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Foreword and Acknowledgments

This book has been many years in the making. It originated in efforts to make sense of world
money as a critical concept for the understanding of modern capitalism. As so often happens,
this interest coincided with others—including the questions of slavery and the rise of
capitalism—in ways that took me down unanticipated paths. Eventually, I found myself
toiling at the crossroads of money and slavery in the ancient Greco-Roman world. And from
there, I kept crossing history’s bridges to later historical complexes of war, slavery, finance,
and empire—from early modern Britain to the US empire today. The result, I hope, is a
unique historical interpretation of money and power in the making of our world.

The first presentation of some of these arguments came in my Deutscher Memorial Prize
Lecture at the 2013 Historical Materialism Conference at the University of London. A revised
version of that lecture appeared the next year as “The Blood of the Commonwealth: War, the
State and the Making of World-Money,” in Historical Materialism (vol. 22, no. 2). I thank
the journal’s editors and the conference organizers for their support.

As work on the book proceeded, I benefited from insightful feedback on several chapters
from Colin Barker, Sue Ferguson, Holly Lewis, Geoff McCormack, and Colin Mooers. I
extend my warmest thanks and appreciation to all of them. I especially remember, with
sadness and great affection, the encouragement I received from Colin Barker, who expressed
great excitement about this project and insisted on reading some of its chapters while battling
the cancer that took him from us. Colin was a true friend, a wonderful, generous socialist, and
an incisive radical thinker.

Work on this book was regularly halted as we lost others along the way. My loving
partner, Sue Ferguson, lost both of her parents, Joyce and Ken, in 2016 and 2017,
respectively. They are remembered with love and affection.

My dear friend and former teacher Ellen Meiksins Wood passed in 2016. Outside of
asking Ellen one small question concerning my research on ancient Greece, I did not have the
benefit of her sharp and discerning opinions on the arguments I have made here. Ellen might
have differed with me on many points in the analysis that follows. But she would have been
pleased, I think, that I have honored her injunction to always do the necessary historical
investigation before pronouncing oneself on matters like these.

While I was working on this book, I moved from Toronto’s York University to the
University of Houston. Big thanks are due to my colleagues and students at York, where I
first launched this project. My warm reception in the Department of History in Houston has
been a true joy, for which I am grateful to all my colleagues there. For their kindness,
generosity, and support, special thanks are due to Donna Butler, Philip Howard, Tom
O’Brien, Raul Ramos, Linda Reed, Paul Scott, Abdel Razzaq Takriti, and Cihan Yüksel
Muslu. Their support has meant the world to me as I make a new home in Houston. I am truly
thrilled that Blood and Money will roll off the presses as my first book as a member of the
UH Department of History.

I also want to recognize the inspiring activists of the Convict Leasing and Labor Project
(CLLP) in Sugar Land, Texas, with whom I have been privileged to work since my arrival in
Houston. I will say something more about them in my next book, which will be devoted to
the relationship between slavery and capitalism. That question forms much of the backdrop to
their efforts to preserve and memorialize the remains of ninety-five African American convict



laborers found in 2018 at the site of the former Imperial Prison Farm in Sugar Land. I
particularly want to acknowledge the decades of work in this area by CLLP founder Reginald
Moore, the keeper of the flame, and to recognize the dedication to this cause of Sam Collins,
Barbara Jones, Naomi Carrier Mitchell, and Liz Austin Peterson.

At the heart of my life is the love and support of Sue Ferguson and of our amazing
children, Adam, Sam, and Liam. Once again, Sue has been with me on this journey every
step of the way, while toiling away at a book of her own. As pleased as I am to be sending
Blood and Money to Haymarket Books, I truly cannot wait for Sue’s book launch. As for our
boys, they continue to be endless sources of joy, love, laughter, and celebration. I thank them
and hug them all.

In this day and age especially, authors ought to be immensely appreciative to editors and
publishers dedicated to the process of writing and producing high-quality books. I cannot say
enough about the wonderful folks at Haymarket Books. I particularly want to thank John
McDonald and Anthony Arnove for their support and encouragement, my manuscript editor,
Ashley Smith, for his valuable and insightful comments, and copy editor, Sam Smith, for
their meticulous attention to the manuscript.

I am extremely fortunate to have my parents with me at this stage of my life. All of them
have dealt with health challenges in recent years, yet each has managed to keep moving
forward with good humor and love for the people in their lives. My mother, Helen, continues
to amaze with the support she gives to beleaguered souls, and with her love for all of us. My
father, John, endlessly warms my heart with the abiding interest he takes in my writing and
my social justice commitments, and in the accomplishments of his grandchildren. Marilyn
McNally came into my life, and those of my sisters, when I was a teenager. Her love and
support for me, and for my siblings, Terri, Sandra, and Steven, has meant the world to all of
us.

I dedicate this book to these three elders—Helen, John, and Marilyn. I further dedicate it
to the memories of Joyce and Ken Ferguson, Colin Barker, and Ellen Meiksins Wood. They
have passed on, but in our hearts they remain.



Introduction

It is remarkable how deferential people can be, even progressive people, when it comes to the
subject of money. In a recent critical work debunking mainstream economics, for instance,
the author instructs us that “monetary and financial systems are among human society’s
greatest cultural and economic achievements.” Turning to the Bank of England, the same
author confidently proclaims it to have been “a great civilizational advance.”1 I beg to differ.
Rather than a benign medium for promoting the exchange of goods, money has been a
technology of power. This is not to deny that it has facilitated trade (though it is to deny the
absurd myth that money emerged out of barter).2 It is merely to insist that money and finance
are enmeshed within matrices of social power and tend to reproduce them.3

Critical theory insists that objects are not separable from their histories. Every object is
defined by the process of its emergence and development. Rather than mere externalities,
these processes are intrinsic to objects themselves.4 Where money is concerned, I submit that
every layer of its sedimentation is mingled with the blood of slaves, of soldiers, of the
colonized, of the exploited and oppressed. Notwithstanding the considerable differences
between monetary regimes throughout history, these features have been at the core of each.
And they are histories that must be ruptured if violence and domination are to be overcome.

In what follows, I contend that financial history is soaked in blood—blood that has
flowed in the tracks of slavery, war, and empire. Thus, the arguments that follow are
decidedly unconventional. Even among historians contributing to the major (and important)
resurgence in the study of capitalism in the United States, the predominant picture on offer is
too often that of “a capitalism born without blood,” as one commentator put it.5 This
bloodless image of capitalism owes something to the way the global economic crisis of 2009
focused attention on esoteric financial instruments, such as collateralized debt obligations and
credit default swaps. So abstracted are these instruments from the everyday production of
goods and services that it is all too easy for analysts to plunge into descriptions of mortgage-
based derivatives and computerized trading as if there were no larger system in which people
toil in sweatshops, warehouses, stores, and fields—and as if financial profits did not
ultimately derive from these labors.6 To lose sight of such spaces, however, and of the bodies
that toil there, is to succumb to a profound fetishism. It is to fail the critical test of tracking
abstract financial technologies to the human labors that underpin them. In this respect, the
chapters that follow might be considered an exercise in de-fetishizing criticism—one that
connects the study of monetary and financial history to a phenomenology of the laboring
body.

The theoretical work of tethering money to the body and its labors draws from insights
that originate with Marx. In his 1844 “Notes on James Mill,” for instance, the young Marx
turned his sights to the role of credit in the modern monetary system. “The substance, the
body clothing the spirit of money is not money, paper, but instead it is my personal existence,
my flesh and blood,” he wrote. “Credit no longer actualizes money-values in actual money
but in human flesh and human hearts.”7 In this profound observation, Marx urged that the
monetary values changing hands in the credit system are rooted—actualized, as he put it—in
human flesh, in the body and its pains. Monetary power is thus vampiric, a ghostly presence
haunting human flesh and blood.8 Because of this, credit and money also colonize our hearts



—by means of perverse love of lucre, and by means of our mortal fear of the servitude that
can accompany debt.

To start from the body is thus an essential protocol. However, human bodies are always
enmeshed in history. Human life is the domain of historical bodies that carry traces of
collective legacies of labor, desire, technology, domination, suffering, and resistance.9 An
assessment of the record of money must therefore situate bodies in networks of power and
oppression—among them class, patriarchy, and slavery. More than this, since class societies
are always at war (or preparing for war), our protocol requires us to locate the immersion of
historical bodies in relations of organized violence. In what follows, I extend this insight to
monetary history from the ancient Mediterranean and Middle East to contemporary
globalized capitalism. Exploring a range of monetary technologies that have taken shape in
societies organized around war, slavery, and colonial plunder, I show that these are intrinsic
elements of the history of money, not background stage effects.

When it comes to modern capitalist society, I consider Marx’s analysis of money—as an
expression of the logic of generalized commodity exchange—to be indispensable.10 But
money existed prior to capitalism and obeyed social logics distinct from it, even if these were
grounded in domination. Indeed, Marx was well aware that the investigation he conducted in
Capital, volume 1, operates at a preliminary level of theoretical abstraction. Concerned to
delineate money’s basic logic in capitalist society, Marx initially bracketed consideration of
credit markets, the banking system, the nation-state, public debt, and international finance.
But all of the latter—and their entanglements with war and war finance—are essential to any
actual history of money.11 To trace this history requires an analysis of the commodity logic of
money that incorporates the operations of the state. Marx recognized as much. He understood
that states determine the unit of measure (e.g., dollars, yen, euros, yuan) within their
sovereign territory. “Coining, like the establishment of a standard of prices, is the business of
the State,” he remarked. And he further observed that the “different national uniforms worn at
home by gold and silver as coins,” or by paper currencies, are all governed by the nation-
state.12 It is these different modalities of money— coin, paper currencies tied to precious
metal, inconvertible paper money—that shape the history of monetary regimes.

To be sure, money’s most developed operations occur in an international space that
exceeds the sovereignty of national states, which is why world money occupies the highest
level in Marx’s theory. Yet, the global level is not an empty space. It is constituted in and
through world competition among capitals and international rivalry between dominant nation-
states. Integral to a theory of world money, therefore, is the analysis of international conflict
and war—which is perhaps why Marx’s plan for his critique of capitalism was meant to
culminate in books on the state, foreign trade, and the world market.13 This is fitting, since
national currencies that have attained status as world money have done so on the basis of
colonialism, empire, and war. As soon as we approach monetary regimes and institutions in
these terms, we can readily appreciate the problems with describing, say, the formation of the
Bank of England as “a great civilizational advance.” It was instead, as we will see, an
advance in the technology of war finance. For its first century, the bank arranged payment for
the ships, guns, and soldiers with which the British Empire fought France. And there is
nothing particularly unique about the Bank of England in this regard: as one economist
observed, all the “central banks in existence before 1850 were chartered in the context of
war.”14

But war finance did not originate with modern society any more than money did. For this
reason, this volume begins long before the rise of capitalism: with the emergence of full-
fledged money in the ancient West Asia, and its crystallization in Greece. In so doing, it
foregrounds the crucial role of the slave trade in the development of markets in the



Mediterranean region. By beginning here, I also highlight payment for mercenary soldiers as
an integral element in the origin of state-produced ancient coinage, which comprised the first
modular form of money. I further show that ancient elites considered the hiring of
mercenaries, and of wage laborers generally, as a variation on the purchase of slaves. All of
this reinforces Marx’s account of the “primitive accumulation of capital” as a multifaceted
process of bloody dispossession. Money appears in Marx’s story as a decisive instrument by
which capital emerges into the world “dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with blood
and dirt.”15

But money does not play the same role in all systems of social life and production. For
this reason, these chapters make no claim to offer a general theory of money across the ages.
Theory must be specific to its historical objects of study. Instead, these chapters proffer a
unique historical account of money: one that demonstrates that in all class societies money is
enmeshed in practices of domination and expropriation.16 I further suggest that three modular
forms of general-purpose money can be identified in the broad sweep of socioeconomic
history, all of them issued by states: metallic coinage, paper banknotes legally backed by
precious metal, and paper fiat money untethered to any commodity. The classic instances of
each emerged, respectively, in the silver coins of ancient Athens, the notes issued by the
Bank of England (founded in 1694), and the US dollar following its detachment from gold in
1971. Each of these modular forms characterizes a historical epoch.17 Equally significant, I
show that each developed as a solution to specific challenges associated with war finance.
That war was endemic in ancient Greek society is obvious from even a passing acquaintance
with Homer’s epics. That it was also deeply imbricated in the emergence of money is a
central argument of the first two chapters, which also point to imperial Rome as the heir to
Greece’s monetary innovations.

Long after the demise of the Roman Empire, coinage continued to operate as the modular
form of money in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. Notwithstanding a decline in the degree
of monetization in Europe after Rome’s collapse, metallic coinage remained the prevailing
means of payment and exchange. As Eurasian commercial life accelerated in the later
medieval period, so did military conflict.18 By 1270 CE, silver coins and bullion comprised a
form of world money that lubricated trade from Western Europe to China.19 And just as war
became increasingly commercialized in this period, so commerce became increasingly
militarized. One scholar observes that for six centuries in Europe, from the Middle Ages into
the early modern period, “people bought and sold military manpower like a commodity on
the global market.”20 This refers, of course, to the purchase of mercenary soldiers. So
historically significant were mercenaries that, in the thirteenth century CE, Egypt came under
the rule of descendants of enslaved mercenary soldiers, known as the Mamluks.

As we move into the era of the rise of capitalism in Europe, war and the hiring of
mercenaries moved into higher gears. With states seeking new means of conducting and
funding military conflict, the Bank of England perfected its machinery of war finance. In so
doing, it established the second modular form of money. But it could do so only on the basis
of new social relations of production and a new form of political power, one that internalized
market imperatives within the very heart of the modern state. The power of capital, and its
necessary manifestation in war, became constitutive of the bourgeois order.21 Just as modern
banking was a regime of war finance from its inception, so was capitalism a system of war
capitalism—and it remains so today.22 This is the story at the heart of chapters 3 and 4.

By the twentieth century’s Thirty Years’ War (1914–45), the United States had attained
dominance within global capitalism. Essential to its rise was a long internal struggle to adopt
the second modular form of money, paper notes tied to gold and secured by a central bank.



But, as much as it ascended to imperial hegemony through this form of money, the United
States was also to destroy it. At the height of the Vietnam War, in 1971, the monetary
arrangements integral to war capitalism underwent a seismic shock when the US government
disconnected its currency from gold, thereby reconstituting the dollar as an imperial fiat
money. Since then, state fiat monies have become the general form of late capitalist money—
its third modular form—and have brought with them new modalities of financial turbulence
and turmoil of the sort witnessed in the 2009 global financial crisis. I explore this epochal
departure, and its lasting reverberations, in chapter 5.

In writing a counter-history of money organized around ancient Greece and Rome,
Britain, and the United States, there is a risk that the reader will imagine these to be the
world’s great innovators. Yet, even in the domain of empire, these states were often mere
imitators. One can make the case that the empires of Persia, Babylon, and early Islam, and
those of the Mongols, Ottomans, Mughals, and Khazars, exceeded what the Greeks achieved
in many domains. The Mongols under Genghis Khan (Temüjin) and his successors, for
instance, established “the largest land empire in history.”23 And China undertook the world’s
first sustained experiment with paper money, albeit one that collapsed and thus failed to
establish a new modal form (outlined in chapter 2). My focus is on Greece, Britain, and the
United States only because their exercises in destruction and domination, war and empire,
were underpinned by monetary innovations that became generalized. This is also why they
figure prominently in the global history of colonialism, which is a central part of the story
told here. All of this further serves to remind us why anti-colonialism is essential to the
prospect of a world beyond empire and war.

The chapters that follow also deploy an interdisciplinary approach to the study of money
and its history. Epic poets—like Homer and Hesiod—enter our analysis, as do novelists such
as Daniel Defoe and Herman Melville. This has to do with the capacity of literature to break
through the obfuscation that so frequently surrounds economic questions, particularly
monetary ones. As the gadfly economist John Kenneth Galbraith observed, “The study of
money, above all other fields in economics, is the one in which complexity is used to disguise
truth or to evade truth, not to reveal it.”24 And these evasions at the heart of mainstream
economics serve to protect power and privilege. To the degree to which they pierce such
mystifications, poets and philosophers often have more to teach us about the study of money
than economists do.

This volume is thus intended as a work of demystification. It is also “an experiment in
history, solidarity, and hope,” to borrow a formulation from radical scholar Vincent
Harding.25 The history it traces is one of money, slavery, empire, and war. The solidarity it
embraces is with the oppressed across the ages. And the hope it nurtures is in a future free of
violence and oppression. I will have succeeded if this work makes some small contribution to
that cause.



CHAPTER 1

“Droves I Took Alive and Auctioned Off as Slaves”

War, Slavery, and Ancient Markets

Half a century before the dawn of the Christian era, a Roman provincial governor gazed with
delight at the loot from a recent military campaign. Exulting in his gains, the governor,
known to posterity as Cicero, dashed off a letter to a friend. “As I write,” he enthused, “there
is about 120,000 sesterces on the platform.”1 In fact, there were no sesterces, the predominant
Roman coin of the time, atop the platform he regarded. No, rather than coins, it was human
beings he observed—enslaved humans, taken as plunder by the army. Yet, Cicero was in one
sense speaking truthfully. What he perceived was indeed a heap of coins. After all, the people
before him were commodified humans, readily translatable into a monetary equivalent. Our
Roman politician might not have known their names, but he knew their approximate market
value. So developed was exchange in enslaved humans, so routine was the economic
transformation of persons into money, that Cicero simply performed the conversion in
thought. What he saw on the platform was just what he reported—sesterces, piles and piles of
sesterces.

To perceive human beings as heaps of coins requires a distinctive intertwining of slavery,
markets, and money. In the ancient Greco-Roman world, these had evolved in tandem, each
indispensable to the other. Today, liberal exponents of markets and money disavow these
interconnections. Even in a heterodox work in economics, we still find claims to the effect
that the invention of money and finance represented “a great civilizational advance.”2 Yet
this really will not do. In offering its uplifting fable of civilizing commerce, mainstream
thought seeks to expunge the embarrassing commodity that has been fundamental to the story
of markets and money—humans in bondage.

Questions of money are also questions of truth. In order to function as a means of exchange
and payment, or as a measure of value, a monetary item (be it a coin or a bill) must be
accepted as the real thing and not an imposter, not a counterfeit. The truth value of money is
not merely a conceptual matter. Money’s validity must be realized in everyday human
practice, in concrete interactions among people. A social epistemology thus accompanies
money, a set of symbolic and socio-material practices for determining its veracity. At the
origin of Western culture, these practices ran through the enslaved body.3

A general equivalent, let us recall—be it a silver coin, a digital inscription, or a note
issued by a central bank—requires a guarantee of its integrity; to be universally accepted, it
must be recognized as legitimate, as the real thing, the incarnation of wealth as such. This
recognition can be fraught when new media of payment and exchange are emerging—say,
banknotes in societies that have been regulated by coinage, or debit cards when they first
appear as substitutes for cash. The same is true in a society in which older means of
exchange, such as conventional weights of gold and silver, or iron spits and metal cauldrons,
are being displaced by coins stamped by the state. And with this transition, we encounter a



fascinating shift in ancient Greece with respect to the testing of money, a shift that inserted
the enslaved body directly into the truth regime of money.

During the era in which coinage emerged, the authenticity of a gold coin could be
checked by recourse to a basanos, a touchstone upon which pure gold, when rubbed, left a
unique mark. Over time, the term basanos came to refer to the test itself, not merely the
touchstone. But the most intriguing semantic shift took place sometime after silver coinage
was introduced by the Athenian polis (probably in the late sixth century BCE). Having minted
coins, the state also needed to protect against counterfeits, and to provide a public test of
authenticity. For a period of time, testing of coins was performed publicly in the agora by a
state-owned enslaved person, known as the Dokimastes, who received fifty lashes for failure
to stay at his post, or for failing to test according to stipulations of the law.4 A slave’s body—
always subject to the threat of violence—functioned here as the ultimate guarantee of the
integrity of money. The enslaved person who served as Dokimastes became a sort of human
basanos, and thus implicitly something both animate and inanimate, inhabiting an uncertain
zone between the living and the dead. The epistemology of money was thus grounded in the
enslaved body and the right of violence against it, in a series that went money → touchstone
→ slave. This direct link between truth, violence, and the enslaved body facilitated a further,
somewhat jarring, semantic shift as the word basanos came to designate not a stone for
testing coins, nor the test itself, but the act of torturing an enslaved person’s body in order to
elicit testimony in a legal proceeding. This alteration in meaning thus connected coins and
enslaved people as objects whose bodies could be vessels of truth. This was the context in
which basanos came to denote the use of violence against the enslaved body to produce truth
in a legal proceeding.5

Discussing this semantic evolution, classicist Page duBois writes that such a shift in
meaning “is literally catachresis, the improper use of words … abuse or perversion of a trope
or metaphor (OED).”6 Yet, while abuse (of enslaved bodies) was certainly involved, duBois
might overstate the distance between coins and the enslaved body. After all, with the
Athenian coinage decree (375–4 BCE), which made the Dokimastes a touchstone for the truth
of money, a legal conflation of coins and the enslaved body had occurred: force applied to
one, the enslaved body, guaranteed the authenticity of the other, money. Judicial truth and the
validity of money were thereby tethered to the enslaved body. We encounter here a chain of
substitutions in which the enslaved body could stand in for coins, as it could for truth.

