjection of 

nature, atheism, worker’s heroism, perestroika, glasnost and so on.” But if a 

currency is mostly fueled by ideas, people will search for the things on 

different (black) markets, forcing the governments into the most desperate 

measures to uphold the currency.  

Let me now draw a parallel: As you will know in the late 1970s the 

West too faced an economic crisis – but Margaret Thatcher and Ronald 

Reagan found quite a different solution that very much strengthened the feel 

for capitalist currencies. They shifted from focusing on the revenue of 

enterprises to the shareholder value, thereby fueling so-called financialization, 



i.e. the growing importance of the financial industry, the industry whose 

product is money itself. The paradigm was the stock market: There, money is 

literally augmented without the detour of labor or project-bound investments; 

any dollar you put into a stock makes other stocks more expensive; the 

amount of money increases, and can then be invested. The leading 

economists of the 1970s and ‘80s understood that this alchemy of money 

produced by the mere demand for stocks would be able to fuel the economy 

and thereby turn away from state investment. The currencies felt like a self-

sustaining power, no longer in need of public interventions. 

Financialization, though, brings about a different configuration of time 

on the market, which is the issue of my paper. I wish to state that, indeed: 

 

4) The particular joint of mood and money in the ongoing crisis goes 
along with a particular figuration of time. 

On the stock market, money is not made by realizing an opportunity, but by 

selling it as an opportunity. The investment is thereby deprived of realization; 

rather than relating to a possible future, financialized money relates to a 

virtual present. In short, while the communist governments failed to save the 

Bloc markets with utopian fiction, Western markets were indeed saved by 

financial virtuality.  

The cultural shift from the fictional to the virtual is one of the major 

issues of my talk. And I think that temporality is the major issue here. When 

Benjamin Franklin coined his famous dictum that “time is money” the issues 

were still labor and investment: Time was applied to productive work through 

which you make money, and to a dynamics of realizing lucrative plans for the 

future. In this figuration of temporality, Franklin could draw upon Adam 

Smith’s ponderings on the immense aspirational capacity of entrepreneurs, 

foreseeing the possible worlds in which their future product could play a role – 

for example, in his famous pin speech: The investment in producing the first 

pins foresees a market in which pins are needed – all is about a “sense for the 

possible”, as Robert Musil would later call it. 

Musil’s definition helps understand the relation of temporality and 

possibility even better. It is, indeed, the point where humanism comes into 

play as well. Musil’s “sense for the possible”, reflects the inventive logic of 



both investment and literary fiction. Musil, in this, was drawing on the theories 

of the so-called Austrian School of economics who had theorized on the 

subjective creativity of entrepreneurs and their quasi-utopian minds 

anticipating futures, and building these futures by investing money. The sense 

for the possible can be called the humanist feature of capitalism.  

Well, as seen above, though, this humanist dimension does not apply 

to what was already going on in the stock markets. And another Austrian-born 

literary writer pointed that out. As early as in 1923, Italo Svevo described the 

complete exhaustion of his protagonist Zeno Cosini, after making bets at the 

Stock Exchange. Svevo observed the huge labor taking place without any 

activity that could be called ‘work’ in Franklin’s understanding of the word. 

More precisely, he showed that the stock market functions without Franklinian 

time. The main issue is instantaneous decision-making – deciding on 

possibilities in the aggregate state of their complete virtualization. All is about 

betting on over-sea companies “with bizarre names”. The work in the financial 

industry does not so much require a sense for the possible future; it rather 

requires a sense for the virtual present thereby losing the humanist dimension 

the Austrians described. By the way: The historically correct term for the 

exhaustion Svevo describes is neurasthenia – which very much resembles 

today’s burnout syndrome. I wish to draw on this intuition for a further musing 

on the metaphor of burnout by arguing that: 

 

5) The temporality of the financialized markets relates to the 
“digital subject”.  
To quote the hiphop artist PARTYNEXTDOOR (“Right now”), one can state 

that on a financialized market “Timing is money and money is time” – meaning 

that there is a new kind of asymmetry in the Franklinian equation between 

money and time. The financial industry makes money by timing. The fate of 

the consumers, however, is to still live in the Franklinian time. They invest 

their time in work to make money. Against the premises of a financialized 

market, however, the working time can appear strangely unrelated to money. 

It is a bit like in Zeno’s paradox (which gave Svevo’s character his name): 

While working requires a linear time, the big money appears to be beyond this 

logic and only to calculate given moments. The temporality of work loses its 



relation with the temporality of money – a bit like in a burn out the gear of a 

muscle car loses its relation with the distance covered. 

