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“MONEY” & “THE MEANING OF LIFE”

In response to popular demand, The Moneo Company has published
“Money” and “The Meaning of Life,” two essays by Mark Lee Ford, in
English Mandarin, and Japanese.

Ford tries to understand the true nature of money and our
behavior toward it in “Money.” He deduces that one spends one’s
existence to gain existence; time is the currency of our lives.

In “The Meaning of Life,” Ford draws a distinction between the
idea of happiness as a state of well-being that comes when all of one’s
abilities flourish versus the popular notion of happiness as pleasure or
contentment. The flourishing comes only by helping others with a love
that is rooted in honesty and sacrifice. From this starting point, Ford

then makes his case for his answer to "What is the meaning of life?"

MARK LEE FORD is an entrepreneut, scientist, and engineer.

LENNOX SAMUELS is a writer and editor based in Bangkok. He is a
former senior editor and foreign correspondent for Newsweek and the
Dallas Morning News, has reported from numerous countries, and
covered conflicts in Iraq and Somalia, among others. He was an editor
on the multi-part newspaper series "Violence Against Women," which

won the Pulitzer Prize for International Reporting in 1994.
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MONEY

Money entwines your life with the rest of humanity’s lives—past,
present, and future.

It coils itself just as tightly around those who fight to amass
it as those who struggle to shun it. Even when we do not spend
money, we are still using it, often unwittingly. To cleanse
oneself of money, one would have to either abandon the rest of
humanity or require humanity itself to reject its very nature.

When it comes to money, we behave rationally one moment
and insanely the next. We dream, hope, and fret about it. We
agonize about how to get it fast while laboring over it for years.
To squeeze money from our fellow man, we cajole, deceive, and
lie. And when that does not work, we pray or kill for it, or both.
We are miserly and magnanimous in the same breath. We build
and demolish nations, empires, and civilizations with and for
money.

Despite the pervasiveness of money in our lives, are any of
us its master?

We are most familiar with physical money (in its myriad
incarnations: cold cash, stocks, bonds, goods and services, and
so forth), and with its attendant concepts such as finance,
economics, and accounting. Nevertheless, we mystify money, at
once trivializing and demonizing it with wellintentioned
maxims and parables, many of which are false, if not delusional.
“The love of money is the root of all evil.”“It is better to give
than to receive.” Evidence all around us screams to the

contrary.



Mark Lee Ford

Religion admonishes us about our relationship with the
material world—in short, our attachment to money. How many
people have believed for millennia that money is an evil, dirty
thing? When one man becomes rich, the platitude goes,
another man suffers. Therefore, for the good of our souls and
the greater good of humanity, we should all give up our
possessions and take up an ascetic way of life to build riches for
some plane of existence that follows death.

We try to deny money’s supreme importance in our lives,
usually when things do not go our way. We blame greed or
money itself when we fail with money, whether it is on the scale
of a man not paying his debts or billions of people living in
destitution, mired in ignorance, disease, strife, and all manner
of suffering. Of course, we never think of ourselves as greedy, or
at least as not as greedy as the next guy.

Yet, religion’s authors and adherents, and others who want
to usurp individual sovereignty to organize society along their
personal utopian lines, are flummoxed by money. What they
dismissively and incorrectly call greed is man’s instinct to
survive, the same instinct that impels all creatures to reach
desperately for the last gasp of breath at the moment of death.
The instinct is neither moral nor immoral, but merely the
universe at work.

What, then, is money?

We have yet to devise a way to stop time, but money is a way
to bottle time, at least temporarily, allowing time to be used
later.

Only one form of time can be bottled with money: time

from a human’s life. Money is a way to store an amount of time
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Money ¢ The Meaning of Life

and energy from your life in the form of the products of your
labor! for conversion into the products of someone else’s labor
for the benefit of yourself (or another person), later. Thus, we
cannot pay ourselves with money for our own labor, which is
why inflation occurs when politicians print money to buy
things. The money they print is not equivalent to the products
of anyone’s labor, the actual time and energy from someone’s
life.

Why do we need money?