Consider also the following substitution: whereas legal penalties imposed on enslaved
people in Greece were frequently paid by lashes on the body, free persons could pay
monetary penalties as a substitute. A late fourth-century Attic inscription, for instance,
imposed a penalty of fifty lashes on an enslaved person for cutting wood in the sacred
precincts of Apollo; a free man, on the other hand, was to pay fifty drachmas for the same
offense, an evident substitution of money for the (free) body.7 Surely these translations
between enslaved bodies and money owed something to the fact that enslaved people were
bought and sold in the market. Enslaved people, after all, were directly exchangeable with
coins. And this involved an inherent ontological conflation of (at least some) persons with
things—an example of which we saw with Cicero. It may not have been such an abuse of
language, therefore, for the meaning of basanos to shift from a touchstone for testing gold to
the judicial exercise of violence on an enslaved body. This slippage between gold and
enslaved bodies discursively mimicked real circuits of exchange. However, these
transactional circuits had originated within an overwhelmingly nonmonetary economy. If we
want to understand how exchanges became monetized, we will need to explore the economy
of violence in the heroic period. Before doing that, however, let us attend to another site in
this dialectic of money, truth, and the enslaved body: ancient philosophy.



Tracking the Invisible: Philosophy and the Enslaved Body
Ancient Greek philosophy has an intriguing connection to the emergence of money. It also
has a curious connection to enslaved people. Enslaved bodies were, of course, highly visible
throughout Athens—in their public labors, in the open-air markets where they were bought
and sold, and in the tattoos, brands, and fetters with which their bodies were marked, all signs
of their status as chattel property. This public visibility of the enslaved operated, however, to
invisibilize their personhood, to render them imperceptible as humans. The enhanced
conspicuousness of those in bondage, etched in markings on their bodies, demarcated them
from the fully human world of the polis, reducing them to thing-like elements outside the
culture-building activities of adult male citizens, including the practice of philosophy. The
corporeal semiotics of slavery thereby relegated the enslaved to a twilight zone inhabited by
cattle and commodities. “A living piece of property,” says Aristotle, the enslaved is “one of
the tools” that ministers to the activity of a master.8 Enslaved people are embodiments of
death-in-life, uniting the activity of living labor with the status of creatures who are meant to
be socially dead.9 Yet, this confinement of the enslaved to a zombie domain of death-in-life
left traces, clues accessible to the dialectical investigator, which are inscribed in the very
rules of intelligibility of the worlds of mind and money.

The enslaved body was inherently scandalous, precisely because it grounded the domains
of philosophy and commerce; it ranked among their fundamental conditions of possibility.
The scandal did not consist, of course, in the fact of slavery, as this seems to have caused
little embarrassment at all (with the remote exception of a few intransigent defenders of
democratic egalitarianism).10 Not only was slavery compatible with ancient justice, it was
foundational to it, providing an essential precondition for legal truth, as we have seen.
Reading Aristotle, it is evident that he considers the submission of enslaved people to masters
to be part of the just ordering of our world, equally indispensable to virtue as the domination
of men over women and children. The scandal of slavery had to do not with its existence per
se, but with the unspoken threat it posed to aristocratic pretensions to cultural autonomy. As
Hegel famously demonstrated, the great irony of the master–slave relation is that it harbors a
dialectical reversal. In relation to the material world around them, masters are passive beings,
reliant on the labors of the people they enslave. The enslaved, on the other hand, develop
themselves as social agents in and through these same labors. The master–slave relation is
thus the site of a possible reversal in the poles of dependence and independence; it carries the
seeds of its own radical undoing at the hands of the enslaved themselves.11 And this threatens
the claims of culture, commerce, and truth to be self-sufficient. After all, philosophy has
traditionally assumed that only the true can produce truth, and that only the pure can produce
purity.12 However, the reliance of the world of the masters on the activity of enslaved people
represents its dependence on the putatively impure, the domain of people of the body, be they
women, enslaved people, or day laborers, whose existence hints at the heteronomy of the
world of the masters. The return of the repressed takes here the form of a return of the
oppressed. This is one reason why classical Greek culture, nowhere more than in Plato’s
philosophy, sought to banish not just the enslaved but everything that smelled of its presence
—women, labor, the body, nature.13

Plato’s Meno is among the most interesting texts in this regard. While enslaved people are
frequently mentioned in Plato’s dialogues, this is the one case in which an enslaved person
actually speaks. While giving him a voice, however, Plato reenacts the social death of the
enslaved person by refusing to give him a name, identifying him merely as “boy.” This
makes it all the easier for Plato to shuttle the boy off the stage and out of the dialogue once he
has served to illustrate Socrates’ argument.14 Yet, the repressed returns hauntingly in the final



pages of the text, where the philosopher revisits the problem of truth.15 Socrates here urges
his interlocutors not to confuse the chance possibility of having the right opinions about
something with possessing true knowledge of it. We may be right about something without
having acquired genuine and comprehensive knowledge of it. He then likens accurate
opinions not grounded in knowledge to statues of Daedalus that “run away and escape”
unless they are tied down. Knowledge, by contrast, is said to be fixed, permanent, locked in
place. Opinion, even when correct, is fleeting—indeed, fleeing, like “a runaway slave,” who
“gives you the slip” if left “untethered” (97D–97E). Mere opinions, even correct ones,
threaten to escape from us so long as they are unshackled by knowledge. To prevent them
from slipping away, they must be tethered: “Once they are tied down, they become
knowledge” (98). The pursuit of truth thus requires doing to correct opinions what is done to
enslaved bodies—binding them with chains and fetters.

Try though he might to banish them, Plato cannot avoid the conclusion that the enslaved
—the one who remains in bondage, the one who cannot escape—is a necessary condition of
philosophical truth. This phantom haunts Western culture from its inception, threatening to
expose the constitution of the worlds of mind and money in and through the labors of the
enslaved. Avery Gordon’s insight that modernity is haunted by ghostly images of violence
and wounds applies as well to the ancient cultural traditions embraced by the masters of the
modern world, which derive from the culture of an antique slave-owning class.16 Yet, while
liberalism disowned its debt to a world of whips and chains, it was Nietzsche’s perverse
genius to have embraced it. Nietzsche in fact celebrates the domination of the enslaved as
indispensable to the noble work of culture building. Railing against democracy, socialism,
and feminism, he meets head-on their attacks on slavery: “as if slavery were a
counterargument,” he writes, “and not instead a condition of every higher culture, an
enhancement of culture.” Time and again, he affirms aristocratic domination over enslaved
people: “Every enhancement of the type ‘man’ has so far been the work of an aristocratic
society … that needs slavery in some sense or the other.”17

Liberalism recoils from this aristocratic affirmation of the indispensability of the enslaved
to the regimes of money and philosophy. It knows that such an affirmation undermines its
own polite history of Western culture, its claim for the self-constitution of the modern
individual through the poetics of mind and exchange, free of blood and dirt, whips and
chains. Yet, it cannot evade Walter Benjamin’s insistence that “there is no document of
civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism,” a statement that is as
true of coins as it is of vases, or texts by Plato.18 The dialectical archaeology of truth thus
requires an excavation of its degraded sites, a reconnection of objects of culture to the
bloodied, abjected body-things that haunt the world of refinement. To return to the enslaved
body is thus to revisit the spheres of labor and bondage that comprise the truths of our world.
Among these essential truths are those of money.

“A Measure of Everything”
Ancient Greece is rightly recognized as the first extensively monetized society in history. Not
that markets and commodity exchange were unique to Greece. On the contrary, these were
widespread in the ancient world, as were a variety of special-purpose monies, items that
performed a range of monetary functions—such as measuring the value of things—without
operating as universal currencies. In ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, for example, payments
were frequently made by means of a common standard unit, or measure of value, such as
copper, silver, or grain, in which the values of goods or services could be expressed. When
two traders wanted to exchange quantities of cloth and barley, for instance, each good might



be said to be worth a particular amount of copper. This enabled a comparison of quantities of
one thing with another. But copper served here merely as a unit of account, that is, a standard
measure that could be used as a reference point to enable trade. Frequently, very little or no
copper, grain, or silver actually changed hands in such an exchange. A document from the
New Kingdom in Egypt (1550–1070 BCE), for instance, registers the purchase of an ox by a
policeman. It indicates that the price of the ox was fifty deben of copper (a little over 4.5
kilograms). But only five deben of the fifty were actually paid in copper; the balance was
rendered in other commodities, like oil, clothing, and fat, whose values were expressed in
copper. So, while copper measured the value of goods involved in exchange, it was not itself
the universal means of exchange or payment. A similar pattern is observed in Mesopotamia,
where various legal codes regulated payments like fines and wages, as well as commodity
prices, in fixed weights of silver. But we know from the same documents that grain, too,
could be used for payments according to an established silver/grain ratio.19 Under the dynasty
of Hammurabi in Babylonia (1792–1750 BCE), while prices were expressed in silver, most
payments were made in barley or corn. Indeed, the Code of Hammurabi (Laws 113–115)
refers to payment as “a claim for corn or money.” Likewise, in Homer we frequently observe
cattle serving as a standard of value, but never as a means of exchange. In all these cases, the
items that functioned as standards of value (or units of account) did not figure as a general
equivalent that united the functions of means of exchange, measure of value, and means of
payment. Nor did they bear visible markings of state authority designating them the sole legal
means of payment, as was the case with state-minted coins. In short, special-purpose monies
did not operate as the unique socially sanctioned representative of value that moved through
circuits of exchange in the way that full-fledged or general-purpose money does.20

Even where, as in Assyria and Egypt, ingots of precious metal sometimes carried a seal of
authority, they lacked universality, coexisting with basic commodities like wool, barley,
sheep, and wine, all of which also served monetary purposes. And while the kingdom of
Lydia in Asia Minor, in what is now part of western Turkey, seems to have been the first in
the Mediterranean world to have introduced coinage bearing an insignia of the state, the
absence of small coins there suggests it was not a highly monetized society, since everyday
transactions by the demos could only have been undertaken with small units. But among the
states of classical Greece, particularly Athens, a unified coinage issued by the state would
become fundamental to daily life, mediating incessant exchanges of goods and services.
Coins functioned as means of exchange and as general equivalents, capable of being traded
for everything from olive oil to sex, or for paying government fines. An interesting portrayal
of the extent of monetization can be found in Plato’s Republic, where he describes “all the
pains and pangs which men experience in bringing up a family, and in finding money to buy
necessaries, for their household, borrowing and repudiating, getting how they can, and giving
the money into the hands of women and slaves to keep” (V465). So thoroughly monetized
was Plato’s society that “finding money” haunted the heads of the household, while women
and enslaved people are said to have frequented the market, dispensing money to purchase
domestic “necessaries.”

We shall return to the Republic later in this chapter. For the moment, however, let us
observe that Plato’s description meshes with compelling evidence for the ubiquity of Greek
coins as media of exchange. Most significant here is the archaeological recovery of large
quantities of small coins from the classical period, indicating that they were not simply used
by the wealthy for large purchases of land, enslaved people, and livestock, but were also
deployed in small denominations to facilitate everyday transactions among ordinary
citizens.21 State-issued money in Athens (among other Greek city-states) was to be found



everywhere, forming an indispensable element of daily life and provoking insecurities, lest
one not have enough of it.

Describing the classical Greek situation, historian Richard Seaford notes the novelty of
coined money as “the single, ubiquitous, and visible embodiment of universal exchange
value,” and observes that the Greek polis of the sixth century BCE produced “the first ever
words for and thought about money.”22 A conceptual revolution was at work here as much as
a socio-material one. In societies that are not extensively monetized, measures of wealth
involve inventories: lists of discrete items, from cattle to gold chalices, from wheat to
enslaved people. Rather than translating all forms of property into the single quantitative
index provided by money, such societies require serial lists of qualitatively distinct objects. In
the Old Testament, for instance, Solomon’s wealth is described by enumerating all the
specific things that entered into his daily provisions—flour, meal, cattle, sheep, goats, deer,
gazelles, roebucks, and fowl—as well as various items he received on a monthly basis,
among them barley and straw for his horses (I Kings 4:22–28). But societies governed by a
universal equivalent need merely compute every such item into units of money in order to
produce a single sum, a homogeneous lump of wealth—be it drachmas or dollars, or Cicero’s
sesterces. “From the Greeks onward, we find a new way of speaking and of thinking. Now a
person might state the entirety of a household’s possessions in terms of money, as no member
of a premonetary society would ever do.”23 Not for nothing did Aristotle declare that money
(nomisma) “is a measure of everything,” and that it functions as such by “making things
commensurable.”24 But if money is a measure of everything, we have entered a unique set of
social relations with a history. And as much as that history involved cultural and intellectual
revolutions, it equally pivoted on socioeconomic ones that refashioned aristocratic gift
economies and reorganized social life.

Markets Powered by Warfare: Gifts, Reciprocity, and Violence
Homeric Greece, or at least the life of the Greek heroes depicted in the epics, revolved around
an aristocratic gift economy.25 Social status was tied to “competitive generosity,” to the
ability to bestow lavish gifts on one’s peers along with displays of munificence toward those
beneath one in the social order.26 Gift giving was essential to the exercise and display of
noble virtue. Guest-friendship (xenia) and gift exchange bound people together in a nexus of
reciprocal obligation, where receivers owed their benefactors services, assistance, and
counter-gifts. Gift-giving systems can certainly be hierarchical ones, reproducing patterns of
social inequality. But some critics have mistakenly assumed that these patterns involved a
sort of capitalist calculation. They were in fact something entirely different.27 As much as
gifts involved expectations of counter-gifts (hospitality, services, or prized items), the
wealthy were driven not to accumulate goods as ends in themselves, but rather to outdo other
aristocrats in the extravagance of their generosity. More accurately, perhaps, they were driven
to accumulate wealth in order to disperse it. Confronted with similar values in the gift-giving
economy on the Solomon Islands, one appalled self-styled anthropologist proclaimed such
actions “absurd.” “The only profit a man can make in a deal in this absurd society is a
reputation for generosity,” she wrote.28 Yet generosity—which pivoted on accumulation of
wealth for purposes of dispersal—was crucial to social esteem. Alongside valor on the
battlefield, gift giving was the key to honor and power. Indeed, oral histories were built upon
these exchanges and displays. “No single detail in the life of the heroes receives so much
attention in the Iliad and the Odyssey as gift-giving,” writes M. I. Finley, “and always there is
frank reference to adequacy, appropriateness, recompense.”29 Similar values pervaded the



earliest written histories, so much so that Herodotus, often dubbed “the first historian,”
exhibited an “obsessive” attention to the bestowal of aristocratic gifts that were “worthy to be
seen.”30

It is often said by anthropologists that societies based on gift exchange are governed by
principles of reciprocity.31 This distinguishes them from centralized systems of
redistribution, in which the state (or a proto-state) receives contributions, like grain, and
reallocates them. Whereas in a redistributive system the circulation of wealth is centrally
organized, in reciprocal economies it is decentralized, often revolving around a small number
of big men, or “chiefs,” and their gifting. To be sure, systems of reciprocity can be highly
stratified and tilted in favor of those with greater resources. To get at these complexities,
critical anthropology has identified three dominant forms of socioeconomic reciprocity:
generalized, balanced, and negative. Generalized reciprocity approximates a system of “pure”
gift giving: those who can shall give; those who need shall receive. Balanced reciprocity
involves direct exchange (barter) of goods that are considered in some sense to be
equivalents. Finally, negative reciprocity entails getting something for nothing, or at least for
as little as possible, by means of plunder, theft, and other forms of violent appropriation. As
Marshall Sahlins suggests, these three modes of reciprocity are governed by social distance.
The closer and more intimate the social bond (e.g., kinship), the more the pure gift giving of
generalized reciprocity will prevail. The greater the social distance, the more negative
reciprocity (plunder and theft) will be the norm.32 Where two or more of these modes of
interaction are in play, relations between them often become unstable. Indeed, it was
characteristic of the archaic Greek world before coinage that a dramatic growth in the sphere
of negative reciprocity—particularly raiding and plunder—began to undermine the
generalized reciprocity that prevailed within more intimate social relations.

Before turning to those developments, let us note other crucial features of nonmonetary
economies based on reciprocity. To begin with, they are multicentric systems.33 Their
socioeconomic organization involves distinct spheres, governed by divergent principles and
values. A realm in which direct exchange (trade, or balanced reciprocity) occurs may coexist
with a domain of negative reciprocity (plunder and theft). Trade and plunder (balanced and
negative reciprocity) are permissible only with “outsiders.” The sphere of generalized
reciprocity will be allergic to such practices. There, within the domain of the clan, tribe, or
village community, gift giving will dominate. In the intimate world of the local community,
not only are theft and plunder considered evil, but so are efforts to commodify and
instrumentalize people and most goods. The bulk of goods move through reciprocal circuits
of societal reproduction, preserving and reproducing people and their social bonds in an ethos
of mutuality. Rather than things belonging to people, persons adhere to things. People belong,
for instance, to the land, the rivers, and the forest. They belong to their ancestors and their
gods, to their community and kin, to the shared histories of the living and the dead.
Individuals belong to their dwellings and to those of public life—the assembly spaces, sacred
trees, temples, and communal sites. In fact, the Homeric adjective indicating that an
individual is free, eleutheros, actually refers to a state of belonging to others and to the
community. To be free is to belong, whereas the unfree lack belonging, like a captured
foreigner ripped from her community, with whom the conquerors acknowledge no shared
histories or communal obligations.34 Whereas the unfree inhabit a realm of disconnection, the
free belong to a social world in which persons and things are alive with memory and life;
they connect groups in the here and now, and they link generations throughout time.

As for aristocratic gift giving, the nature of a prestigious gift was that it had a
distinguished history. The most prized shield was worn by a legendary hero in an epic battle;
a valued goblet touched the lips of a great king; a treasured cauldron had been passed down



through the generations of a noble household. The same was true, albeit on a much more
modest scale, for commoners. Land, jewelry, treasured heirlooms, and pieces of clothing—all
of these embodied histories and identities. They were no more alienable by the individual
than was their own body (a condition that was reserved for enslaved people). For an
individual to belong to these histories was to be a part of the very material items in which
history was sedimented. This is why in societies where important goods are alive with
sociality, many possessions are inalienable. Even when they change hands, they still belong
to their histories and those who embody them. “Inalienable possessions,” writes
anthropologist Annette Weiner, “are symbolic repositories of genealogies and historical
events, their unique, subjective value gives them absolute value, placing them above the
exchangeability of one thing for another.”35 I could no more give away such possessions—
items of family jewelry or clothing, fertility stones, musical instruments, talismans, or
blankets—than I could disown my history, my belonging, my kin relations, my identity. Such
items were bound up with life itself. For this reason, they were incommensurable; their
histories were specific to persons and groups. They could not be traded because they had no
equivalent.36

When Achilles declares, “Nothing equals the worth of my life” (Iliad, 9:402), he invokes
the nonequivalence between life and plundered goods.37 And, as things that are constitutive
of life, memory and identity likewise have no equivalent. They are incomparable,
immeasurable—and inalienable. We see this repeatedly in the world of the Greek epics. It is
striking that the terms used for possession and ownership in the Iliad and the Odyssey refer to
relationships toward both persons and things. This is most clear with the adjective philos,
whose meaning “ranges from ‘beloved’ to ‘one’s own,’” as Sitta von Reden notes. “The
heart, limbs, clothes, treasure, wives, husbands, compatriots, guest-friends and the fatherland
all belong to the repertoire of philos objects, being at once beloved and owned.”38 What is
one’s own is what is beloved, what is an extension of oneself. Philos objects, precious items
to which the individual “belongs,” adhere to a sphere of inalienability. Even when gifted,
they carry with them their histories and attachments to their donors. The instrumentalization
of such things as a mere means (via exchange) to obtain something else is not merely
impermissible, it is incomprehensible. Possessing absolute value, such items are radically
unique; what has no equivalent cannot be exchanged.