Digitalization of already financialized markets shortens the time span of 

making money down to milliseconds, making the temporality of decision 

literally “u-chronic”, to refer - once more – to Edmond Couchot’s talk. Indeed, 

the machines used on the markets are built to adjust to swarm behavior rather 

than consciously taken decisions. So, having turned away from being a place 

for the sense for the possible, the market now turns away from being a place 

for the sense for decision-making. If at all, it is a place for the sense of the 

virtual, which very much resembles a sense for moods. This further 

virtualization can be understood as a step exceeding even what Jean 

Baudrillard has thought of when describing the virtualization of reality. After 

the proliferation of an imagery virtualizing any kind of reality, which Baudrillard 

described, we are now facing the moment when imagination itself is 

virtualized in the joint between moods and numbers. But how does this 

economic figuration relate to subjective temporality? I wish to argue that: 

 

6) By means of digitalization, the temporality of money invades 
subjective time as well. 

Traditionally literature has favored narratives that showed how much 

subjective temporality and monetary temporality were two different pairs of 

shoes. Literalizations of Franklin’s “Time is money” are a good indicator here. 

Rainer Maria Rilke’s Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge e.g. offers the parable 

of Nicolaj Kusmic, who wishes to save the time left to him and carry it on a 

bank; the idea was later on picked up by Michael Ende for his children’s book 

Momo. In both examples, time is monetized in terms of an investment for the 

future. But most importantly, by describing the failure of this enterprise, both 

examples point out that monetary time and subjective time are two different 

things. Time passes, regardless of how it is turned into virtual numbers.  

The more recent dystopia In Time (2011) instead literalizes Franklin’s 

dictum in a way that surpasses the problem. Time – or to be more precise: the 

lifespan of people – here works as a currency. The film thereby alludes to the 

fact that the ‘working poor’ still live in a Franklinian temporality while the rich 

are able to accumulate life-time without working. The scenario makes think of 



Piketty’s dictum that: “the entrepreneur inevitably tends to become a rentier, 

more and more dominant over those who own nothing but their labour. Once 

constituted, capital reproduces itself faster than output increases.” But the 

even more unsettling perspective is that a literalization of Franklin’s dictum 

that “time is money” now appears to be possible.  

At this point, I would like to pick up some observations from the 

recently deceased German essayist Frank Schirrmacher. In Ego (2013) 

Schirrmacher describes how, by means of digitalized global marketing 

strategy, a virtual double of the human subject is installed: the subject as 

agent or player in the market represented in data collections and rendered 

predictable in game-theoretical data analysis. Despite the fact that game 

theory has failed to predict the behavior of real-world people, in his or her 

virtual second existence the subject is forced into a game-theoretical 

predictability. In recent big data technology, the subject’s double (or “number 

two”, as Schirrmacher calls it) is becoming more and more powerful: In a 

Midas-like manner, nearly every action of a person immediately turns into an 

action embedded in the big game of the virtual market, thereby becoming 

calculable. Schirrmacher goes on to argue that in taking over more and more 

domains of everyday existence, the identification of a subject with his or her 

double practically produces the homo oeconomicus, which formerly existed 

only in theory. Indeed, the term “homo” is perhaps an anachronism. In fact, 

the habitat of number two is virtual – excluding the option for humanist 

fictions. Game theory, indeed, is never about inventing new ways of being – it 

is only about decision-making within the already given set of options. But the 

most important issue is the inversion of Rodney Books’ famous dictum the 

“the world is its own best model” (meaning that all models fail); in 

Schirrmacher’s account, indeed, the game-theoretical model becomes its own 

best world (which is nearly a concise definition of virtuality). This, indeed, 

brings about a further shift in temporality, since once you inhabit a model as a 

world, everything else but the model will be experienced as ungraspable – the 

future, in so far as it remains outside game-theoretical predictions – becomes 

as such one of Donald Rumsfeld’s famous “unknown unknowns”.  

In my eyes Schirrmacher exaggerates the power of the market 

machinery to shape humans. Indeed, he focuses on something as precisely 



operable as game-theoretical decision-making only; omitting moods – which 

nevertheless are equally present in similar procedures (like manipulating 

google search results or filtering facebook’s news feed in order to influence 

people’s emotions and behavior). But this does not make things any better. 

Big Data analysis will quite reliably fill the gaps – so it becomes easy to offer 

them what they will probably buy, easy to know for whom they will vote during 

the next election, easy to use data for demoscopic marketing research, and 

easy to foresee and built up a dispositive for their decisions the everyday 

market. Hence, the power of the digital ‘number two’ goes far beyond game-

theoretical decision-making. It rather engulfs the moods as well. And if the 

subjects subliminal experiences, merge with the economic double, then there 

is no longer a gap between subjective time and monetary time either. 

 
Conclusion 

So, in concluding I would like to come back to the question raised in the 

beginning: The question of the quality of money and its relation to epochal 

Grundstimmungen. I have mentioned the advantage of monetary 

quantification as a tool when trying to grasp existential moods. But the 

disadvantage of this procedure is equally clear: As is the problem with all 

quantitative measurements, their value depends on interpretations always at 

risk of arbitrariness. And this is the problem about my conclusion: I don’t have 

one. All I have is the mentioned set of suggestions.  

 