For any good that we want, we must have the expertise,
energy, and time to create it by the transmutation process of
our labor. Consider, for example, producing something as
seemingly simple as an onion. One could learn how to grow the
onion, design and make all the equipment to grow it and, even
before that, mine and process all the raw materials to make the
equipment. When all that is accomplished, one could then
grow and harvest the onion. But it would take centuries for one
person to do all of this alone.

Each of us, however, has only eight decades or so to live. We

spend approximately one-quarter of our lifetime maturing into

1 When you direct your energy at any purpose for a duration of time from your
life, you are transmuting the energy and time into a product that is, by the
physical law of the conservation of energy, equivalent to the energy and time.
The transmutation process is called “labor.” It is a process of your will.
Thinking, loving, speaking—all manner of doing things and making things—are
your labor.

As for the products of your labor, energy and time from your life are
consumed and transmuted into the products. They are a portion of what you
once were because the products you are about to make during the next second

are made from what you are now. The process is irreversible.
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adulthood and battling illness and old age. Half of the
remaining three-quarters is spent sleeping or at rest. This leaves
approximately three-eighths of all the time that we have in our
lives to make things as fully functional adults.

Because we cannot stop time or lengthen our lives
indefinitely, the only other avenue available to us is to acquire
time from the life of someone else to make what we desire
during our own finite lifetimes. Not only can we trade,
accumulate, and relinquish time from our lives for that of our
contemporaries, we can do so with time from the lives of people
who have lived before us. Future generations can do the same
with time from our lives.

In other words, time is the currency of our lives.

But to accomplish all these things with time, two other
ingredients are needed: our energy and our will to direct the
energy at some purpose during some time from our lives. The
process of doing this is called labor, and it results in a product
that is equivalent to the time and energy from our lives that we
used in the product’s creation.

We use money to represent the products of our labor, a way
to symbolically store time and energy from our lives. You can
convert the money in your possession into the products of
other people’s labor, using time and energy from their lives for
the good or service that they have made for you, just as they can
convert money in their possession to use time and energy from
your life when you labor for them.

Once we see beyond the physical form of money, the gamut
of man’s behavior vis-d-vis money is easier to understand: it is

the instinct to survive and reproduce. On your deathbed, what
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would you do to buy an extra year, a day, or even a second more
of life? Some people would fight for it or kill for it, while others
would selflessly give their time and energy to their fellow man
because of compassion. Since we are mortal, we try to use time
from other’s lives to increase the efficiency of what we can do in
our lives and to achieve what we cannot accomplish alone.

We have many problems with money as a way to store time
and energy from our lives.

Think of people marooned on a deserted island with a
bottle of water. They might drink when they should be
rationing, or drink more than their share when others’ backs
are turned. Some people are better at collecting more water
than others, while some feel entitled to a bigger ration or even
to the ration of another. Their desire for the water increases in
proportion to their anticipation of it quenching their thirst
instead of the exact, minimum quantity that is needed to keep
them alive. Some might give their ration to others because of
love, pity, guilt, desperation, inspiration, or fear, whereas others
might commandeer rations for the same irrational reasons. The
castaways might argue over who should be the custodian of the
bottle and how rations should be decided. The bottle itself
might have problems. It might leak or shatter easily. If it does
not have a cork, the water might evaporate even when no one is
drinking; fewer people’s thirst can be quenched tomorrow than
today.

Analogous to the case of the water bottle, money as a bottle

of time and energy from a man’s life has similar shortcomings:

13



Mark Lee Ford

1. Money is a promise. It obliges us to commit some time
and energy from our lives to do something for another
person, but the fulfillment of the obligation is only as
strong as our word;

2. People work with different efficiencies. Even if the difference
is a mere nanosecond, it will accrue and eventually result
in noticeable differences in wealth among people and
nations; and

3. We are irrational. We cannot precisely calculate the time,
energy, and efficiency that a person uses from his life to
make a good. The farther a buyer is from the creation of
a good, and all the other goods and services that are
needed to make it, the farther away from reality is his
evaluation of the good’s value. We substitute the
irrationality of sensory and emotional cues for this lack

of information.