A society of this sort may well have had special-purpose monies, that is, specific goods
used to measure value or serve as a means of payment. These would have operated largely in
the sphere of trade with strangers. But entire realms of socioeconomic life were cordoned off
from such dealings. And even when monetary transactions encroached on relations internal to
a community, they did not involve a general equivalent that expressed a singular value
framework for measuring the worth of most goods. Money was still marginal and episodic to
social life, and Schaps is entirely correct when he states of Homeric Greece that it “not only
lacked money; it did not yet conceive of money.”39

To be sure, goods were exchanged in Homeric Greece (1100–800 BCE, also known as the
Greek Dark Age). But within local communities, this predominantly took the form of gift—
not market—exchange. Gifts, as we have seen, created and reinscribed social relations and
networks of obligation. For this reason, they were memorialized, so that the obligations might
be remembered and stable social bonds preserved. In the public recounting of gifts, social ties
and obligations were renewed and consolidated.40 Of course, the social ties reproduced
through narration of gifts given and received were often hierarchical ones. After all, esteemed
gifts obeyed a ranking system. Prestige adhered to both the possession of specific goods and
to the wealth that enabled one to give away gifts, particularly those comprised of precious
metal. Consequently, aristocratic gift giving reproduced rank and social difference at the



same time that it reknitted networks of reciprocity. And for the poor, obligations to provide
flows of wealth to those above oneself—what would later develop into rent and taxes—were
modeled on the image of the gift. In the world of the epics, the term gift included a disparate
set of goods and services, including prizes, rewards, fines, taxes, fees, and even loans.41 Yet
fines, fees, and taxes could easily morph into exactions, just as loans might culminate in debt
service and even debt bondage. In all these ways, the “gift economy” could shade into
relations of appropriation and class exploitation, especially if intra-ruling class competition
were heightened in response to new forms of accumulation, such as raiding and plundering.

It is significant that during the heroic age much of the very wealth that could be dis-
accumulated through gift giving was acquired via warfare, raiding, and slaving. Gift
economies could thus be deeply imbricated with slavery and debt bondage, as was certainly
the case in ancient Greece. Nevertheless, however much hierarchical social relations were
reproduced in and through some forms of gift economy, the latter obeyed a social logic
foreign to commodity exchange. The appropriateness of expressions of generosity and
hospitality among aristocrats, for instance, was not determined by market considerations of
equivalence. What was appropriate was governed by historical patterns of reciprocity and by
social standing. Similarly, social norms were meant to govern the sharing of booty (goods
acquired through negative reciprocity). Yet, these norms might become unstable and
contested. And in turning to Homer’s texts, we readily detect symptoms of precisely such a
breakdown in aristocratic norms—symptoms not unrelated to growing social tensions and
class conflicts.42

From the outset of the Iliad, we encounter a collapse of noble leadership, centered on a
crisis over distribution of wealth acquired through war, plunder, and trade. By the eighth
century BCE, raiding was an established aristocratic practice for accumulating wealth in
archaic Greece. Conducted via longboats rowed by dozens of men, raiders launched surprise
attacks in order to capture cattle, enslaved women, and items of precious metal. So routine
was such plundering activity that in his Politics Aristotle simply describes warfare as “a way
of acquiring wealth” (1256b23). In this he echoed Homer’s glowing references to noble
Odysseus as a “sacker of cities.” Turning also to King Nestor of Pylos, Homer describes how
he and his fellow Greek warriors engaged in “many raids from shipboard down the foggy sea,
cruising for plunder” (Odyssey, 3.17–18).43 So inextricably connected were plunder and trade
in the ancient world that markets were literally powered by warfare. Yet as accumulation by
raiding grew from about 800 BCE on, it also produced powerful conflicts over distributive
norms within the dominant group. Tensions arose between private accumulation and practices
of dis-accumulation through gift giving. We get more than a glimpse of these tensions in the
epics.

At the beginning of the Iliad, we learn that the noble warrior Achilles had been angered
by Agamemnon, leader of the Greek war against the Trojans. Having had to part with some
of his booty in order to appease gods and men, Agamemnon demands that he be granted
Briseis, daughter of a noble Trojan family, who was earlier awarded to Achilles as a war
“prize.” Achilles’ anger over this command drives the epic narrative. “Most acquisitive of all
men,” Achilles rails at Agamemnon, complaining, “Your thoughts are always set on gain.”
Withdrawing from battle, he declares, “I have no mind to stay here heaping up riches and
treasure for you and receiving no honour myself” (1:119–74). Fueling Achilles’ rage is
indignation that Agamemnon’s acquisitiveness violates customary norms of distribution. A
dispute over the sharing of plunder (in the form, let us note, of an enslaved woman) thus
discloses a rupture in elite reciprocity. Once booty has been divided, insists Achilles, “it is
not right that the army should gather it back again” (1.125–26). Agamemnon has allowed
personal accumulation to supersede the reciprocity that binds aristocratic households in a web



of mutual obligation. In a telling passage in book 9 of the Iliad, Achilles condemns the one-
sidedness of Agamemnon’s behavior:

Like a bird that brings back to her unfledged chicks every morsel she can find, and has to go without herself, so it has been
with me…. I have sacked twelve of men’s cities from my

ships,
and I claim eleven more by land across the fertile Troad. From all of these I took many fine treasures, and every time I
brought them all and gave them to Agamemnon son of

Atreus: and
every time, back there by the fast ships he never left, he would take them in, share out a few, and keep the most for himself
(9.322–30).

“The crisis of the Iliad” suggests Seaford, “is a breakdown of the form of reciprocity …
controlled by the leader.”44 While the poet dramatizes it in terms of a clash between two
godlike warriors, it is clear that a wider social conflict between antagonistic forms of
distribution is in play. The crisis sketched in the Iliad, which also runs throughout the
Odyssey, reflected the undermining of more traditional relations by new patterns of war,
exchange, and accumulation, which were also creating preconditions for the emergence of
coinage.

The Limits of Reciprocity: Colonization, Plunder, and the Slave Trade
Archaic Greece (roughly 700–480 BCE) underwent a protracted expansion in people,
settlement, and trade. As population increased, so did the movements of persons and goods.
New colonies were established, and new cultural contacts created. With these came an
upsurge in raiding and communal warfare, the first records of which date from the late eighth
century.45 All of this drove a series of socioeconomic transformations, culminating in the
political revolutions that would usher in both the classical polis and coinage.

While historians continue to debate the scale of the demographic takeoff in the archaic
era, there is little doubt that crucial changes in diet and metallurgy propelled population
growth, which in turn sent land-hungry people in search of colonies.46 Fueled though it may
have been by a desire for agricultural land, colonization also fostered slaving and market
exchange. The capture of women as unfree wives and concubines was nothing new, of
course, as the disputes charging the drama of the Iliad indicate. And in the Odyssey, King
Nestor remarks that on leaving Troy, “we stowed our plunder, our sashed and lovely women”
(3.170). Recounting his sacking of Ismarus, Odysseus further claims that he “killed the men,
but as for the wives and plunder, that rich haul we dragged away from the place” (9.45–47).
As colonists established households on land they had occupied, there is little doubt that they
also seized local women. But not all the women and children captured would necessarily be
incorporated into the household. There was increasingly an option to sell them. Recalling one
battle against the Trojans, Achilles brags that he took “droves” of women, whom he
“auctioned off as slaves” (Iliad, 21.99). And Thucydides, writing in a later period, describes
Greek soldiers killing the Corcyraen men they had defeated, while “all the women taken in
the stronghold were sold as slaves” (IV.48.4). Later in his History, Thucydides narrates a
Spartan invasion of Iasus that led to the capture of “a very great booty.” The Spartans, he
says, turned the town over to Tissaphernes along with “all the captives,” who were
relinquished for “the stipulated price of one Doric stater a head” (VIII.28.4). These multiple
references to the sale of enslaved persons mesh with historical evidence suggesting that early
Greek colonists, at least on the Black Sea coast, collaborated with local chieftains in the slave



trade.47 Conquest of land involved not just capture of persons, but also the sale of some as
human commodities.

Colonization additionally involved establishment of Greek trading posts. For instance, the
early colonial settlement of Pithecusae was founded as a trading station, and the commercial
colony at al-Mina served as the base of Greek trade to the East for two centuries (roughly 800
to 600 BCE). To be sure, agricultural produce comprised a considerable part of what Greek
colonists sent to these markets. But shares of the booty claimed by raiding parties—from
precious metal goods to enslaved people—would have played no small part. The fruits of this
plunder were often exchanged for manufactured goods from the East, such as iron, fabrics,
metal objects, and precious ornaments. Indeed, Greeks may well have deliberately increased
their slaving activities to enhance trade with the East. In the Old Testament, Ezekiel
specifically mentions enslaved people “as a typical Greek commodity.”48 Yet, while
colonization and raiding opened up new market-oriented activities bound up with slaving, we
should not assume this involved the rise of a new merchant class. On the contrary, raiding
was a preeminently aristocratic activity. It was wealthy nobles (aristoi) who had the resources
to build or purchase boats and equip them with both rowers and weapons, and the epics
clearly depict them as leaders of raiding parties. In particular, younger sons of aristocratic
families were often raiders, just as they were among the most numerous of colonizers. The
distinction between warriors and traders is thus a fluid one, revolving on “little but an
ideological hairline.”49 So widely accepted was the image of the seafaring noble that
Odysseus pronounces, “Most men risk the seas to trade with other men” (Odyssey, 9.141),
and the whole of his epic tale pivots on maritime misadventures.

Whether heads of households or younger sons, aristocratic warrior-traders propelled the
geographic expansion that opened new horizons for raiding, the booty from which fired
exchange for Eastern luxuries. Yet, this patrician activity significantly altered traditional
aristocratic society, in large measure because goods acquired through raiding (and related
trading activity) did not originate in the households (oikoi) in which the plunderers had been
born. Pillaged goods from new territories could thus readily be treated as treasure acquired
outside the networks of obligation that defined the household and its agricultural wealth. This
may not have been especially significant when slaving and trading were more sporadic
activities. But the sustained wave of colonization, which created new settlements and trading
centers, removed the young men of the colonies from traditional spaces of aristocratic
reciprocity. At sea for extended periods and no longer living alongside the old noble families,
colonists and traders advanced more in the world by piling up personal wealth than by relying
on customary networks of obligation. Indeed, when establishing constitutions for new poleis,
they marked their novel status with more egalitarian laws, at least for those deemed
citizens.50 As a result, the colonies often contributed to the growth of an anti-aristocratic
ethos that became increasingly potent after about 700.51 As new fortunes were made in the
nexus of raiding, slaving, and trading, a new fluidity entered the order of rank and power,
with lesser lords sometimes acquiring fortunes exceeding those of their former superiors. At
the same time, craftsmen and soldiers increasingly entered into market transactions.
Throughout Greek society, older noble values and settled hierarchies jostled with new modes
of accumulation via warrior-trading. Aristocratic poets of the era can be found complaining
that wealth now mattered more than birth.

With these changes came the cultural transformations associated with “the orientalizing
revolution.” Luxury goods from the East entered the lives of Greek aristocrats on a growing
scale, and both traders and migrant craftsmen established new cultural contacts. The myths,
rituals, and household goods of the nobility increasingly reflected admiration of Eastern
societies, their art, and their highly stratified social orders.52 Although they were excluded



from some of these cultural shifts, particularly the aristocratic symposia, the common folk
were not unaffected by the changing patterns of social life. In the words of one historian,

The man who draws his boat down into the sea and sails it is no longer tied to the man
who had

previously ordered his life across the boundary of his fields…. The potter who sells his
vases by

the docks must make what the foreigner wants, not what the basileus [lord] used to demand….
The mercenary must learn to take orders from any general set over him, not just from the commander of his phratry
[extended kinship group].53

This was not, of course, a market society in any modern sense of the term, never mind a
capitalist one. The vast majority of people were peasants producing most of their own
subsistence goods through the labors of their households. Nonetheless, more members of all
social classes, including peasant farmers, did enter markets, and the wealth and sensibilities
generated there disrupted older patterns of social life, putting considerable strain on
traditional forms of reciprocity. Wealth derived at a spatial distance from the community
augmented the social distances between its members. Distancing, as we have already
observed, was fundamental to negative reciprocity. It permitted unbalanced transactions,
including violent ones. And as colonization, slaving, and the growth of trade networks all
developed, wealth based on negative reciprocity began to have ever more profound impacts
within traditional Greek communities.

Perhaps most significant, these new dynamics of accumulation shook up long-standing
relations between rich and poor. To begin with, it seems clear that private ownership of land
became more entrenched during this period, and that land was increasingly alienable.54

Moreover, the general direction of land transfers was from the poor to the rich, implying both
growing dispossession, on the one hand, and increased concentration of landed wealth, on the
other. Concomitantly, the practice of smallholders honoring the nobility with “gifts” was
being displaced by regular payment of rents.55 By 600 BCE substantial numbers of small
peasant farmers were classified as hektemoroi, tenants who probably turned over one-sixth of
their produce to a lord. These rents had lost all semblance of gifts by the time of Draco’s
legal codes (probably 621 BCE), which harshly punished the poor for transgressions of the
law, including failure to make payments.56 When rent was too onerous, or other economic
hardships intervened, the small farmer, unable to count on the generosity associated with
older norms of reciprocity, would have had to contract a debt. But debts incurred in this way
were negotiated against the security of their land or their body (or that of one of their kin).
Indeed, for the rich, the whole purpose of loans may by now have been as a step toward
indebting the poor in order to dispossess them of their holdings. For the peasant, of course, to
be displaced and rendered landless could only be a catastrophe. Indeed, dispossession often
went hand in hand with enslavement or exile, calamities that Solon was to denounce, as we
shall see.57

Many of these themes run through Hesiod’s Works and Days, as the poet narrates how his
brother, “foolish Perses,” lost his oikos in Boeotia due to an accumulation of chrea (debts).58

Hesiod instructs his brother on the work habits and social behaviors necessary to remake
himself as an independent peasant farmer, as well as on appropriate practices of farm
management. A presupposition of these is “clearing of your debts” (403). Having
accomplished that, he tells Perses, you will need to acquire sufficient money through your
labors that “you may negotiate for another man’s kleros [plot of land, allotment], not another
man for yours” (341). That one could negotiate to acquire another man’s plot, or he for yours,
indicates that land was indeed alienable, and the whole text suggests a growing crisis of



impoverishment and dispossession. The poet Theognis would seem to have been referring to
precisely such phenomena when he wrote, at some point during the sixth century, “They seize
possessions by force, and order has been destroyed/There is no longer an equitable
distribution” (677–78).59 Older forms of reciprocity, or “equitable distribution,” had broken
down, and now “possessions,” particularly land, were being seized by the rich.

This is the context in which Works and Days advises the poor man on how to avoid debts
and loss of his land. Hesiod describes a social crisis of indebtedness and dispossession. And
where relinquishment of land could not discharge debts, the handover of persons could—by
way of the debt bondage of the debtor or his dependents.60 Even those commoners who could
evade debt bondage, unable to count on the “generosity” of their superiors, had increasingly
to resort to greater engagement with the market. It is revealing that Hesiod instructs his
brother on how to conduct “seafaring” so that he might get his produce to market (641–45).
With communal assistance receding, rudiments of market dependence emerged. This is why,
rather than an isolated complaint, Hesiod’s poem would have resonated with audiences
throughout Greece, expressing a widespread egalitarian sensibility.61

The increase in dispossession appears to have been discursively registered in the growing
use by aristocrats of servile terms to refer to the poor of Attica, not merely to enslaved
people. In the early part of the archaic age, slavery or servility, as we have seen, applied to
foreigners, to those captured via war and conquest. Native members of the community,
irrespective of wealth, were “free,” a term that connoted, among other things, being
undefeated by outsiders.62 Now, however, many were being defeated by insiders, and
subjugated to them. By the beginning of the sixth century BCE, according to the Constitution
of Athens, written by Aristotle or one of his students, terms for slavery and bondage were
applied interchangeably to the condition of the Athenian-born poor:

The poor were in a state of bondage to the rich, both themselves, their wives, and their children, and were called
Pelatæ [bond-slaves for hire], and Hektemori [paying a sixth of the produce as rent]; for at this rate of hire they used
to work the lands of the rich. Now, the whole of the land was in the hands of a few, and if the cultivators did not pay
their rents, they became subject to bondage, both they and their children, and were bound to their creditors on the
security of their persons, up to the time of Solon.63

It is this historical situation that haunts Hesiod’s Works and Days. In its treatment of
market practices and the crisis confronting the poor, this work contrasts mightily with the
Homeric epics. In Homer, remarks critic James Redfield, “the heroes do not buy and sell”—
though he quickly adds, “except perhaps to purchase a slave,” a vital exception to which we
shall return. Odysseus does proclaim that “most men risk the seas to trade with other men”
(Odyssey, 9.141). But as a general rule, the epics do not portray the aristoi buying and selling,
practices that are frequently treated as unheroic. King Nestor, for instance, scorns both traders
and pirates, even though, incongruously, he recounts the fortune he attained through plunder
(Odyssey, 3.80–83, 117–18, 170). Yet, we know that buying and selling, along with raiding
and slaving, were well-established noble undertakings by the time Homer’s epic poems were
written down, around 650 BCE. If, as a growing scholarly consensus has it, Homer largely
projected the relations of his society onto a glorious past in ways meant to heroize aristocratic
warriors,64 then his near silence about noble involvement in market transactions would seem
symptomatic. It suggests that the poet suppressed evidence of a practice of which he was well
aware, but whose effects troubled him or his listeners; it suggests that trade was considered
unheroic. Redfield proposes that Homer’s avoidance of trade in the epics is “a specific
literary strategy—which, paradoxically, implies the importance of trade in the world of the
poet.”65 After all, one does not deliberately conceal an inconsequential feature of one’s world
when recasting it in heroic guise. One suppresses something significant that provokes



anxiety. And trade, joined to new forms of wealth and the erosion of reciprocity, was just
such a troubling phenomenon. To be sure, the epics do interrogate the clash of greedy
individualism or hubris (Agamemnon) versus proper noble generosity of the sort that Achilles
recommends. But the conflict is portrayed in largely personal terms, as behaviors pursued by
individual noble figures, disconnected from social practices of accumulation associated with
warrior-trading. Yet if Homer shies away from these realities, Hesiod does not. For this
peasant poet, the new social dynamics—and the crisis they wrought on the small producer—
are on full display.

