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As Nobel Prize winning economist Amartya Sen recounted in his (1999) Development as 
Freedom, thousands of years ago Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics, noted: “wealth is 
evidently not the good we seek, for it is merely useful…for the sake of something else.” This line 
resonated strongly with a similar discussion between a husband and wife recounted in the 
Brihadaranyaka Upanishads around roughly the same time. Much of the rest of Sen’s book is 
devoted to noting the potential role of wealth and public investments in increasing human 
capability, going on to redefine poverty as “capability deprivation.” 

Today’s Occupy Wall Street protests continue this ancient discussion about the purposes 
of wealth, with its slogan – we are the 99% - echoing too Aristotle’s famous distinction in his 
Politics about the conflict between oligarchy – rule of the rich – and democracy – the rule of the 
demos/the people, most of whom are without property, or poor. As Simon Johnson, former chief 
economist of the IMF, noted recently, “the U.S. is unique…just as we have the world’s most 
advanced economy, military and technology, we also have its most advanced oligarchy.” The 
great moral philosopher and economist Adam Smith, long ago critiqued what he called “prodigals 
and prospectors,” defined by the 1616 Shorter Oxford English Dictionary as “a promoter of 
bubble companies; a speculator; a cheat,” echoing today’s anger at promoters of subprime 
mortgages and credit default swaps, the latter having grown from $631.5 billion of over $62 
trillion in notional value between 2001 and 2007, expressed too in 2008 Republic Presidential 
candidate John McCain’s critique of the “greed of Wall Street.” 

The statistics are compelling. In 2007, for example, the Congressional Budget Office 
(CB0) revealed that the increase in the incomes of the richest 1% of the US population from 
2003-2005 came to $524.8 billion, a change of 42.6%, greater than the total combined income of 
the poorest 20% of Americans.  Today, the top one percent of the income bracket in the US has 
greater wealth than at any time since 1929, the eve of the Wall Street crash. The Great Depression 
was end result of the speculative mania that characterized the roaring twenties, a decade eerily 
similar to the speculative housing bubble of the 2000s that culminated in the 2008 global 
financial crisis and Great Recession.  

The present crises of global capitalism, moral, socioecological and so forth, raise 
important questions about the origins of the present crisis, the roots of the Occupy Wall Street 
and related movements from the Arab Spring to the period of European discontent and most 
especially about the possibility for remaking the global system on new, enlarged and more 
democratic, egalitarian and substainable foundations.  Drawing  on my forthcoming book, 
Lawyers, Guns & Money:  Wall Street & the American Century (Verso, 2014), this paper tackles 
all these issues, giving a longue duree analysis of both the present crisis and possibilities for new 
emancipatory projects on local, regional and global scales. 
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