Why do we want more money?
The universe as a whole naturally tends towards disorder.2
All organisms, however, increase order “locally” (inside each

one) to survive long enough to reproduce. In doing so, they

2 The second law of thermodynamics states that the entropy (a measure of
disorder) of a closed system will never decrease. As Sir Arthur Eddington put it,
“The law that entropy always increases holds, I think, the supreme position
among the laws of Nature.” Life does not violate the second law, but physicists
have been stumped by why life should arise in the first place. Recently, Professor
Jeremy England has proposed that life exists because the law of increasing
entropy drives matter to acquire lifelike physical properties. Matter restructures

itself to dissipate increasingly more energy.

14



Money ¢ The Meaning of Life

minimize the expenditure of their own time and energy while
maximizing their use of energy from other organisms and the
environment. This self-interest appears to be the most efficient
way for each organism to create the local order in the universe
necessary for life to arise and grow. Man is no different. He
seeks to lower his entropy by maximizing his use of the time
and energy of other organisms (including his fellow man’s)
while minimizing the expenditure of his own. Because money is
a way to store and trade time and energy from our lives, man
treats it as he does any other source of time and energy.

As such, money might be the most precious of all
inventions. Not only has money improved our success at
survivability and reproducibility, it has enabled us to go beyond
them. When people trade, they are bargaining for the products
of other parties’ labor that they perceive are more valuable than
their own.3 It is the only way that we have to improve the
general prosperity of mankind by increasing the size of the pie
through increasing the efficiency of our use of the finite time
and energy in our lives. In doing so, we have been improving
our health and lengthening our lifespan, giving us even more
time and energy to use in our lives.

Humans have been able to increase their overall prosperity
(e.g., longevity, mitigation of risk from natural forces, health)
through the power of intellect rather than biological
evolutionary means alone. Money as a proxy for storing and

using time and energy makes this possible. Nature is replete

3 My definition of business
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with these economies, such as cells using and trading adenosine
triphosphate (ATP) among themselves.

Money might be the seed of civilizations.

To understand this, imagine that I buy a good from you
with money, and then you burn the money. What has
happened? Have we lost merely paper! No! An equivalent
amount of your life’s time and energy, transmuted into
products using your labor, will have to be used to recreate the
same product to sell again. You have lost time and energy from
your life. But there is another cost. The progress of your
community is impeded because of the additional cost of having
to recreate something. There is an opportunity cost. You could
have used that time and energy to create something better to
advance your community.

Likewise, if people do not use the proxy fairly (e.g., by
printing or stealing money) then everyone’s prosperity suffers.
The efficiency of storing time and energy is compromised.
Bubbles, booms, busts, recessions, and the like are inefficiencies
caused by our irrational decisions, the shortcomings of money,
and the usurpation of individual sovereignty.

Time—our life’s time—is the currency of our lives. Your wise
investment of your time and energy pays manifold returns on

the balance sheet of life.
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THE MEANING OF LIFE

At age 30, we think that we still have enough time to change
the course of our lives. We compare our progress with that of
other people regarding career, marriage, lifestyle, and so on. We
make ambitious plans—professional and personal-and work
hard to fulfill them.

By our late thirties, we know that most of our plans have
missed their marks. No matter what, some of the unexpected
outcomes can be very good. And we always make new plans,
anyway. Singles, however, might start to agonize about being left
behind. They worry about whether they will ever marry, let
alone be able to have children. Pile on other unfulfilled dreams,
a dead-end job, and pressure from parents to marry, and the
urgency to do something, anything, to change one’s life
intensifies. Even those in marriages or long-term relationships
might wonder if they have a future with their spouse.

In our forties and fifties, we know mortality well. Some of
our friends have already died. Birthdays fly by, and we sense our
bodies deteriorating. “Why am I here?”, “How long will I live?”
and, “What should I do with the rest of my life?” are questions
on our minds.

What is the meaning of this journey that is sometimes
beautiful, often painful, and always uncertain, one that we
incessantly question and struggle to change to our liking?