Works and Days has been described, reasonably, as an anti-aristocratic broadside against
the upheavals deriving from new market relations and practices.66 The text fairly seethes with
rage against the wealthy and powerful. The poet condemns his era as an age of envy, and he
denounces “those who occupy themselves with violence and wickedness and brutal deeds,”
reserving special scorn for those lords who, when acting as judges, had become “bribe-
swallowers” issuing “crooked judgments” (238–64). Commentators have observed the
similarities between Hesiod’s social justice rhetoric and that of the great Athenian reformer,
Solon, about a century later.67 By Solon’s time (590s BCE), the social tensions depicted by
Homer and Hesiod had erupted into intense social conflict. So profound was the turmoil
brought on by popular insurgence that the Athenian aristocracy, seeing no way out, conferred
on Solon dictatorial authority to rewrite the laws in an effort to end the crisis and restabilize
the polis. Echoing Hesiod, Solon plainly signaled that rapacious practices of exploitation
would have to be drastically curbed. “The leaders of the people have an evil mind,” Solon
warns in his poems, which were recited publicly, and “they know not how to restrain their
greed” (4.7–9).68 He further intones that

I brought back to their god-given homeland Athens
many who had been sold, one unjustly,
another justly, others fleeing
from dire necessity …
Others here held in shameful slavery
Trembling at their masters’ whims
I freed … (36.8–14)

Solon’s verses condemn the oppressions afflicting the poor: the concentration of wealth in
fewer hands, the displacement of growing numbers of commoners from their lands, and the
languishing of others in slavery due to unpayable debts. To be condemned to exile, debt
bondage, or chattel slavery also meant exclusion from the political community, and thus loss
of communal rights, social belonging, and identity. Crucial to Solon’s reforms was the
momentous “shaking off of the burdens” (seisachtheia), which famously involved
elimination of debts and of debt bondage. But the social transformation almost certainly
entailed “a more substantial structural change”—the abolition of rents on land, such as
hektemorage.69 The result was momentous: the “abolition of the relationship of clientship
between peasants and aristocrats.”70 Throwing off their economic bonds, peasants acquired a
powerful social, political, and legal independence. The Solonian program thus expressed the
dynamics of a plebeian insurgency—“a political struggle that bordered on civil war”71—even
if the lawgiver stopped at deep-seated reforms rather than a radical redistribution of the land,
and even if it would be another four generations before democracy was fully implanted.72

Notwithstanding these limits, Solon’s reforms were a landmark moment in the process that
gave birth to the independent peasant-citizen—a unique social type that united labor and self-
rule, and that comprised the most radical ingredient of ancient democracy.73



The scale of the Athenian social crisis that raged in 594 BCE, when Solon was given
dictatorial powers, can be gleaned from Plutarch’s account, written seven centuries later.
While he is surely unreliable in details, Plutarch seems to have grasped the broad sweep of
the historical moment:

And the disparity of fortune between the rich and the poor, at that time, also reached its height; so that the city seemed to be
in a truly dangerous condition, and no other means for freeing it from disturbances and settling it to be possible but a
despotic power. All the people were indebted to the rich; and either they tilled the land for their creditors, paying them a
sixth part of the increase, and were therefore called Hectemorii or Thetes, or else they engaged their body for the debt, and
might be seized and either sent into slavery, or sold to strangers; some (for no law forbade it) were forced to sell their
children, or fly the country to avoid the cruelty of their creditors; but for the most part and the bravest of them began to
combine together and encourage one another to stand to it, to choose a leader, to liberate the condemned debtors, divide the
land, and change the government.
Then the wisest of the Athenians, perceiving Solon … pressed him to succour the commonwealth

and compose the differences.74

We will return to these issues and the rise of democracy later in this chapter. But for the
moment one further result ought to be underlined: due to the democratic transformations at
Athens, the definition of servility was once more restricted to enslaved people. We saw
earlier that by at least 600 BCE, in the midst of dispossession and impoverishment, the lines of
servitude had become blurred. With tenant farmers becoming poorer, increasingly indebted to
noble men, and even enslaved, relations of servility had been extended to the native born. A
variety of conditions of “bondage”—which included, according to the author of the
Aristotelian Constitution of Athens, the hektemoroi, or rent-owing peasants—had come to
overlap with slavery. Indeed, historians note that by now, most of the terms used for enslaved
people—among them doulos, oiketes, therapon, pais, soma—designated any kind of servant
or wage laborer.75 With the Solonian abolition of debts, rents, and debt bondage, however,
such intermediate forms of subordination and subjection were eliminated, and free and servile
statuses became sharply differentiated in Athens. While elitists like Plato might continue to
use servile terms for all who labored, they did so on contested ground, as democrats were
challenging degrading depictions of laboring citizens. Rather than a continuum of forms of
bondage that overlapped and bled into one another, Athenian society in its democratic phase
knew only freemen—divided, to be sure, by wealth, but still fully free participants in making
the laws by which they were governed—as against enslaved people. Non-enslaved women,
however, notwithstanding the greater liberties they experienced at Athens compared to other
Greek cities,76 were denied the rights that adhered to their male counterparts. Male social
status was now organized around a single binary structure. And given the Solonian decree
that no Athenian could be enslaved, servility was aligned with foreignness. To be enslaved
was to be an outsider (which is not to say that all foreigners were enslaved). And for the rich,
the relaxation of exactions on the Athenian poor meant that the bulk of their surplus product
would henceforth have to come from enslaved people.77 Moreover, if poor members of the
community could no longer be subjected to bondage in any form, then it followed that
enslaved people would henceforth enter the society principally as commodities purchased on
the market.78 Fundamentally, slavery assumed not only a chattel form, with enslaved people
as outright pieces of property, but also a commodity form. And this returns us to the
equivalence between enslaved people and money that is central to the story of ancient money.

War, Slavery, and Market Exchange



As Marx suspected, commodity exchange appears to have originated between strangers.79

Certainly this was true for the Greek society of the Homeric epics. As Finley pointed out,
there is not a single example in the epics of a market exchange involving two Greeks or two
Trojans.80 The evidence we have suggests that members of the same archaic communities did
not conduct commercial transactions with one another.81 It is surely no surprise that within a
community organized around generalized reciprocity, theft and plunder would be considered
antisocial acts. That haggling over equivalents (balanced reciprocity) should also be
considered antisocial seems less obvious to those of us raised in a market economy. However,
in societies of generalized reciprocity, what one gave to neighbors and kin had nothing to do
with their capacity to return an equivalent. Need was need, and it involved a moral obligation
beyond the calculus of equivalence. True, support in time of need presumed an obligation on
the recipient to reciprocate in the future, if necessary. But this obligation was not subjected to
rules of quantitative measure. The principle of commercial exchange—to bargain for trade of
equivalents—was foreign to those that regulated this sort of communal life. Indeed, market
exchange was considered closer to piracy, which is why it was undertaken with outsiders.
Another reason that commercial exchange was kept at a distance from communal life may
have had to do with the fact that the principal commodity exchanged with foreigners was
often enslaved persons. In fact, linguistic evidence suggests that the concepts of purchase and
sale originated in the rights of captors to possess and transfer captives.82 What could be sold
was that which had been seized outside the bounds of the community, and human captives
topped the list. Not only was trade conducted with outsiders; it often comprised the exchange
of outsiders.

The ancient Greek world was by no means unique in this regard. Enslaved people appear
to have been the earliest goods traded in Neolithic Europe, and the principal item of
commerce among the indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest. In some societies,
enslaved people in fact appear to have been the first acceptable form of private property,
particularly where land was not privatized.83 We find evidence of slave sales in Babylonia
and Assyria around 2400 BCE. And further south, in Sumer, temple records indicate the
presence of enslaved people by 2700 BCE and of an active market in foreign captives by about
2000 BCE.84 The commodification of enslaved people was thus a phenomenon familiar to the
ancient Middle East for at least two thousand years before the Christian era. As early as 1580
BCE, a large-scale trade in enslaved people had developed across the Indian Ocean—a case
that prompted Patterson to remark, “Slavery was intricately tied up with the origins of trade
itself.”85 Indeed, outside the ambit of the Greco-Roman world, the evidence strongly suggests
that the Arab slave trade that began in the eighth and ninth centuries CE exceeded in size the
staggering scale of the Roman trade, which at its height involved 250,000 to 400,000
enslaved people per year.86 But even though slave markets came later to the Greco-Roman
world, by the time of Homer, war, slavery, and market exchange were inextricably connected,
and the Mediterranean was home to some of the most active slave markets anywhere. Indeed,
all of the enslaved people whose names and histories appear in the Odyssey were either
purchased, or are the descendants of enslaved people acquired on the market.87 So closely
integrated were warfare and trade that slave dealers in the ancient Greek world trailed behind
armies, purchasing their captives.88

Let us recall Achilles’ boast, with reference to one of his battles against the Trojans:
“Droves I took alive and auctioned off as slaves” (Iliad, 21.99). As elsewhere, Homer here
depicts violence as the primary means of enslaving others, and markets as the place where the
victims of such violence—people enslaved as chattel—were sold. Recognizing the decisive
role of force in determining personal fate, Heraclitus proclaimed, “War is the father of all and



king of all, and some he shows as gods, others as men; some he makes slaves, others free.”89

Throughout the ancient Greek world, violence and enslavement were central to a heroic
narrative that pivoted, as we have seen, on the exploits of the aristocratic warrior. To be sure,
there were other routes to enslavement. Debt bondage, or the sale of children and kin in order
to raise money or acquire food and land, defined alternate passages to slavery. By the
classical periods in Greece and Rome, however, both these routes were closed off following
uprisings of the demos that won legal protection against the enslavement of citizens.90

Henceforth, enslaved people in these societies would be foreigners, outsiders seized in war or
imported for sale. And with the growth of markets in the Greek world, slavery become
predominantly an “economic phenomenon, conforming to laws of supply and demand,”91 as
most captives of war were purchased from troops by slave merchants and transported to
market towns for sale.

Recall for a moment Redfield’s argument that the omission of buying and selling in the
epics is a literary strategy, meant to evade new and destabilizing socioeconomic practices.
Redfield acknowledges one exception, though only to effectively ignore it. “The heroes,” he
tells us, “do not buy and sell—except perhaps to purchase a slave.” Yet, rather than
exceptional, the buying and selling of enslaved people was one of the most routine of archaic
market activities. Redfield evades this by denying that purchase and sale of enslaved people
is in fact a market action. Trafficking in women and children, he insists, “does not establish
in any important sense a market relation.”92 But this claim simply will not hold. Human
trafficking was (and is) quintessentially a market relation. That it might sometimes occur
outside geographically settled markets is of little consequence. In fact, descriptions of
commercial exchange in the epics often involve the episodic markets that were typical of
much early archaic trade—what can best be characterized as a one-time market. Homer
describes just this, during a pause in the siege of Troy: the heroes turn their eyes to the sea to
discover that “ships had come from Lemnos bringing wine, many of them, sent by Jason’s
son Euneos … From these ships the long-haired Achaeans bought their wine. Some paid in
bronze, some by gleaming iron, some in hides, some in live oxen, some in slaves” (Iliad,
7.473–75).

To be sure, this is trade without a generalized equivalent: bronze, iron, hides, oxen, and
enslaved people are all used here to purchase wine. But it is certainly market activity,
organized by seafaring traders. Furthermore, we do in fact find clear allusions to settled
markets in the epics. The Iliad contains multiple references to ports of trade, particularly to
towns that specialized in slave markets, including Samos, Imbros, and Euneos’s town of
Lemnos. The poet says of one captive that Achilles “took him on board ship to well-founded
Lemnos and sold him there” (Iliad, 21.40). And in the final pages of the epic, Hekabe laments
that if Achilles were to capture her sons, he would sell them by “sending them over the
harvestless sea to Samos and Imbros and misty Lemnos” (Iliad, 24.753–55). Redfield
downplays these references, largely because he insists on separating slaving from commerce,
and theft from trade.93 Yet this is to promote a sanitized liberal image of trade and markets,
one that evades the overwhelming evidence of piracy, plunder, and slaving as constitutive of
early commerce. As one historian of ancient Rome comments, “Pillage and commerce were
two complimentary and interconnected methods of exchange … it was a long time before the
ancient world established a clear distinction between them.”94 Preferring idyllic fables of
primitive barter, mainstream economists and historians have elided the profound ties linking
markets to slavery.95 Nevertheless, as we have seen, enslaved people were among the earliest
goods traded in countless human societies, and frequently the most significant items of long-
distance exchange.96 Rather than the product of peaceful encounters for mutually beneficial



exchanges of basic or luxury goods, markets were frequently born of the violent capture and
sale of persons.

This growth of markets in enslaved people prompted Giuseppe Salvioli to declare that
enslaved people were the first commodities regularly sold for a profit in the Greek world.97

While the evidence is sketchy, it does seem that enslaved people were among the first
commodities bought and sold—and among the most significant. Not only were ancient wars
“slave hunts,” as Max Weber suggested;98 they also fueled some of the most active large-
scale markets in the world at the time. In the Greek society captured in Homer’s epics, the
prevailing aristocratic-warrior ethos meant that slavery was highly gendered. The victors
typically killed the men who survived the field of battle, while enslaving the women and
children. Warrior elites appropriated for themselves a select number of female and child
captives, distributed some as booty, and sold off others for commercial gain, as Achilles
brags of doing. In classical antiquity, as across most of human history, enslaved people were
disproportionately female, and their primary role was domestic—labor in the home and its
fields, including sexual favors for their masters, and the bearing and rearing of the children
the latter fathered (both with them and with other women).99 Over time, however, enslaved
adult male, too, became available through commercial markets, and even the epics portray
such sales. Homer instructs us that Odysseus purchased his loyal male swineherd, Eumaeus,
from Taphian pirates; and the old swineherd later purchased an enslaved male of his own
(Odyssey; 14:511–14, 15.429–30). We know that merchants trafficking in the “barbarian”
regions on the edges of the Greek world carried thousands of enslaved people, many from the
Danubian and Black Sea areas, to markets on the main trade routes, like Delos, Corinth,
Chios, and Rhodes. Following the end of the Peloponnesian War (414–404 BCE), an
extremely active trade in war captives and victims of raids developed at Delos, perhaps
peaking around 100 BCE. And by the classical period of the fifth and fourth centuries BCE,
public slave auctions were held every month in the Athenian agora, by which time commerce
had supplanted warfare as the principal source of enslaved people in Greece.100

The pattern was somewhat different in the case of Rome. While slave markets burgeoned
throughout the empire, a majority of enslaved people may have been direct captives of war
and of predatory raiding by the imperial army, though large numbers were undoubtedly sold
off after capture, as Cicero clearly intimates in his visions of sesterces.101 It is striking that by
the second half of the first century CE, chains with manacles were “part of the standard
equipment of the Roman soldier.”102 Various snippets of historical evidence on this front are
revealing. Following the defeat of Gallic forces in 52 BCE, Julius Caesar distributed one
enslaved captive to every soldier in his army. Over one hundred years later, in the Jewish
War of 66–70 CE, approximately ninety-seven thousand apprehended Jews are said to have
been enslaved by the victorious Romans. Equally telling, in the subsequent victory procession
organized by Titus, son of the emperor, 700 of these enslaved people were paraded as part of
the wealth plundered in battle, alongside the animals, and precious objects of gold, silver, and
ivory that had been looted.103 Enslaved people, in short, were plunder; they were objects of
wealth, no different in principle from cattle.

Walking with the Feet of Other People: Animals, Possessions, and Enslaved
Bodies

“Those commodities which are the first necessaries of existence, cattle and slaves.”
—Polybius104



Polybius’s matter-of-fact description of the commodities most necessary to life in ancient
Rome expressed the common sense of his social class. Enslaved people were an essential
good, a possession vital to aristocratic comfort in the same way that cattle were necessary to a
flourishing agricultural estate. Indeed, enslaved people were of the same category as cattle, a
sort of human livestock indispensable to lordly refinement. The conflation of enslaved people
with animals also permeated the symbolic registers of classical Greek culture.105 The only
unambiguous term for enslaved person—andrapodon—was related etymologically to
tetrapodon (a being with four feet), which denoted livestock. Literally, therefore, andrapodon
meant a beast with human feet. And in a military context, the term signified a prisoner, not
merely in the sense of a captive, but, crucially, that of “an object acquired as booty.”106 The
semantic connection of andrapodon to both animals and war loot is arresting. We know that
by Homeric times oxen had become the standard measure for the value of commodities,
including enslaved persons. We learn in the epics, for instance, that an enslaved woman,
Eurycleia, had been purchased for the equivalent of twenty oxen, while bronze armor was
valued at nine, and a tripod at twelve (Odyssey, 1:490–91; Iliad, 6.236, 23.703). Alone
among human beings, then, enslaved people were literally equated with cattle. Consistent
with this, from the fourth century BCE, one of the most common terms for enslaved person
was soma, or “body.” To designate a person as a body is, of course, to reify them, to strip
them of personhood and personality, to represent them as strictly physical beings, simple
beasts of burden—ancient zombies lacking consciousness, identity, thought, and reason.

It is customary to imagine that what distinguishes an enslaved person is their legal status
as human property. True as this is, it does not go far enough. For law in this regard merely
expresses deeper social processes. To be an enslaved person, as we have seen, is to be
socially dispossessed, to be humanly uprooted—indeed de-rooted, or deracinated.
Foundational to slavery is the stripping away of kinship, the deprivation of communal
belonging, the destruction of personal identity. Nothing so defines such destruction as the
forcible disconnection of people from communities and kin. As Finley points out, of roughly
sixty records of private sales of enslaved people in ancient Egypt, not one shows an enslaved
adult male being sold with their wife or children.107 Not only were enslaved people “natally
alienated,” as Patterson rightly points out—that is, dispossessed of kin relations dating from
their birth—but their status also left them at permanent risk of losing whatever precarious
bonds they might have forged with children and spouses.108 While slavery began in the
calamity of capture, exile, and sale, the original trauma of social death might be repeated with
every subsequent sale. It is illuminating in this regard that the literal translation of the
Egyptian word for captive was “living death.”109 Of course, in many societies members of the
community could be enslaved, too (not just foreigners), particularly those considered to have
committed transgressions against their neighbors, including the “crime” of failure to pay back
loans, whose result was frequently debt bondage of the debtor or one of their kin. Through
such processes, an insider was effectively expelled from membership in their community,
becoming an outsider, someone to whom others did not owe communal obligations—and
thus someone who could be treated as a thing. In Egypt, as ’Abd al-Muhsin Bakir pointed
out, insiders who were enslaved, usually due to their extreme poverty, acquired a status
equivalent to legal and social death.110 One anthropologist of slave societies has remarked
that characteristic of all forms of slavery is “the slave’s juridical inability to become
‘kin.’”111 Indeed, during the Late Period (first millennium BCE) in Egypt, enslaved people
directly owned by the royal treasury were called nemeh, or “orphan.”112

Trade in enslaved people thus involved an intriguing symmetry. In most of the
“primitive” societies we have studied, enslaved people were outsiders, and trade in these
societies was undertaken with outsiders. Trade, slavery, and money were thus all connected in



a circuit of alienation; they were constituted in relationships outside of and alien to the
societies from which traders came. Slave trading was thus the exchange of (socially dead)
outsiders with other outsiders to whom one owed no communal obligations. And money, as
the means of conducting such trade, was a medium for these alienated social interactions. It
should come as little surprise, then, that in many societies, enslaved people have also served
as money, or at least as a measure of value. Given their frequent status as the primary items
of trade, enslaved people readily became the item by which other goods were measured. We
observe this sort of slave-money in a wide range of societies, including many in precolonial
and colonial Africa, in the Pacific Northwest of what is now Canada, among the Obydo
people of what is now Brazil, and, perhaps most famously, in early Christian Ireland.113

The Irish monetary system of the early Christian era pivoted on a dual metric. The most
common measure of value was the sét, which referred to a head of cattle. Above that, the
highest unit of value was the cumal, whose literal meaning is “female slave.” Fines for bodily
injuries were often established in cumal, as were prices for land, even though typically no
enslaved people changed hands in any of these purchases and sales. Just as enslaved people
were abstracted from their communities—indeed one of the oldest Latin meanings of the verb
abstract is “to separate or pull away”—so the cumal provided an abstract standard by which
the value of other things could be measured. The violent abstraction inherent in slavery thus
transformed enslaved-people-as-things into a generic measure of value, into a metric for
expressing the value of one thing relative to another. Exchange value, as Marx demonstrated,
is expressed in quantity, not quality. On the market, a thing represents an amount of money—
not an amount of beauty, nourishment, warmth, et cetera. It is with money, in appropriate
quantities, that we can buy the things of life. Money thus acquires the quality of being a
measure-in-general (and ultimately of general exchangeability with all things). Its unique
“quality” is to embody pure quantitativeness. Clearly, only those human beings who had been
dispossessed of the qualities of personhood could serve as money, as measures of abstract
quantity. Suggestively, enslaved people shared with coins the fact of being branded, of
bearing signs imprinted on their surfaces. It is even said of the Samian prisoners of war
captured by Athens in 439 BCE that they were branded with an owl, the very sign with which
Athenian coins were marked.114 Enslaved people and coins, interchangeable in everyday life,
shared the characteristic of being emblazoned with insignias of state power.

We see these social processes codified in Roman law, where ownership is defined as
dominium (power or domination) over a res (a thing). It is significant that the word dominus
originally meant “slave master,” not “owner.” But as the concept of absolute property was
developed, dominus came to refer to one who owned anything that could be considered
private property. Meanwhile, an enslaved person came to be a res in law, “the only human
res,” as Patterson notes.115

But law here followed the social phenomenology of everyday life in slave society. After
all, the same linguistic convention prevailed in Rome as in Greece, where enslaved people
were frequently described as somata, particularly in documents of sale, and of manumission.
Historian Keith Hopkins cites multiple texts in this idiom, including one specifying, “sold to
Pythian Apollo, the female body whose name is Pistis” for “a price of four and a half mnae
[450 drachmas],” as well as a manumission statement that described the freeing of “two
female bodies whose names are Onasiphoron and Sotero.”116 Like work animals, enslaved
people functioned as bodies that extended the corporeal reach and powers of the slave owner.
For Aristotle, what enslaved people share with “tame animals” is that both “help with their
bodies to supply our essential needs.”117 Referring to how Roman masters were transported
by people they enslaved, Pliny the Elder remarked, “We walk with the feet of other
people.”118 So identified were enslaved people with animal bodies that Athenian and Roman



laws meant to protect buyers against unseen defects applied to the purchase of both animals
and enslaved people.119 As the esteemed jurist Gaius observed, “The statute treats equally our
slaves and our four-footed cattle which are kept in herds.”120 With such conflations of
humans and beasts of burden in mind, Marx quipped that the slaveholder purchases an
enslaved person “in the same way as he buys his horse.”121

Purchase, of course, was preceded by examination—often by inspection of enslaved
people displayed on a platform, known as a catastra, of the sort to which Cicero alludes in
his letter to Atticus. Roman law required that essential information about an enslaved person
be hung on a label around their neck, and it was common practice for the potential buyer to
poke, prod, and unclothe the enslaved in order to discern the qualities of the commodity on
display. Undressing also operated as a crucial act of degradation, a way of stripping the
enslaved of everything that made them social beings. Recounting his “day of slavery,” the
great Odysseus tells Eumaeus, “They stripped from my back the shirt and cloak I wore,
decked me out in a new suit of clothes, all rags, ripped and filthy” (Odyssey, 14:386–88).
Enforced disrobing operated as an essential moment in the “secular excommunication” that
rendered the enslaved culturally bare.122 The semiotics of nakedness functioned to negate
personhood and the elements of social belonging defined by dress. By eliminating the
individual’s social skin, masters were empowered to take control of the very identity of the
bonded person. So naturalized was this mode of domination that even Seneca, who viewed
enslaved people less inhumanely than many of his contemporaries, casually compared buying
enslaved people to the purchase of a horse, recommending that the purchaser “pull off the
garments from slaves that are advertised for sale, so that no bodily flaws may escape your
notice.”123

Buyers inspected for height, strength, wounds, disease, and beauty. Yet, notwithstanding
the appraisal of specific qualities, the enslaved body was in fact being quantitatively assessed.
As much as it inscribed an order of domination, qualitative assessment of the enslaved person
was intended to arrive at a price, a quantitative measure. “No less for buyer than seller,” notes
one historian, “the slave was his or her price, and thus comparable to any other slave, despite
differences of age, sex, origin, appearance.”124 Monetary price was the metric for all enslaved
people; each had a cost in a common measure of value, be it units of oxen, pieces of gold, or
silver coins. A price having been established and a sale transacted, the change in ownership
of the enslaved body might be marked by a brand or tattoo. Just as branding was a claim of
ownership, so were chains, as the god Pluto acknowledges in Aristophanes’ play The Frogs
when he remarks, “And branded and fettered the slaves shall go.”125 Slavery was literally
written on the body, and it was regularly reinscribed in the course of daily practices of
degradation. Nothing more fundamentally distinguished the enslaved from the citizen in
classical Greece and Rome than the bodily imprints of power that they bore. If anything
symbolized both the exercise of masterly power and the distinction between citizen and
enslaved, it was the whip, as it would in modern slavery.126 But corporeal domination did not
end with the whip. Branding, manacles, fetters, neck chains, and slave prisons were all
elements of the technology of power, while flogging, burning, and racking figured among its
practices.127 Brutality against enslaved bodies encoded a banality of violence intrinsic to
Greco-Roman culture. In his Memorabilia, Xenophon describes Socrates asking his
interlocutor Aristippus whether in dealing with recalcitrant enslaved people, prudent masters
“keep them from running away by putting them in bonds, and drive away their laziness with
the compulsion of blows?” To which Aristippus replies, “I punish him with everything bad
… until I compel him to serve as a slave.”128



“Until I compel him to serve as a slave”: this pithy response encapsulates a whole
program of social domination. What is stunning about the exchange is precisely its
ordinariness, the utterly mundane quality of a dialogue about the use of “bonds” and “the
compulsion of blows.” Consider also Aristophanes’ comedic commentary on brutality against
enslaved people, which enumerates the use of chains, shackles, beatings, branding, whipping,
and starvation.129 The Frogs is a particularly striking play in this regard, as it pivots on a
carnivalesque inversion, a role reversal in which the god Dionysus appears as a slave, and his
slave Xanthias as his master. In order to avoid arrest, Xanthias (misrepresenting himself as
Dionysius) offers to give over his slave (in actuality the god Dionysus) for torture. The
dialogue that follows returns us to the term basanos. Challenged as to the truth of his tale,
Xanthias promises, “I’ll let you torture [basanize] this slave of mine.” The judge on the scene
replies, “What kind of torture do you suggest, sir?” To which Xanthias responds: “Oh, give
him the whole works. Rack, thumbscrew, gallows, cat-o’-nine-tails: pour vinegar up his
nostrils, pile bricks on his chest—anything you like. Only don’t hit him with a leek or a fresh
spring onion. I won’t stand for that—brings tears to my eyes.”130

The absurdity of the final sentences packs a comedic effect. So much so that it is easy to
ignore the sheer cruelty of what precedes it—an inventory of instruments of physical torture,
whose usage against an enslaved person was entirely routine. Similarly, the use of basanos to
describe legal torture of an enslaved person makes it easy to forget the earlier connection of
the term to the authenticity of money. Yet, symptomatically perhaps, Aristophanes’ play
itself returns to this question. Act I of The Frogs ends with a speech by the leader of the
play’s chorus. He declares:

I’ll tell you what I think about the way
This city treats her soundest men today
By a coincidence more sad than funny
It’s very like the way we treat our money
Coins that rang true, clean-stamped and worth their weight
Throughout the world, have ceased to circulate.
Instead the purses of Athenian shoppers
Are full of shoddy, silver-plated coppers.

Having compared the integrity of coinage to the soundness of men, the leader goes on to
lament the debasement of money, specifically the substitution of silver-plated copper coins
for fully silver ones. Then, he compares debased coinage to the sort of men being celebrated
in Athens:
Just so, when men are needed by the nation,
The best have been withdrawn from circulation.
Men of good birth and breeding, men of parts,
Well-schooled in wrestling and in gentler arts,
These we abuse, and trust instead to knaves,

Newcomers, aliens, copper-plated slaves.131

Here is a straightforward equation of high-quality money with human nobility. By the last
line, foreigners and enslaved people are likened to copper, reflecting a long-standing elitist
idiom in which purity of character was linked to the most coveted precious metals, and
impurity to the most commonplace metals. Aristocratic discourse allied nobility to gold, and
inferiority to copper, with silver occupying an intermediate position—precisely the hierarchy
deployed by Plato in the myth of metals in his Republic. In the passage above, Aristophanes
cleverly adapts the analogy between virtuous character and purity of metal. He modifies the
aristocratic schema, however, by making the silver coinage produced by the polis the



supreme standard of value, signaling the strength of democratic values at the time. Yet, the
poet fears that this high-quality silver coinage, the “gold standard” of a nonaristocratic order,
is in the throes of degradation. Linking noble character to silver coins, Aristophanes worries
that virtue and money are being simultaneously devalued, “knaves” being celebrated at the
expense of “men of good birth and breeding,” just as copper coins (with silver plating) are
being treated as equivalent to pure silver. More than merely associating the quality of persons
with that of money, the playwright also worries that commerce damages the value of both by
rewarding greed, rather than virtue. “In everything it’s clear that money talks,” intones a
character in another of his plays,132 expressing a critical tension in the dialectic of
monetization.

While provoking anxieties, monetized relations also elevated the principle of abstract
generality as a primary “way of seeing”—the comparison of all (or most) things with money.
We see this not merely in Attic comedy, but also in philosophy, where Socrates, a
philosopher ostensibly beyond the influence of commerce, nevertheless conflates money and
character. This occurs when Xenophon describes the philosopher’s comparison of free men to
enslaved in terms of their monetary value. “Have friends like servants their own values?”
Socrates asks an interlocutor. “For one servant, I suppose, may be worth two minas, another
no less than ten…. So I am led to inquire whether friends may not differ in value.”133

Conspicuous here is Socrates’ conflation of the pricing of enslaved people—whose value
may vary from two minas to ten—with estimates of the value of free men. In his Republic
Plato famously used the myth of metals—a quintessentially aristocratic grammar—in order to
justify inequality and the exclusion of the masses from political decision making. Yet
Socrates here elides these premises by generalizing the monetary principle and discussing the
value of free men by comparison with the metric that applies to enslaved people—monetary
prices. Rather than ascribing each group a different value measure—gold for the elite, copper
for the masses, silver for the middling sort—Socrates advances here a common measure of
the worth of free men and enslaved people. This might seem to introduce an egalitarian
element into Plato’s philosophy. Yet, this would be an egalitarianism modeled on the
commodity form—an abstracted sameness in which people represent different quantities of
the same substance (monetary value). Ironically, the critical-utopian charge that is
identifiable in Platonic thought derives largely from its attempt to conceive of the “good life”
as requiring a society beyond the self-interested calculations of monetary acquisition and
accumulation, a point to which we shall return. Here, however, Socratic thinking is enmeshed
in monetary calculation.

As much as aristocratic thinkers like Socrates resisted the “leveling” effects of
democracy, they moved in a social universe inscribed by money, under whose influence
philosophy increasingly imagined the world as consisting of universal substances or forms134

—which also predisposed them to conceptualize persons and things as subsumed by the
universal form of money. These are symptoms of a society with a full-fledged universal
equivalent, whose metrics infiltrate manifold spheres of everyday life, from the cost of
enslaved people to the relative values of friends. But we are getting ahead of ourselves. To
fully explore the meanings of monetization, we must revisit the emergence of money itself in
ancient Greece.



CHAPTER 2

The Law of the Body

Money and the State

Across human societies, early forms of money have consisted of things that sustain the body
(grain, barley, corn, cattle), things that adorn and decorate the body (shells, gold, silver), and
things that assist the body in producing the things of life (hand tools of various sorts).
Perhaps more than anything else, money has been comprised of foodstuffs, the very fuel of
the body. It is no accident, therefore, that we use terms like circulation to describe the
movement of money through the social organism, just as we use it for the flow of nutrition
within the individual body. Indeed, the greatest political economists of the mid-eighteenth
century, the French physiocrats, built a theoretical model whose central concept was the
“circular flow” of wealth through the economy.1 Like blood, wealth was said to flow,
circulate, and nourish. The original material and semiotic link between blood and money
may be located at this juncture.

In ancient Greece, money had such deep roots in communal practices of food sharing that
the common meal has been described as “the first money in our culture.”2 Common meals
reproduce the body politic by bringing people together in ceremonies for the sharing of food,
as well as of memories, recreation, and folklore. It comes as no surprise, then, that money in
Greece was often symbolically represented by food and other sources of subsistence, like
bulls and olive sprigs. And in a monetized society, of course, it is often better to receive the
symbol than the substance: to have money rather than food. For money in such contexts is the
means of access to virtually all of life’s necessaries. For this reason, it comprises a vital
element of the second nature through which such societies reproduce themselves; it is part of
a human-created web of technologies, practices, and institutions that are indispensable to
societal life.3 All of these social artifacts constitute a sort of second body for fostering the
daily reproduction of people. And, like tools, technologies, and social institutions, money is a
bodily extension that can become autonomous of its corporeal base. In modern capitalism,
money becomes an alienated power, one that dominates the reproduction of human life.

Ancient monetized economies were not, of course, capitalist ones. The latter emerge
where the reproduction of both laborers and owners has become market dependent, and thus
inherently mediated by alienated value forms.4 Thus, as Marxist philosopher Georg Lukács
noted, as much as “Greek philosophy was no stranger to reification,” it did not experience
these “as universal forms of existence.”5 Even when regularly engaged in market exchange,
the peasant producers of ancient Greece were not, as a rule, compelled to reproduce
themselves by means of the systematic sale of their produce through the market—in large
measure because the revolts of the demos had blocked mass dispossession of the poor and the
market dependence it creates. Only in the entirely self-reproducing monetary economy
(capitalism) does money become a full-fledged substitute for the body, which happens once
capital has directly subsumed the bodies of workers to its own reproduction.6 In capitalist
society, money directs and labor obeys. The modern capitalist, as Alfred Sohn-Rethel
explained, operates as “producer” of commodities “not by way of labour, not with his hands,



not by tools or machines which he operates. He performs it with his money.”7 Money enables
this by taking command of the labor of others. Its social power resides in the domination of
their bodies (as repositories of labor power). In the fully developed capitalist mode of
production, this happens primarily by way of its domination of wage labor. To be sure, it can
also occur through command over slave labor. But typically, slave labor in ancient society—
unlike plantation slavery in the New World—was not commodity producing, notwithstanding
slave-based silver mining in Greece or agricultural slavery in the Roman Empire. On the
whole, in the Greco-Roman world, the work of the enslaved—predominantly women—
largely produced use values (including sexual “favors”) for immediate consumption.

If money had roots in food-sharing rituals in ancient Greece, then we need to track the
specific social transformations that made possible its emergence as an increasingly
autonomous social power. Food-sharing rituals are widespread across human cultures, after
all, and rarely in archaic and ancient societies did they give rise to full-fledged money. It
required the specific ways in which generalized reciprocity broke down in ancient Greece to
open up the space for new modes of social integration and the emergence of money.

From Food to Metals: The Emergence of Money in Ancient Greece
As the epics demonstrate, food sharing was the basis of reciprocity in ancient Greece. At an
ancient panegyris (festive gathering), everyone participated in processions, songs, prayers,
feasts, and competitions, and all brought an abundance of food to be shared during the dais
(communal feast). Such occasions were certainly opportunities for aristocratic display, with a
great man contributing sheep and oxen, much as a male head-of-house did in the oikos.8 But
these were also egalitarian gatherings of commoners. Even where they took place at the home
of a noble man, the focal point was the sacrifice of an animal, typically an ox or a goat,
whose flesh and blood were shared by all. Animal sacrifices were deeply sacred acts,
involving offerings to nature and the gods, and may have been substitutes for earlier practices
involving the killing of persons, even members of the royal family. In this regard, they
observed a social logic of substitution, with non-human animals being offered to the gods in
place of human sacrifices.9 As I show below, such a logic of substitution is observed in the
history of money, along a chain that runs: people → animals → roasting utensils → coins.
And this chain of substitutions returns us to the crisis of reciprocity in ancient Greece.

Sacrificial rituals for augmenting the fertility of humans and extra-human nature have
been widespread across human cultures, including the Maya civilization of Mesoamerica. In
Egypt, Persia, and Mesopotamia, a sacred status was ascribed to bulls, and their sacrifice
served as a ceremonial payment to the gods who regulated food supply and human
procreation, while also providing meat for communal feasts. In Greek mythology, the god
Dionysus, associated with blood, wine, and fertility, is frequently depicted as a bull.
Moreover, Greek tragedy may have originated in spring rites meant to celebrate the planting
of crops and, crucially, in the ritual killing and eating of a sacred bull.10 During the City
Dionysia at Athens—a five- or six-day festival organized by officials of the polis during the
sixth, fifth, and fourth centuries—scores of oxen were sacrificed, and an image of Dionysus
was escorted to the theater and placed in the orchestra, while select young men led a prized
bull into the theater precinct.11 And at Magnesia, in Asia Minor, the stewards of the city
purchased a bull at the annual fair in the fall, then sacrificed it in the spring as part of a huge
feast.12 As symbols of blood and fertility, bulls were associated with the gods. But in their
consumption at the great feasts, their flesh and blood literally flowed through the community,
enabling both the physical and social reproduction of its members, and reminding us again of



the connection of blood to money. Given their semiotic and material circulation through the
community, it is not difficult to see how bulls might come to symbolize wealth in general.

An argument along these lines was first advanced by German historian Bernhard Laum in
the 1920s.13 Laum handily demolished the idea that the origin of money as a unit of account
in ancient Greece derived from an item’s use as a means of exchange. After all, the
inconveniences of using cattle as a medium, passed from person to person, are obvious.
Instead, Laum emphasized, first, the sacred character of cattle in Greece, and second, the
standardized quantities that governed their ritual use. He observed that various ceremonies
required precise numbers of cattle—in the epics they are typically slaughtered in groups of
one hundred, twenty, twelve, nine, or four.14 Payment to the gods was thus made in
quantitatively uniform amounts, foreshadowing one of the crucial features of money. In the
first book of the Iliad, for example, Homer recounts a feast called the hecatomb, where one
hundred cattle were offered in a burnt sacrifice:

When they had offered prayers and sprinkled the barley-grains, first they pulled back the victims’ heads and slaughtered
them and flayed them: and they cut out the thigh bones and covered them with fat…. The old man burned them on cut
firewood, and poured

libations of
gleaming wine, while the young men stood by with five-tanged forks in their hands.

Then when
the thighs were burnt up and they had tasted the innards, they chopped the rest into

pieces and
threaded them on spits, and roasted them carefully, and then drew all the meat off.

When they
had finished their work and prepared the meal, they set to eating, and no man’s desire went without an equal share in the
feast (Iliad, 1.447–76).

Note that this ritual feast begins with prayers to the gods. After that, the victims are
slaughtered and properly prepared for roasting, which is overseen by an elder who pours wine
—another symbol of life and of the god Dionysus—over the meat. The young men carry five-
pronged forks, utensils vital to the banquet. Next, the meat is threaded onto roasting spits,
implements which would eventually become a sort of proto-money. Finally, the men sit down
to eat, each receiving an “equal” share.

The idea that everyone at the feast received an equal share can be found frequently in the
epics (e.g., Odyssey, 19.481). And while the egalitarian sentiments in circulation by the
eighth century should not be underestimated,15 it may be that the equality in question here
was a proportionate, rather than an arithmetic, one: each individual’s portion being relative to
(equivalent with) their social standing, with priests and aristoi receiving the largest
amounts.16 A similar description of feasting can be found in the Odyssey (3.510–30). Not
only does this all look highly ordered, even lawlike; more telling, one meaning of the fifth-
century BCE Greek word for law, nomos, was distribution. At the root of law in the
democratic polis, we thus find the idea of appropriate sharing in a communal meal: the just
allocation of food. A just republic is therefore defined as one in which wealth is properly
shared. We glimpse here the reason why, from its inception, the democratic norm of justice
has been tied to distribution. And, as we shall see, the word for money—nomisma—carries
this semantic charge as well.

In addition to its long-standing link to distribution, the word nomos involved a whole
series of connotations that suggested order, way of life, societal norms, and appropriate social
relations.17 The social order in question was shared by both men and gods, who
communicated and exchanged gifts with one another. The human side of this equation
required sacrifices and feasts, often the responsibility of priests associated with hereditary



groups known as gene (singular: genos). These esteemed private citizens continued to preside
over communal rituals even as the democratic polis developed throughout the sixth and fifth
centuries BCE, when city-funded festivals came to dominate the Athenian calendar.18 From
Solon’s early sixth-century reforms on, religious life and public ritual were increasingly
governed by the city-state rather than noble households. The laws of distribution, nomoi,
were regulated by public officials, working with the priests of the temple, as were the rites
observed in sacrifices. Crucially, payments to the gods were matters of sacred custom,
governed by civic statutes, not market relations. People did not haggle with the gods; they
repaid the debt of life according to community norms.19 While they did indeed foreshadow
money, communal disbursements of meat did not originate in barter or commerce. As much
as sacrifices were a sort of payment to the gods, their domain was that of the divine, not the
market. They were holy obligations, not exchange values.

Law, Money, the Body … and War
Another way that money emanates from the body stems from the body’s role as the
foundational site of justice. Life and liberty are fundamentally corporeal, involving
conditions of human survival and the exercise of bodily powers in the world around us. This
is why the very language of justice in the polis is steeped in the idea of a proper distribution
of the goods of life. In ancient legal codes more generally, the body is omnipresent, with
crimes against the body dominating the law, and with transgressors subject to corporal
punishment and confinement. Justice and injustice were written on the body. Indeed, bodily
mutilation may have been the most common of archaic punishments.20 It is equally
noteworthy, however, that antique codes also provided for a significant interchangeability of
money with the body.