If happiness is vital on this journey, and if happiness comes
from creating who we want to be in life, how can we know who

we want to be, or what to do to get there?
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The answer comes from understanding how to manage our
lives.

“Life is short” is a dangerous fallacy. People who have
convinced themselves that life is short will try to change their
lives by drastic means, as if frantically scrambling for an
emergency exit. One might have an affair, end a relationship, or
leave town for a new life. It is exhilarating to think that one is
finally breaking free, finding credence in the bad advice
common from well-intended friends. Transitory lovers are the
worst influence; they instigate escapism with adulation. But life
almost always worsens for the “escapee” and shatters the lives of
those who truly love her or him. The friends and lovers,
meanwhile, go unscathed. It is a great pity that so much
unnecessary heartbreak is created by free people attempting to
escape an illusory jail.

If you convince yourself that life is short, your lifetime will
indeed shorten. Life is intrinsically neither short nor long. If
you manage your life correctly, it will extend sufficiently to
allow you to create whoever you want to be, whatever your age.
As Seneca wrote, “Life is long if you know how to use it.”

Aristotle said that happiness is a state of well-being that
comes when all your abilities flourish, a mentally and physically
arduous undertaking in creativity, not the popular notion of
happiness as pleasure or contentment. Your creative products
are the outward signs of your will, in other words, who you are.
They are anything that you can make from your mind, heart,
and hands: a relationship, technology, a family, music, a
negotiation, raising a child, a venture, spirituality, a meal.

Anything at all. How people react to your creative products will

18
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feed back to your psyche and enhance you. As you continue
your journey in life, you will want to add interests, knowledge,
and experience to feed your creativity.

The vision of who you want to be develops incrementally
inside you from doing this, not by declaring, “From today, this
is who I am!” Sometimes the incremental steps are planned,
sometimes not. People who are better at it are more satisfied
than people who are not. In other words, satisfaction is a
measure of how well we are managing our creation of our lives.

Improving our abilities is necessary, but insufficient, to
make our creativity flourish. Nor is it enough to manage our
lives. Something beyond abilities—beyond the intellect—is
needed.

People draw out the best in each other only when they love
each other with a quality of love rooted in honesty and sacrifice.
Oxford professor Terry Eagleton has said that love is the
reciprocity between people that allows their abilities to flourish.
Compassionate treatment of others is a condition for our own
thriving.

This quality of love, therefore, is indispensable for reaching
our optimum creativity. It is the only way for us to create who
we want to be; while creating, happiness as a state of well-being
will naturally arise within us. And we will know it because we
will feel satisfied about what we are creating despite the
necessary struggle and pain from the act of true creation.

The way that we progress through this journey is how we
create meaning in our lives, and for the lives of those
accompanying us. It is never too late to manage the creation of

your life to achieve a state of well-being and satisfaction.
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People will disappoint you. They will fall short of your
expectations and irritate you. Maybe you feel that they let you
down, wasted your time, and did not help make your dreams
come true.

But if they love you, and if their love genuinely comes from
honesty and sacrifice, despite all their shortcomings, then do
not deride or reject them. Reciprocate their love; if it is
difficult, it means that you have more work to do on yourself.
Love is always in short supply, but only by our choosing.

Granted, understanding how to love from a position of
honesty and sacrifice is harder than the intellectual side of
adding new interests, knowledge, and experiences. But giving
up on someone who loves you means that you are giving up on
yourself. For it is only through love reciprocated with other
people, no matter their faults, that you can achieve meaning in
your life.

And if you think that you have lost the person and the love
that came with him or her, fear not. By their very nature, they
are forever recoverable; it only depends on your will to recover
them.

The universe is, for all its glory and beauty, appallingly
dumb. It is beholden to change without design. In all this, and
perhaps more, the love of which I write is the only immutable
thing, beyond the reach of all natural forces. The purpose of the
universe is what you decide it to be. For in a universe that
otherwise knows only change—dumb change—love is the only
fixed point that enables you to thrive with a change of your own

making—intelligent change—to have a meaningful life.
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