One study of seventeen ancient law collections—including the Babylonian Laws of
Eshnunna (ca. 1770 BCE) and Code of Hammurabi (ca. 1750 BCE), as well as the Roman
Twelve Tables (450 BCE)—shows the substitution of monetary penalties for corporal
punishment to have been widespread, and based on the social rank of the victim. In the Laws
of Eshnunna, for instance, if a man causes the death of another man’s wife or child, the
penalty is capital punishment. If he causes the death of an enslaved woman, however, his own
life is not imperiled; instead, he must turn over two enslaved women as compensation. Under
the same codes, if a dog or an ox, whose owner has been previously warned, causes the death
of a man, the owner shall be fined forty shekels of silver. If the dog or ox kills an enslaved
person, the fine is reduced by nearly two-thirds, to fifteen shekels. In the Code of
Hammurabi, written two decades later, a lender who beats to death a debtor’s male child must
turn over his own son to be killed in return. In the event that he kills someone enslaved by a
debtor, he must pay the borrower twenty shekels and forgive the loan.21 In the last case, we
observe money’s substitution for bodily injury according to the social valuation of the life
involved. Where enslaved people were concerned, of course, money and life were always
interchangeable. But this monetary principle infiltrated the domain of law and justice in
complex ways.22 We see this especially in the custom of wergild, widespread in ancient
Germanic law, in which monetary payments substituted for corporal punishment or death for
legal offenses.

This practice of monetary substitution was widespread throughout the ancient world,
beyond the examples cited above. Broadly similar arrangements can be observed in the
Hittite codes of Central Anatolia (today’s Turkey), from about 1400 BCE; the laws set forth in
Exodus of the Old Testament; the Law Code of Gortyn (Crete, ca. 480–450 BCE); and the



Twelve Tables of Rome, which were almost contemporary with the Code of Gortyn.23 We
also find clear references to such practices in Homer, where Ajax recounts men having
accepted payment, rather than direct retribution, for the murder of their brothers and sons
(Iliad, 9.632–36). These norms for measuring the value of bodies and lives originated at least
as much in the domain of law as that of the market.

While it is misleading to see in these ancient codes a long history of “commodification”
of persons24—largely because none of these “prices” was determined by market relations—it
is certainly true that these codes exhibit a set of values attached to persons and their body
parts. Indeed, in ancient law, unique “prices” (monetary penalties) were often set for
disfiguring, breaking, tearing off, or mutilating eyes, fingers, teeth, bones, and so on. All
these body parts acquired monetary values in codes that originated with the state. And it was
not just legal penalties that were state regulated. In the Laws of Eshnunna, the itemization of
financial penalties was laid out in concert with the determination of wages—that is, the price
for “renting” someone’s body.25 The state also decreed prices for food and subsistence goods,
the very stuff of corporeal existence. These state-regulated wage rates and prices were
certainly money values of a sort, but they were not market-determined prices, as commerce
was not an autonomous domain of social life. The same was true for the interchangeability of
bodies and money in the legal domain, which, unlike the purchase and sale of enslaved
people, was not a market process. Indeed, the political economy of the law frequently drove
that of the market, with transactions in the latter sphere often adhering to the value ratios
determined by laws that governed fines and regulated prices. When individuals were called
upon to make payments to the state, goods ranging from barley to copper, and from cattle to
silver, were used as standards for calculating their contributions. These ratios, established for
purposes of measuring tax receipts and fines, often infiltrated the domain of commercial
transactions. Recall, for instance, our example in chapter 1 of the ancient Egyptian policeman
who bought an ox valued at fifty deben of copper from a workman, yet paid only five deben
in copper, and the rest in a variety of other goods. Similarly, in 1275 BCE, during the reign of
the Egyptian king Rameses II, a wealthy woman purchased an enslaved Syrian girl at a price
equivalent to 373 grams of silver. Yet, none of the payment was made in silver. Instead, a pot
of honey, ten shirts, bronze vessels, and ten deben of copper ingots were handed over, in
order to arrive at the silver price.26 Here, a standard of value decreed by an ancient state for
calculation of legal fines and tax payments was adapted to market transactions as a unit of
account. To be sure, various forms of money did emerge as adjuncts to exchange between
strangers. However, where centralized governments had developed, money as a measure of
value—including the value of persons and their body parts—was often a largely legal
construct. The “prices” assigned by law to people, their property, or their body parts did not
reflect their purely economic commodification—a valuation through market exchange—but
rather a set of sociopolitical values administered by the state.

To say this is not to deny the role of markets in fostering monetization—indeed, I have
shown precisely such a dynamic in the archaic Greek world from the age of colonization.27

But, as I have also shown, market transactions initially came to dominate outside the oikos-
centered context of the political community, particularly in the areas of foreign trade,
including commerce in enslaved people. Moreover, in societies in which the “economic”
sphere was not substantially differentiated from the moral-political one, we should not expect
them to show any linear tendency toward full internalization of external market relations. To
be sure, relations between Greek lords and peasants were increasingly commercialized in this
era. But for lords this involved the use of market exactions, debt in particular, to appropriate
land—the foundation of noble wealth and power. Commercialization thus served to reinforce
aristocratic forms of wealth and power, while pauperizing sections of the peasantry.



Without a doubt, the growth of foreign trade did create space for the development of
independent commodity production. But there is no compelling reason why these
developments alone should have triggered a transition toward the much more highly
monetized forms of life that emerged in the era of ancient democracy. For that to have
occurred, significant sociopolitical pressures must have intersected with and reinforced
economic trends. And this was the case for the whole epoch of anti-aristocratic politics—
from tyranny to insurgent democracy—as new forms of public expenditure accompanied the
centralization of religious, social, and political life around public temples, the agora, and the
assembly. All of this, alongside the city-state’s assumption of the growing costs of warfare,
shaped the context for the channeling of wealth into monetary circuits independent of
aristocratic gift exchange. More than this, the democratic polis, like the tyrannies before it,
seems to have deliberately visibilized circuits of wealth by introducing symbols of public
authority—coins—that displaced aristocratic items expressing private power. Looking at state
assessment of legal penalties, for instance, we see a distinct evolution away from fines
specified in precious goods and metals and toward penalties measured in amounts of coinage.
A similar trend took place with regard to state prizes for games and contests, where monetary
awards replaced wreaths and cloaks.28 And by the fifth century BCE, government officials
used coinage for a growing variety of expenditures, including jury pay, funding of liturgies,
and payment for attending the assembly in democratic Athens. Beyond making its own
payments in coins, the state also required that everyone obliged to pay (or receive) fines do so
in coinage.29 Legal decrees further forbade shopkeepers from refusing coins as payment,
upon threat of having their property seized.30 The polis thus made its coinage legal tender, a
state-sanctioned currency that all sellers and creditors were obliged to accept. In a society
accustomed to pre-coinage monetary forms, these actions gave coins an enforced circulation.
And all of this was reinforced by the state’s insistence on conducting its own business with
coins, especially by requiring them in payment of taxes and fines.

In important respects, therefore, monetization was a political process as well as a
commercial one, as the state promoted transactions in coins as part of the political-economic
circuitry of the polis. The association of coinage with Athenian democracy provoked, as we
have seen, an aristocratic opposition. And no one articulated elitist antagonism to democracy
with such sophistication as did philosophers in the Socratic tradition. Yet, their opposition to
democracy was inscribed by the conceptual forms of monetary relations. Socratic philosophy
thus mimicked the universalizing drama of the money form—however much it sought to
displace money as a regulator of social and political life.

Money, Philosophy, and the Violence of Abstraction
What distinguished the new mathematics and philosophy in ancient Greece was their
increasing abstraction from corporeal schema. Early mathematics had been grounded in the
body. Units of spatial measurement, for instance, were based upon parts of the human
anatomy, such as the forearm, which was deployed as a unit of measure in ancient Egypt, and
would later be called cubit in Latin. We refer to numbers as digits, the same term that
describes fingers, thumbs, and toes—the body parts used in counting. The division we call a
yard was derived from the stride of an average-sized adult male.31 In fact, such bodily based
metrics persisted even in overwhelmingly capitalist societies into the nineteenth century, with
measures based on foot, pace, and elbow.32 The early development of fractions,
multiplication, and division also seems to have been related to the body and its sources of
nourishment. In ancient Mesopotamia, for instance, the state’s role in allocating resources
prompted it to deploy arithmetic to sort out social problems of distribution, such as how to



share out twenty loaves of bread among nine people.33 The social challenge of collecting and
distributing economic resources, particularly foodstuffs, constituted the practical-bodily
foundation of much early mathematics.

In deliberately abstracting from corporeal schema, Greek mathematics and philosophy
distanced their concepts and procedures from the everyday problems of embodied life. To
this end, they elevated logical reasoning over practical demonstration. New methods of
abstract thinking were cultivated, in which thought moved from one logical axiom to the next
without contamination by empirical data. Squares, rectangles, and triangles were to be
analyzed in terms of their logically necessary properties, not by way of mundane issues
having to do with the layout of agricultural fields. Mind would thus produce its own logical
protocols while rising “above” bodily sensation and experience.

Reflecting on the significance of these shifts, Sohn-Rethel argued that they originated in
the interrelation between monetization and philosophical abstraction in ancient Greece.
Crucial here was his analysis of the real abstraction involved in the activity of market
exchange. After all, any exchange of commodities requires the participants to abstract from
the concrete and specific qualities of the things involved—say, an enslaved woman and
twenty barrels of wine—to find a quantitative commonality (e.g., each is judged equal to a
quantity of a third thing, such as one ounce of silver). This commensurability is only possible
by abstracting from concrete qualities in order to arrive at a quantitative identity. There is,
after all, nothing in wine as a use value that corresponds to the useful properties of silver.
Market prices thus involve a conceptual and practical abstracting operation that brackets
useful properties in search of a quantitative reduction of each along a common metric. It is
precisely this that Sohn-Rethel called the exchange abstraction. The inner structure of the
latter consists in the fact that “the interrelational equation posited by an act of exchange …
establishes a sphere of non-dimensional quantity.”34 This peculiar sphere of quantity is said
to be nondimensional insofar as there is no real, physical dimension in which an enslaved
person and twenty barrels of wine are identical. Put differently, their commensurability is
possible only in an abstract space, cleansed of all real objects and inhabited simply by
mathematical values and relations—and it is in just such an abstract space that the exchange
of commodities takes place via the medium of money. The exchange abstraction thus
operates in the first instance in a purely logical monetary space, where things are effectively
dematerialized so that they might be transformed into mere quantities of abstract (monetary)
value. The domain of exchange values thus possesses what Marx described as a “phantom-
objectivity.”35 Exchange values are real—they move real objects from one hand to another,
and make or break personal fortunes—at the same time as they are nonsensuous. Twist and
turn barrels of wine, enslaved people, or coats as much as we like; we will only encounter
their physical (use value) properties. Their values, as pure quantities represented by money,
elude our senses—they are phantasmal. Delineating the exchange abstraction thus, Sohn-
Rethel suggested that Greek philosophy created a radically new cosmological worldview by
formalizing aspects of the social process of exchange in a novel conceptual vocabulary.

Those familiar with Plato’s doctrine of truth will recognize the degree to which his
philosophy, too, moves through an abstract space. Yet, Plato seeks to demarcate the space of
philosophy from that of money, banishing it from the domain of truth. Particularly in his most
developed text, The Republic, philosophy is so explicitly counterposed to money that the pair
can be taken to form “two competing architectonic principles.”36

Plato sets up this counter-positioning in the first sentence of The Republic, when he has
Socrates inform his readers, “I went down yesterday to the Piraeus with Glaucon.”37 The
Piraeus was the Athenian harbor, the site of an incessant movement of goods and money, as
cargo-bearing ships came and went, and as purchases, sales, and business investments were



endlessly conducted. It has been suggested that the (private and accumulative) activities
characteristic of the harbor were at fundamental cross-purposes with the public duties of
citizens to the state.38 Certainly, Plato’s intent in selecting this setting seems designed to
contrast these conflicting principles, as he immediately moves to a debate over the
relationship of money to justice. The debate occurs with Cephalus, a wealthy citizen whose
home the philosopher and his companion are visiting. Socrates quickly inquires as to whether
their host inherited his fortune or acquired it through his own pursuits. Cephalus proudly
declares that he has largely inherited his wealth, and Socrates intones that he suspected as
much. After all, he remarks, unlike those who inherit their wealth (and therefore do not have
to engage in acquisition), those who have made their own fortunes “have a second love of
money as a creation of their own,” and this is a source of corruption. In contrast to the
“natural love of money,” which everyone has because of its usefulness as a means to satisfy
wants, these “makers of fortunes” have an unnatural and obsessive worship of money: “they
can talk about nothing but the praises of wealth” (330). Already, Plato is intimating that
money has a natural role as a means to an end, but that it can also stimulate a perverse and
corrupting passion—an unnatural love—when it becomes an end in itself. Yet, Cephalus is
not entirely convinced that money ought to be radically demarcated from justice. In fact, he
proposes that the man with money can afford to be honest (he has no need to defraud others)
and to honor his debts to gods and men. But Socrates is unyielding. “To speak the truth and
pay your debts” are not equivalent to justice, he proclaims (331). Indeed, justice cannot be
conceived in the terms of a utilitarian calculus. Unlike money, urges Socrates, justice is an
end in itself, not a means to an end. And this, as I have suggested, gives a critical-utopian
charge to Plato’s search for a form of good life beyond monetary calculation. That which is
good has no price; it is no means to an end. The good and the true are ends in themselves,
requiring no external measure or validation.

Cephalus, however, resists this conclusion. Deploying one example after another, he tries
to demonstrate that justice is useful—that it is a means to distinct ends, such as payment of
debts, assistance of friends, and the establishment of fair contracts. Each time, Socrates
debunks the argument. Indeed, the philosopher goes so far as to insist that the usefulness of
justice is that it is not instrumental to any external purpose. Justice exists in and for itself, as
its own end. “Justice is useful,” he urges, only when all other things, including money, “are
useless” (333). Justice begins, therefore, where things with specific purposes can go no
further, where they have arrived at a limit point. Justice becomes an end in itself naturally,
whereas money does so only unnaturally. In this unnatural state, money asserts its nonidentity
with all other things; it insists on its primacy over everything else. Coats or boats or enslaved
people can be desired for particular purposes; but money as end in itself transcends all
particularity—it presents itself as universal, though its generality can only be false. Against
this tendency of money toward pseudo-universalization (the essence of the unnatural “second
love of money”), Plato seeks to restrict money to a simple means of exchange, something
desired only as a means to particulars, rather than for its own sake. Only then, he intimates,
can justice flourish as the one true universal end in itself, free of interference by money’s
false universality. This argument is later rehearsed by Aristotle in his Politics, where he
contrasts the natural use of money, as a means to finite ends, with its perverse use as an end
in itself (which, as I discuss below, he refers to as chrematistics). In Marx’s terms, Plato and
Aristotle describe the circuit C–M–C as natural (where a commodity C is sold for money M,
which is then used for the purchase of other commodities). Here, money is used to acquire a
use value, a specific good. But the circuit M–C–M’—where money is used simply to buy
commodities to be resold for more money (M’ > M)—is unnatural and irrational, as money
has become a demonic end in itself. “There is no limit to the end which this kind of
acquisition has in view,” writes Aristotle. This mode of acquisition never arrives at a natural



and rational end; it tends “not for the good life,” but away from it.39 Plato and Aristotle
consider money (represented by silver or gold) as a particular thing that is pathologically
misapprehended as universal, like justice or truth. But this false universality is a perversion
that induces irrational passions and pursuits. For this reason, Plato seeks to limit money to the
particular roles of means of exchange and means of payment. Yet, in trying to get beyond
monetary calculation, he proceeds to model justice and truth on the very abstracting and
generalizing powers that he discerns in money’s unnatural capacities. Thus, while philosophy
and money are “competing architectonic principles” in the text, they are also symmetrical.
Philosophy takes on the abstracting and universalizing powers of money, the better to
vanquish it. Its mimicry of money is on full display when we turn to the crucial books VI and
VII of The Republic.

Plato’s innovation here is not simply the idea of a unifying substance that underlies all
things. As Richard Seaford has shown, this counterintuitive idea, which seems at odds with
the plurality of things that affect our senses, is widely characteristic of early Greek
cosmology, and particularly prominent in the texts of Heraclitus and Parmenides.40 Plato,
however, gives this cosmological notion a heightened idealist inflexion. Early in book VI, he
urges that only philosophers “are able to grasp the eternal and unchangeable,” unlike “those
who wander in the realm of the many and variable” (484). Here we have a clear juxtaposition
of the One and the Many, with truth posited as unitary and unchanging in opposition to
ordinary experience, which apprehends the world as plural (“the many”) and changing
(“variable”). Whoever contemplates the “being” of things, according to Plato, must turn away
from their becoming and their “multiplicity.” The latter features typify everyday, empirical
existence, which flounders among the appearances of things, rather than their timeless
essences (490). We perceive many things as beautiful and good, he continues, but we fail to
attain knowledge unless we grasp the “absolute beauty” and the “absolute good” that
transcend any specific iterations of beauty or goodness. These qualities must be “brought
under a single idea, which is called the essence of each” (507). Here we have an explicit
dualism of essence and appearance, and of the One and the Many, in which truth lies with the
former and error with the latter. As in Plato’s doctrine of Forms, truth or the absolute does
not reside in things as they appear in everyday experience. Truth participates in an eternal,
unchanging, and nonsensuous sphere. This is a realm that can be accessed only in thought,
through the logic of ideas, rather than via the medium of sensation.

Having laid out his idealist program, which abstracts a realm of pure ideas from the world
of ordinary sensation and experience, Plato then turns, in book VII, to mathematics as the
science of the unchanging. The true philosophers, he insists, those best qualified to govern
the state, should “go and learn arithmetic … until they see the nature of numbers with the
mind only.” Along this route, they will “pass from becoming to truth and being.” To see the
nature of numbers with the mind only is to leave the realm in which “merchants and retail
traders” deal with numbers. The latter imagine numbers in relation to actual goods, objects,
and coins; their understanding of numbers is contaminated by sense-experience in the world
of things. The philosopher, on the other hand, consciously abandons the sphere of sensation
in order to “reason about abstract number” (525, my emphasis). And here, as I have
suggested, Plato’s philosophy endeavors to appropriate to philosophy the powers of money as
an end in itself.

The quintessence of full-fledged money is to be the universal substance of commodity
exchange. Money transcends all particulars; unlike all other commodities, it is the exclusively
universal representative of value. It thus embodies the true essence of all things as
commodities—it is the universality that unites their particularities. Indeed, commodities only
realize themselves as money. Outside their expression in money, commodities lack reality



and truth as commodities (i.e., as goods meant to be bought and sold). It follows that money
is the “being” of particular goods, unperturbed by their becoming in space and time, by their
volatile movements and price fluctuations. Notwithstanding the chaos of market exchange,
money persists as the truth of all things. Money is abstract value, manifest in specific
concrete quantities of actual goods, but not reducible to them. Money is not the price of this
coat, that loaf of bread, or this automobile. It is the very possibility of particular things as
numbers (exchange values)—the quality of things that makes the many different numbers
(prices) possible. Put differently, nothing could have a particular exchange value if it did not
participate in the very ontological possibility of exchangeability. Yet this ontological
possibility resides outside the things themselves as use values, and this “outside” property is
incarnated in money. Money is the pure form of exchangeability, in the same way that
Platonic truth, like the essence of beauty, is a timeless form that resides in a realm separated
from the material world of things. “What is absolute unity?” asks Plato. And he answers: it is
that which can be “both one and infinite in multitude” (525). Of course, this also describes
money, which can assume the appearance of any number (price) without being reducible to
any of them, just as truth can pertain to particular philosophical or mathematical arguments
without being confined by them. Money and truth are thus infinite in a way that particular
prices and truthful propositions are not.

Having, in book I, disqualified money as the architectonic principle of a good society, by
the later books of The Republic, Plato has projected the universalizing qualities of money
onto philosophy. Philosophical truth—be it in the form of wisdom, virtue, or beauty—is
represented as the universal substance of our world. More than this, for Plato it is an
ideational substance, one that is sharply separated from the world of sense-experience, and of
the body and its labors. Yet, here we encounter two rubs. First, the philosophical production
of truth has emerged as a counter to the universalizing powers of money. Philosophy mimics
money’s transcendent properties and emerges only where the latter has already made its
imprint on society. Minerva’s owl truly takes flight at dusk. Second, money itself is tied to
the world of labor. In the ancient case, this notably involved the labor of enslaved people, as
was directly evident in the production of Athenian silver in the city’s mines. And this double
dependency—on money and labor—undercuts philosophy’s declarations of autonomy, its
claims to produce the truth of our world through mind alone. As Marx would later claim in
his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, the ostensible autonomy of mind is thus an
illusion. “Logic is the currency of the mind,” he wrote, in parody of German idealism.41 Just
as money renders all goods subordinate to it by positing itself as their essence, so Plato’s
logic, like all idealism, posits the mind’s thought processes as the truth of all things. Yet,
lurking behind the world of mind, making it all possible, is a social process that logic
conceals—the division between mental and manual labor. “From the moment when a division
between mental and manual labour appears,” declare Marx and Engels, then “consciousness
is in a position to emancipate itself from the world.”42 But this “emancipation” is a false one,
made possible only by the violence of exploitation, manifest in the surplus product upon
which philosophers subsist. Determining the world of the mind, in other words, are the labors
of “the motley multitude” (Republic, 494), those excluded from the domains of mind and
government, whose activity sustains these hallowed spheres. Just as the enslaved person is
the secret of ancient money, so is it the secret of ancient philosophy.

Because he was untroubled in his support of slavery, Plato makes the economic
dependence of citizen-philosophers entirely visible. In his Laws, for instance, when sketching
out his preferred social arrangements, he declares, “Farms have been entrusted to slaves, who
provide them [the citizens] with sufficient produce of the land to keep them in modest
comfort.”43 The same text advises the master class on how to govern this “difficult beast,”



which should always be addressed with “an order,” with whom all forms of friendship should
be avoided, and on whom the whip should be freely applied.44 Once more, we are returned to
violence, bondage, and enslaved bodies—bodies that were acquired through war, which had
to be fought by common soldiers. The ruling class conceived of the latter by analogy to
enslaved people. As much as sacrifice of animals had been at the root of Greek culture, the
sacrifice of soldiers was at the root of its wars and empire. And this sacrifice was obtained
with money.

Coins and the Polis
With the growth of the polis as the space of public life, sacred ritual increasingly revolved
around public temples, many of which were built during the eighth century BCE. With older
forms of reciprocity breaking down, aristocrats were pressured to redirect generosity by
means of dedications to the temples.45 A new egalitarian sensibility identified public-
spiritedness with redistribution via public institutions, over which the demos had increasing
influence. To court the goodwill of the gods and of their neighbors, wealthy men were now
expected not to host private banquets, but to donate to temples. Growing anti-aristocratic
sentiment also brought lavish funeral ceremonies, another form of private display, into
disfavor. This change has been described as a shift of redistribution, from gifts-to-men to
gifts-to-gods; but equally it was a shift from aristocratic charity to the poor, to (rich) citizens’
obligations to the state, which took the form of temple donations.46

As temples became repositories of wealth—and in some cases the first banks in the
ancient Greek world—they also took over from private patrons the distribution of wealth to
commoners by way of civic feasts. In a society in which the civic and the religious were
integrated, temples readily became sites of economic transactions. They sponsored
marketplaces and fairs; they issued loans to city authorities at moments of distress; they paid
out wages, particularly for labor employed in temple-building projects; and they sold donated
objects in order to raise money to fund their diverse functions. In all these ways, temples
became focal points for market transactions, while organizing the ritual events at which
animals were sacrificed and food shared.47 Goods that served monetary purposes were thus
deeply embedded in an economy of the sacred.

While sacrificial animals were undoubtedly among the votive offerings made by rich
men, looking at the epics, we can discern other valuable pre-monetary objects related to
communal feasts. In the penultimate book of the Iliad, for instance, Achilles convenes an
athletic contest to commemorate his beloved friend Patroclus. At various stages of his
description of the contest, Homer enumerates the prizes on offer. Predictably, horses, oxen,
gold, and enslaved women are among them. But so are metallic goods related to feasting, in
particular “a great tripod to stand over the fire,” and a cauldron. The poet presents us with
precise valuations of many of these goods, expressed in oxen. The tripod, we are informed,
was valued by the warriors “at twelve oxen’s worth,” the enslaved woman “at four oxen,”
and the cauldron at “the worth of an ox” (Iliad; 23:702–5, 886). Note again the role of cattle
as a measure of value, as well as the interchangeability of enslaved persons with oxen.
Equally significant, the metallic objects offered as prizes—a cauldron and a roasting tripod—
are vital components of ritual feasting. In fact, evidence indicates that cauldrons were being
used as a regular means of payment in Crete by the eighth century BCE.48 A growing body of
literary and archaeological evidence further suggests that iron roasting spits—known as
obolos—functioned as a sort of proto-money in several parts of Greece by the eighth and
seventh centuries BCE.



Iron spits are significant for several reasons. First, they are metallic objects, as are coins.
Secondly, they are items associated with sacrifice and food sharing. Finally, unlike cattle,
they were highly portable and could be easily combined into packages of multiple units. The
literary and archaeological record exhibits two celebrated examples of roasting spits being
used as what appears to be special-purpose money. One comes from the temple of Hera at
Argos and concerns a decree from the first half of the sixth century BCE by King Pheidon,
who is said to have ordered the replacement of spits by coins. A famous account contends
that “Pheidon of Argos struck money in Aegina; and having given them (his subjects) coin
and abolished the spits, he dedicated them to Hera in Argos.”49 This textual source received
significant confirmation when archaeological excavations at the temple of Hera unearthed a
bundle of about ninety-six iron spits.50 While we cannot discern the motivation for this
dedication of spits, we know that similar offerings were made elsewhere. Herodotus, for
instance, tells of a large donation made by Rhodopis, a courtesan and formerly enslaved
person, in Naucratis. After having become quite rich, Rhodopis is said to have contributed
one-tenth of her wealth to the temple by purchasing “as many iron roasting spits” as this part
of her fortune could procure.”51 Herodotus implies that he had seen these spits and,
apparently unaware of their monetary function, assumed they had first been purchased with
money, although considerable scholarly opinion suggests they were in fact money—or, more
precisely, a special-purpose money. Furthermore, we find bundles of iron spits in aristocratic
tombs, presumably as offerings to the gods.52 Classicist David Tandy has plausibly suggested
that spits served “as a sort of value unit” (or measure of value) for trades among
commercially minded nobles.53

Etymology strongly reinforces this interpretation. The basic silver monetary unit to
emerge in the Aegean world was called the obelos, a name that reverberates with the word for
iron spit, obolos. More than this, a coin worth six obeloi was called a drachma, whose older
meaning was “graspful,” or “handful.” We have seen that iron spits were often bundled
together in handfuls (drachmae) when they were used as donations to temples. So, this
monetary term, too, may well have referred to roasting spits.54 From the sixth century BCE,
we find a variety of precious metal objects being offered in temple donations.55 These
hearken back to aristocratic prizes, particularly metal goblets, oriental tripods, cauldrons,
swords, and other weapons—the treasured goods of aristocratic gift exchange. The gifting of
such precious metal objects was glorified in the epics and in aristocratic poetry. Yet, these
aristocratic circuits of wealth were self-enclosed, encompassing only wealthy aristoi. In fact,
aristocratic art and poetry extolled the sphere of truly precious gifts precisely because it was
uncontaminated by the presence of commoners. By the eighth century BCE, however, the
values of elite culture were under attack by the plebeian or “middling” sort.56 This makes the
appearance of iron spits as a proto-currency quite intriguing. For spits were integral elements
of communal festivals in which every citizen partook. Both materially and symbolically, they
were thus inclusive rather than exclusive. That they should have been socially validated as a
representation of value suggests the evolution of more inclusionary practices within Greek
society. Moreover, as we have seen, the democratizing thrust of the period discouraged the
rich from lavish exhibitions of wealth, particularly on funerals and burials. As the polis
ascended, so luxurious displays of jewelry, fine clothes, and decorative hairstyles declined.57

It would not be surprising, then, if culturally accepted representations of value came to pivot
on metallic objects like spits, which were emblematic of the social solidarity manifest in
communal feasts.

The emergence of coinage would thus suggest efforts to re-embed wealth and exchange in
the wake of a breakdown in older practices of reciprocity. With the erosion of clientelist
relations of aristocratic life, the temple-agora-polis nexus arose in part to subordinate wealth



to the community as a whole. Coinage emerged, therefore, as part of a project to assert the
supremacy of polis-produced tokens of value over transactional spheres dominated by
aristocratic luxury goods. Further, as urban temples became the organizers of communal
festivities, durable donations not requiring ongoing labor and maintenance (as did animals)
might be preferred, if they could later be used to purchase livestock. Additionally, metal
objects, like cauldrons and iron spits, might be loaned out when not needed right away. Such
items could then circulate as means of payment and exchange because temple or civic
authorities would eventually need to buy them back to purchase livestock. As a result, temple
goods might have readily acquired a social acceptance as representations of wealth in general.
Goods collected by temples could thus circulate as general forms of wealth precisely because
sacred institutions were sure to accept them as means of payment. Ultimately, it would not
have been a big step for the polis to mint and stamp precious objects—coins—that assumed
social validity as means of exchange and payment and as stores of value. But here we need a
slight detour, since coins appear to have first emerged in states known as tyrannies. Only by
discerning the underlying reasons for this can we appreciate their enduring association with
the democratic polis.

Coins, Religion, Law, and the Polis
Herodotus tells us, “The Lydians were the first people that we know of to use a gold and
silver coinage and to introduce retail trade.”58 While many of the conclusions Herodotus
draws from this origin are dubious, attribution of the invention of coinage to Lydia is not. It is
widely accepted among scholars that the first coins, made of electrum, an alloy of gold and
silver, were produced by the Lydian monarchy in Asia Minor around 600 BCE. Half a century
later, the last of the Lydian kings, Croesus, had the first coins minted from gold and silver.
By then or shortly thereafter, a number of Greek city-states, Athens, Corinth, and Aegina
among them, began producing silver coins.59

What is controversial in Herodotus’s account of coinage are his claims that the Lydians
invented trade; that poor girls in Lydia “prostitute themselves without exception to collect
money for their dowries”; that these prostituted women then—scandalously, in his eyes
—“choose their own husbands”; and that Lydians invented idle pastimes like “dice,
knucklebones, and ball-games.”60 As historian Leslie Kurke has shown, we have here a
network of associations (money → trade → prostitution → female assertiveness → unmanly
games) that reflects an aristocratic critique of coinage and its effects.61 Coinage is hereby
counterposed to the heroic virtues of the noble-warrior, however much the reality was one of
an aristocracy that increasingly engaged in slaving, trading, and dispossessing peasant
farmers. Yet these elite activities had revolved around use of precious metals, largely a
monopoly of aristocrats. Coinage overcame this noble exclusiveness by putting stamped
precious metals into general circulation.62 Circumventing aristocratic circuits of gift
exchange and display, coins gave gold and silver a new promiscuity, allowing them to
crisscross through the hands of the multitude. Coinage thus contributed to a wider dislodging
of traditional aristocratic grids of power, and this is where its association with tyrants
originates.

Tyranny as a political form emerged across the Greek world in the century after 650 BCE.
Corinth experienced perhaps the most long-lasting succession of tyrannies (roughly 655 to
585 BCE), but Athens, too, knew tyrannical rule for much of the half century from 560 to 510.
Often, tyrants were dissident nobles seeking to break the domination of an elite network of
aristocrats. In reconstituting political rule, tyrants not only concentrated powers in their own
hands; typically, they also appealed to the people for support, enhancing the rights of



commoners in efforts to curb aristocratic influence. Aristotle’s summary is instructive:
“Tyrants are drawn from the [people] and the masses, to serve as their protectors against the
notables, and in order to prevent them suffering any injustice from that class” (Politics,
5.1310b).63 The emergence of such tyrannies seems to have been a product of major social
transformations.

First, the growth of poverty, indebtedness, and dispossession was rendering aristocratic
rule increasingly intolerable for many of the lower sort. It is instructive that Corinth, where
tyranny arose first and endured longest, was also the most commercially developed Greek
city at the time. If trade and commercial wealth contributed to social differentiation and class
grievances, as I have suggested, then it is no surprise that a popular reaction against noble
authority should have come first in a major trading city. Second, with the rise, toward the end
of the eighth century BCE, of hoplite warfare, based on a mass of heavily armed troops
recruited from the middling sort (hoplites), war and politics became more reliant on non-
aristocratic groups. The ethos of the new warfare foregrounded mass action, rather than the
skill and valor of the heroic individual. As one historian notes, “When these thousands took
the field they looked alike…. Farmer, artisan, trader and aristocrat stood side by side; and
those who stood apart no longer mattered.”64 Hoplites represented perhaps one-third of the
men of a city-state at the time, and an aristocrat seeking to break the power of traditional
noble households might easily appeal to this group, whose members possessed arms and an
enduring commitment to democratization.65 But as much as aspiring tyrants might mobilize
this social layer for incursions against the old power structure, as appears to have taken place
at Corinth,66 these democratically inclined citizens could also launch such upheavals
themselves.

Returning to markets and money, we observe that tyrants frequently encouraged the
growth of trade and colonization, perhaps as sources of funding for a new kind of state. After
all, the new infrastructures of public space and power all came with considerable costs,
whether these were used to expand the agora, construct temples, foster urban festivals, create
water systems, or finance warfare. But if trade and colonization were to provide the wealth
indispensable to emergent forms of governance, they could more readily do so if they were
integrated into monetary circuits dominated by state-sanctioned means of payment and
exchange. The advantage of coinage is that it can incorporate flows of wealth into monetary
forms that are authorized by civic authority and that bear emblems of public office. Coinage
is publicly produced at the discretion of civic authorities, not noblemen. Just as politics were
increasingly recentered—shifting from the noble oikos and the aristocratic symposium
toward the agora and the assembly—so were the circuits of wealth, as coins bearing the
authority of the city-state displaced precious metals exchanged between aristocratic
households. In addition to assisting political authorities in collecting their “cut,” both
processes also involved a visibilization of power crucial to emergent democracy. As centers
of political life, the agora and the assembly undercut the relative invisibility of aristocratic
households as bastions of private power, much as coinage visibilized economic transactions.
These processes simultaneously involved transformations in religious life.

“In archaic Greece,” it has been rightly observed, “religion was the sphere of public
activity par excellence.”67 But the nature of such activity was undergoing major renovations
by the seventh century BCE, as we have observed. The building of temples, the creation of
new state-run festivals, the growth of the agora, and the delineation of law created a new
public sphere—the collective space of peasant-citizens—meant to displace the power of the
aristocratic household. The upsurge in temple building in the late eighth century involved
large communal efforts that accompanied the political rise of the demos.68 By the time of
Solon’s reforms (the 590s BCE), the polis and urban religion were advancing together, as



exemplified in the erection of stone temples, the reorganization of festivals, and dedications
of marble statues. All were processes that were extended under the tyrannies of Peisistratus
and his sons, who dominated most of the half century from 561 to 510, and which made
religion more accessible to all.69

Under Peisistratus, the city festivals, known as Panathenaea, were revamped, as was the
City Dionysia, which also became the platform for the performance of tragedies.70 All of
these remodeled urban festivals, with their games, processions, sacrifices, and performances,
as classical historian Robert Parker notes, were “unthinkable outside the context of the
developed polis, with its civic consciousness and pride.”71 As much as reforming tyrants may
have reworked the grammar of festivity to legitimate their rule, they could only succeed by
adapting their reforms to the growing civic consciousness of the demos. Through the city-
state, the demos applied pressure on the rich to publicly contribute tribal dinners to their less
well-off colleagues during the Panathenaea and the City Dionysia.72 Private wealth was
thereby rendered accountable to a polis that expressed a new civic consciousness.

This visibilization of power also involved a spatial revolution, and places of assembly,
ritual celebration, theater, and market activity were fundamental to the development of the
city-state around 600 BCE. Much of this was incarnated in the physical stuff of building
materials, as Athens went from being a city of brick to one of marble and limestone. The
expansion of the agora and the erection of temples were accompanied by the construction of a
new theater of Dionysia to accommodate tragic performances.73 Such spatial transformations
invariably involve economies of human labor and expenditures of wealth to pay wages, and
to purchase tools and building materials. After their construction, many of the activities
conducted within these public spaces also required ongoing expenditures, from the purchase
of meat for festivals to the payment of poets for their performances. Tellingly, the new
festivals substituted cash prizes for competitions, making monetary payments to poets in
place of precious metal gifts like goblets or cauldrons.74

In addition, the preeminent Greek coin—the Athenian owl, first produced around 515 BCE
—carried the seal of the polis and was backed by its laws. Monetization was thus as much
about new practices related to law, religion, and the state as it was about novel patterns of
trade. Nevertheless, the owl was legendary for the purity of its silver content, which in part
enabled it to become the first real world money, accepted throughout the whole of the
Mediterranean trading region (and regularly copied by other states) because of its intrinsic
value. Archaeologists have found owls in southern Anatolia, Syria, Egypt, Cyprus, and
Afghanistan.75 Athens’s owl coins thus represented a unique fusion of political and economic
dynamics: they bore the imprint of a powerful state that could enforce their circulation within
its sovereign domain; and they were made of such high-quality silver that they were widely
accepted by merchants, state officials, and others far beyond the field of Athenian
jurisdiction. They thus represented money’s first full-fledged modular form, metallic coinage.

Before proceeding, it is essential to pause and underline key facts about the production of
the Athenian owl. As we have observed, the enduring value of the coins had much to do with
the purity of their silver content, which was consistently maintained across the decades. To
acquire general exchangeability in an age of nascent monetization, coinage needed a
foundation in earlier forms of wealth, particularly precious metals. However—and this is
decisive—for much of its history, the silver that comprised the owls came from Attica’s
silver mines at Laurium. And these mines were worked by probably the largest concentration
of enslaved people to be found in the Greek world—perhaps as many as thirty thousand in the
late fourth century BCE.76 In terms of the activity that produced them, the value of Athenian
owls—which created the dominant modular form of money for nearly twenty-five hundred



years—was therefore rooted in the past labor of thousands of enslaved people. The original
world money was tethered to the toil of enslaved bodies. Equally crucial, the reach of this
world money owed more to war than it did to trade, more to blood than it did to markets. Like
enslaved people, soldiers were acquired through money. And in this connection between
soldiers and enslaved people, we are returned to the question of money and bondage.

Coins and Armies
More than one historian has argued that coins were first produced in Lydia in order to pay
Greek mercenary soldiers.77 There is a powerful insight here. Yet, to acknowledge the
pronounced significance of mercenary payments in the ancient history of monetization need
not commit us to mono-causal explanation. Like every complex historical process, the
emergence of coinage involved the interweaving of multiple, reciprocally reinforcing
historical “causes” whose results were never predetermined. Such processes have logics of
retro-determination that can be reconstructed after the fact. Once coinage arose as a
multifaceted “solution” to particular historical problems—both political and economic—its
emergence clarified tendencies at work earlier and established an after-the-fact path
dependency. As Marx observed in this regard, “human anatomy contains a key to the
anatomy of the ape.”78 It is, in other words, later forms that illuminate preceding ones.
Understood in this way, as part of a complex dialectical process, payment of mercenaries was
indeed crucial to the emergence of coined money.

For much of human history, the mobilization of military forces was among the largest of
state undertakings. Large-scale warfare requires the recruitment of thousands of soldiers,
their provision with weapons and equipment (swords, ships, horses, shields), and their means
of provision (food, tents, clothing), along with monetary reserves for wages. Herodotus tells
us that the last time the tyrant Peisistratus seized power in Athens, he “hired bodyguards,”
paying them with revenue raised “from various sources.”79 As the decades proceeded, such
mercenary soldiers were employed on ever-larger scales, not just as bodyguards, but as
soldiers and sailors for military campaigns. By the time of the Peloponnesian War, between
Sparta and Athens (431–404 BCE), both sides were utilizing hired fighters on a substantial
scale. One Spartan expedition is said to have contained a thousand troops “persuaded by
pay,” while the Athenian navy was bursting with mercenaries. The year after the war’s end,
during the violent class struggles that shook Athens, oligarchs and democrats alike hired
armed combatants. This was followed almost immediately by Cyrus the Younger’s ostensible
recruitment of ten thousand Greek mercenaries in a campaign to win the Persian throne. Even
larger numbers of hired fighters from Greece are said to have served in Egypt over a period
lasting a century and a half.80 By then, large-scale hiring of Greek mercenaries—in the
thousands or tens of thousands—was common throughout the Mediterranean region, North
Africa, and Persia. In fact, one historian has proposed that a “military-coinage complex” was
in place throughout the second half of the first millennium BCE.81 To get a rudimentary sense
of the expenses involved and their impact on the supply of coinage, consider that “to support
just one legion cost Rome around 1,500,000 denarii a year, so that the main reason for the
regular annual issue of silver denarii was simply to pay the army.”82 One historian has
suggested that the only reason silver coins were issued in the late Roman Empire, where the
monetary standard was based on gold, was for military payments.83

Returning to ancient Greece, it is easy to grasp the symbiosis between mercenary warfare
and coinage. To begin with, it was the nature of the mercenary arrangement that these
fighters had to be paid, and it was entirely impractical to pay soldiers on-the-move in cattle,



enslaved people, or raw bullion.84 Coins were readily portable and, if made of high-quality
precious metal, as were Athenian owls, comprised readily mobile high-value items. But, of
course, soldiers on the move would also spend some of their wages—on food, sex, clothing,
and other goods. Not only did this contribute to rural monetization, as peasant farmers often
sold produce to troops; it also expanded the circuits of Greek coins. At least equally
significant, hired fighters, cut off from kin networks and any means of subsistence of their
own, became more dependent upon money than before, and more accustomed to its usage.
The claim, made with respect to Rome, that “army life taught soldiers to use money,” may be
a slight overstatement, but only a slight one.85 Rome, for instance, increased coin production
significantly during the first two Punic Wars (218–201 BCE), and it did so in small
denominations that were more amenable to paying soldiers’ wages. In all these ways, the
Roman army “was a major stimulus for monetization,”86 as was the Greek use of mercenaries
during the first century of coinage.

But what was the status of these men who fought for wages? To modern eyes, they often
appear as wage laborers. Yet to the ancients, particularly aristocratic commentators, to sell
one’s body—and this was the predominant understanding of wage labor—was to be enslaved.
The modern liberal distinction between selling one’s labor (or, to be precise, one’s labor
power), as does a wage worker, and selling one’s body, like an enslaved person, seems not to
be found in ancient texts.87 Repeatedly, those who work for wages, including mercenaries,
are compared to enslaved people. In Xenophon’s Memorabilia, for instance, Socrates
questions Eutherus about his life and background. As a result of war in his homeland,
Eutherus replies: “We were deprived of our possessions abroad…. I am now compelled to
procure my provisions by the work of my body here at home. And, in my opinion, this is
better than to beg for something from human beings.” Eutherus is thus an independent
producer, living off the proceeds of his own labor. Yet, Socrates inquires, ironically to be
sure, as to whether there are not advantages to being employed instead as a wage laborer.
Since the body ages and wears out, says Socrates, might it not be best to hire oneself out to
“one of those possessing a good deal of wealth” and become an employee? Eutherus’s
response affirms the Socratic position that we find in Plato: “It would be hard, Socrates … for
me to endure slavery.”88 To work for another, to be employed for wages, is to be enslaved,
one who sells their body and places it under the command of a master. Aristotle takes the
same position in his Rhetoric, where he defines lack of freedom (slavery) as “living under the
control of another” (1367a33).

This merging of the statuses of enslaved and wage laborer was widespread in ancient
texts, which typically described those working for wages as doulos, the most frequent term
for a chattel slave, or as latris, a term meaning “hired man” or “servant,” as well as “slave.”89

This semantic ambiguity must have owed something to the fact that of those who arrived
every day at the Athenian market for day laborers, the overwhelming majority were
enslaved.90 Indeed, it was not uncommon in both Greece and Rome for enslaved people to
earn wages, which they shared with their masters.91 In Athens, enslaved people were almost
certainly the largest group working for wages, and in Rome some enslaved people,
particularly those with a craft skill, received a regular monthly wage from their masters.92

Thus, when mercenaries hired themselves out for money, they were engaged in an activity
that most observers associated with enslaved people, and which seemed to them to resemble
slavery. Even several centuries later, under the late Roman Republic, Cicero (106–51 BCE)
described the wages of mercenaries as the reward of slavery. Another century on, Seneca
defined an enslaved person as a perpetual mercenary.93 Enslaved people and wage earners
shared the condition of being under the control of someone else, a control registered in the
surrender of their bodies (and liberties), even if temporarily, for money. These associations



continued at least into the early modern period in Europe. Hugo Grotius, a Dutch jurist of the
first half of the seventeenth century, for instance, declared that there were many forms of
servitus. While slavery was “the most ignoble” of these, servile statuses included serfs and
mercenarii (wage laborers). The latter were described by Grotius as a “perpetual Hireling,”
bound to a master for the length of a contract.94 I have elsewhere explored the ways in which
wage laborers experienced social death in a different register.95 But for the moment, it is
worth observing that because enslaved people comprised the largest group of wage workers
in Athens, this identification of slavery with work for wages was daily reinforced. And this
equation worked its way into the very lexicon associated with working for money, as Latin
terms associated with wages and trade—think mercantile in English—are related to those for
mercenaries, as we see in Grotius. As renowned linguist Émile Benveniste noted, “The
images of war, of mercenary services preceded and engendered those of work and the legal
remuneration attached to it.”96

This brings us to Marx’s insight that “it was in the army that the ancients first fully
developed a wage system.”97 Elaborating on this insight in the Grundrisse, Marx indicates
that he is thinking of both mercenaries and citizen-soldiers in the Greco-Roman world as
wage laborers.98 After all, in the imperial armies of Greece and Rome, citizen-soldiers
received pay, as did mercenaries. Athenian democracy sought to cleanse this payment for
service of all traces of servility, just as it aspired to do for payments for jury service or for
attendance at the assembly. But these efforts encountered stiff resistance from aristocratic
elitists, including those in the Socratic tradition. While poor citizen-soldiers were clearly
distinguished from enslaved people, aristocrats also sharply differentiated them from
patricians, with their noble “virtues.” Military wage labor was thus a contested category,
combining elements of political freedom and public service with mercenary activity (work for
wages), which carried undertones of social degradation. By the early 200s CE, when Rome’s
imperial army peaked at about four hundred fifty thousand soldiers, military service was
unquestionably the primary site of wage labor. The wage system flourished at the nexus of
money and war.

“Soldiers and money;” Julius Caesar is said to have proclaimed, “if you lack one, you will
soon lack the other.”99 Money bought soldiers, both mercenary and citizen; it purchased the
food, weapons, horses, and ships they deployed. And soldiers, as we have noted, in turn
spread money throughout rural areas, purchasing food, drink, and more. Money and military
power were symbiotically related. We have noted that production of coinage increased
dramatically in Athens at the end of the Persian Wars (479–431 BCE),100 just as it did in
Rome during the first two Punic Wars (218–214 BCE). Indeed, by the end of the sixth century,
over one hundred mints were at work producing coins throughout the Greek world. By the
second century CE, it is estimated that the annual budget of the Roman imperial state was
around 225 million denarii, fully three-quarters of which went to pay the wages of the
empire’s four hundred thousand soldiers.101

Military requirements drove the spread of coinage, not only throughout the Roman
Republic, Carthage, and the Hellenistic kingdoms established by Alexander the Great, but
also in Persia and the Celtic states. In the case of Gaul, coinage was introduced as payment to
Celtic mercenaries for service in the Macedonian armies of Philip II, Alexander III, and their
successors. Not surprisingly, when they began to strike coins of their own, the Celts used
Macedonian and other Greek coins as their models. Tellingly, they did so largely for purposes
of financing their own armies as they centralized political power and undertook a concerted
program of state building.102 Among the best-studied cases of the symbiosis of money and
state building is Ptolemaic Egypt, which developed from Alexander’s conquest in 332 BCE.



Following the conqueror’s death in 323, Ptolemy became governor (satrap), and over the
course of more than a century, he and his three successors ruled Egypt without interruption,
using monetization to promote state building.103 Not that ancient Egypt had been unfamiliar
with coinage, but its usage had been largely confined to Mediterranean trade and some large
luxury purchases. What changed with the Ptolemies was the extent of cash transactions, as
monetization joined hands with militarization. Once again, much of the process began with
the hiring of mercenaries.

“Soldiers and money,” as Caesar said—and so it was with Alexander’s wars to secure his
hold on Egypt. To absorb the costs of mercenaries and Egyptian soldiers in addition to those
of his Macedonian troops, Alexander relied not only on his imperial coinage minted in
Macedonia, but also on coins from newly established local mints. Silver coinage was the
foundation of the Ptolemaic monetary system, although prestigious gold coins were also used,
particularly for military payments.104 The Ptolemies inherited this monetary system from
Alexander, and they continued to use it to wage wars, fund proxies, build armed power, and
hire mercenaries. Beyond the introduction of a plethora of new taxes, the Ptolemies also
fostered monetization by requiring payment in money rather than kind (e.g., grain), with the
exception of levies on land and grain.105 Production and sale of textiles, fruit, papyrus, beer,
salt, and fodder crops were all taxed in money, not in kind, as were real estate sales, transport,
and services.106 Perhaps no levy contributed to monetization more than the salt tax,
introduced in 263 BCE. Effectively a poll tax, the levy on salt was applied to all women and
men. Its enforcement drove substantial numbers of Egyptians into episodic wage labor, so
that they might earn the money (typically bronze coins) needed to pay the exaction. Indeed,
“for many inhabitants of Egypt taxation was the only reason for entering the monetary cycle
at all.”107

This should remind us that as much as the development of money is closely connected to
trade and markets, there is no automatic process by which these give rise to full-fledged
money. Historical accounts that focus exclusively on barter and exchange ignore the decisive
role of a new configuration of an institution that has been central to the history of organized
violence and warfare—the state. Indeed, there is a compelling truth to historian W. V.
Harris’s claim that “the economic power of the state is historically the crucial element in the
history of monetization.”108

As the Egyptian case further shows, money can as much be an instrument of imperial rule
as one of democratic power. Not only did this involve buttressing the material power of the
state; it also entailed the symbolic legitimation of monarchical power. In fact, by 321–20 BCE
images of Alexander appeared on Ptolemaic coinage in place of images of gods or symbols of
nature’s bounty (such as olive sprigs). The identification of kings with the power of gods and
nature was indeed a “revolutionary” change, as one historian notes, and it was soon
succeeded by an even more unprecedented twist—the appearance of a living king, Ptolemy I,
on coins minted within Egypt.109 As much as they were crucial instruments in building new
kinds of militarized state-capacities, coins were also components of the representational
apparatuses of imperial power.

Thus, while coinage had emerged as an alternative to the privatized circuits of noble
power, it was also harnessed to new forms of wealth and power that eluded popular control.
War making and colonialism in the ancient world tended to undermine democratic power in
those rare places where it had established a foothold. The virtually endless expansion of war
and empire involved monetary dynamics that evaded the demos. As Aristotle recognized,
unlike the (finite) accretion of particular goods for the reproduction of the oikos (e.g., the
stockpiling of grain, horses, or gold chalices), monetary accumulation is potentially infinite.
And since the good life cannot be approached via such activity, Aristotle considered the



pursuit of money as an end in itself—which he called chrematistics—to be unnatural and
irrational (Politics, 1.9). Here, as we have noted, he intuited the dynamics of what Marx
called the general formula for capital, M–C–M’. Aristotle’s perception of these dynamics of
monetary accumulation was possible precisely because of the extensive monetization of
classical Greek society. And his analysis indicates the problem that monetary accumulation
raised for Greek democracy: that its circuits posed ends (infinite accumulation) at odds with
the ethos of the polis. These conceptual and practical forms of abstraction, as described by
Sohn-Rethel, are antithetical to politics rooted in the face-to-face interactions of democratic
assemblies.

By the era of the Roman Empire, money had become a blatant instrument of war and
enslavement—something we intuit in Cicero’s conflation of bonded persons with sesterces.
Its origins in the democratizing polis had long been buried. After the collapse of the Roman
Empire, money did indeed persist, but by no means on the same scale. Only with the
emergence of European colonial expansion in the early modern period did monetization surge
forward again. And once more, it rose on the tides of war.

Silk Roads and Slave Roads
Even as money, trade, and commerce receded throughout Europe with the disintegration of
the Roman Empire,110 they flourished in the Middle and Far East, from Syria to China. The
major beneficiary of Rome’s decline, at least in the short term, was Persia, which, in the early
600s CE, seized cities from Antioch to Jerusalem and Alexandria, and expanded trade links
across the historic Silk Roads that ran to China. Then, as Persian expansion stalled, a new
power assumed dynamically expansive capacities: Islam. Spreading from Medina in 622,
Islam rapidly consolidated a political state, bested the empires of Persia and Byzantium, and
soon established a geographic reach greater than that of the Roman Empire (doing so in about
half the time).111 Imperial rivalry invariably involves ideological contests. Fittingly, some of
the propaganda battles associated with the advance of the Islamic empire have been dubbed
“coin wars,” for the way in which the contending parties used slogans on coins to spread their
messages. I say fittingly because the Islamic empire oversaw a tremendous growth of trade,
commerce, and monetization throughout Eurasia and North Africa. While markets in the
Christian Mediterranean were contracting, the commercial routes of the Muslim world
flourished. Luxury goods such as ceramics, silverware, ornamental boxes, and gold and lead
ingots poured across seas and down the Silk Roads to and from China throughout the eighth
century CE, as the Muslim empire established the largest maritime trading system in the
world.112 As the locus of trade shifted east, so did that of cultural and scientific achievement.
Philosophy, science, medicine, and art blossomed across the Arab world, with Baghdad
emerging as a renowned center of learning, alongside a number of cities of Central Asia. But
as Walter Benjamin reminds us, in class society, all progress in civilization is also progress in
barbarism. Accompanying the growth in the arts and sciences was a boom in slaving in Arab
regions and parts of Europe. As trade revived across Eurasia, so did the ancient link between
markets and enslaved people.

It was the commercial growth of the Muslim empire that fueled new slave trades. The
Vikings were central actors here as they journeyed south from northern Europe to trade with
the Islamic world. In the course of their voyages, the Viking Rus’ seized upon a prized
commodity—captive Slavs, from whom we derive the term slave. These were joined by
enslaved Celts and Scandinavians. By the ninth century, enslaved people auctioned by the
Rus’ were pouring into Scandinavia, North Africa, Spain, Baghdad, and parts of Asia. At the
Muslim court in Córdoba in 961, it is said that thirteen thousand enslaved Slavs could be



found. Perhaps 15 percent of the European population consisted of bonded persons in 950.113

Yet, the trade in Slavs, Celts, and Scandinavians was eclipsed by the trans-Saharan slave
trade, which persisted for thirteen centuries. Millions of bonded Africans were transported
across the Sahara, while millions more were captured in East Africa in a trade in human flesh
whose scale may have exceeded the later Atlantic slave trade.114 The Arab slave trade from
Africa soon eclipsed that of the Roman Empire at its peak, which, as we have seen, may have
involved up to four hundred thousand bonded persons every year.115 It is highly revealing
that as the slave trade surged, so did the presence of coins throughout Central Asia.116 Once
more, slaving and monetization grew in tandem. Western Europe soon felt the effects, as
Muslim traders set up slaving centers in cities like Marseilles and Rome. While some
commentators celebrate the commercial and cultural flourishing of the Italian city-states a
short time later, they frequently forget that their renaissance, too, was based on slaving. But
before investigating these crucial moments in the prehistory of capitalism, we would be well
advised to examine the world’s first sustained experiment with paper money.

A Failed Innovation: Paper Money on the Silk Road
In the thirteenth century CE, the Venetian merchant Marco Polo, who lived in China from
1275 to 1292, amazed readers with his descriptions of Chinese money. In his celebrated
Travels, Polo included a chapter titled, “Of the Kind of Paper Money Issued by the Grand
Khan and Made to Pass Current throughout His Dominion.” He wrote:

In this city of Kanbalu is the mint of the grand khan, who may truly be said to possess the secret of the alchemists,
as he has the art of producing paper money…. The coinage of this paper money is authenticated with as much form
and ceremony as if it were actually of pure gold or silver … nor dares any person, at the peril of his life, refuse to
accept it in payment. All his subjects receive it without hesitation…. With it, in short, every article may be
procured.117

China was already an innovator in many fields. One of the world’s oldest civilizations,
dating to the second millennium BCE, it was the first state to produce gunpowder, paper, and
print. The latter technologies also enabled it to invent paper money. Yet, for many centuries
before that, the country had deployed a variety of monetary forms, from leather currency to
metallic coins—the latter usually composed of bronze, often in the shape of knives or spades.
While bronze coins served as means of exchange for everyday buying and selling, large
payments for the likes of bond servants, horses, and manor houses tended to be made in
precious commodities such as gold, silk, paper, and silver. During the period of the Five
Dynasties (907–960 CE), iron coins were widespread, and in the latter part of the era, silver
ingots were cast as coins. Under the Song dynasty (960–1279), China entered into a four-
century experiment with paper money, long before such currency was used in Europe. Just as
much coinage had been, paper money was at first privately produced, largely as notes that
enabled merchants to move financial assets from one region to another without having to
transport coins. But state officials soon got into the game, seeing paper notes as a way to
increase the money supply at a time when military payments, particularly for the provision of
troops, were stretching government expenditure. By 1189 the Jin dynasty had begun directly
producing paper currency. So effective was this state-produced paper money that it was
copied by the Mongol invaders who established the Yuan dynasty (1279–1368). It would not
be long before the Yuan’s paper money was imposed as the exclusive currency—a form of
fiat money. Committed as they were to this innovation, China’s Mongol leaders exported it
throughout Southeast Asia, though this did not go especially well.118



It was the notes produced under the Mongol emperor Kublai Khan that famously drew the
amazement of Polo. So taken by this currency was Polo that he suggested the Khan had come
to “possess the secret of the alchemists,” enabling him to conjure wealth out of mere paper. In
truth, however, China’s paper currency was already in the early stages of collapse. The
Mongols, creators of an impressive empire, certainly tried to expand the sphere of paper
money. Yet the foundations of Chinese paper currency were not amenable to a new monetary
form with extensive geographic and economic reach. Largely, this had to do with the
temptation on the part of the kingdom’s rulers to increase the supply of paper money out of
proportion to its backing in precious metals. The result, even by the early 1100s under the
Song dynasty, was a persistent devaluation of paper currency. By 1223, the state’s notes were
circulating at  of their original value, and by the last decades of Song rule (1260s and
1270s), they had become worthless, pushing the economy back to a silver standard.119

The Ming dynasty (1368–1644) revived the experiment with paper money, and at first, it
seemed to do so successfully, as the agricultural economy rebounded and tax collection
improved. But as the state kept churning out notes to cover ambitious ship- and canal-
building plans and ongoing military buildup, the economy experienced a fifteenth-century
version of a credit crunch. So severe was the inevitable collapse that paper notes eventually
traded at 0.3 percent of their nominal value. The meltdown of China’s paper currency was
part of a world depression of the fifteenth century, which I discuss in the next section. Like
most of Europe, China did revive in the second half of the century. But by then, the locus of
dynamism was shifting west. As other powers ascended, China’s influence and power stalled
—as did its experiment with paper money. By the second half of the fifteenth century, it
appears that China’s paper notes had virtually disappeared.120 As innovative as China’s rulers
had been in monetary affairs, their reliance on taxes raised on marginal peasant surpluses
could not provide the wealth necessary to sustain imperial power or to underpin a new mode
of world money. When a genuinely successful paper currency arrived—via the Bank of
England in the 1690s—it would be on the wings of a new (and capitalist) regime of empire
and war.

Before the Empire of Capital: European Money, Colonization, and Slaving from
the Crusades to Columbus
There was, however, little reason to imagine at the time that Western Europe would ever
emerge as the locus of economic, technological, and military dynamism. Notwithstanding the
earlier successes of the Greek and Roman Empires, for a full millennium, from roughly 600
to 1600 CE, Europe was a laggard. By many criteria, both China and the Islamic world were
world leaders in scientific knowledge, cultural production, technological innovation, and
economic dynamism.121 Yet, after its laggard millennium, Europe was to be the site of a new
mode of capitalist empire, sustained by a hegemonic form of paper money. This is the story
of the next two chapters. For the moment, let us attend to the burst of early modern European
colonization and its connections to slaving.

In July 1099, the knights of the First Crusade captured Jerusalem in the name of their
Lord. However, ideology and culture are always part of a social-historical ensemble
involving forms of production, appropriation, and warfare; and so it was with the Christian
assault on the Middle East. From Jerusalem, they quickly extended their reach to Tripoli,
Tyre, and Antioch. Even before the first knights reached the holy city, fleets had set out from
Venice, Genoa, and Pisa bound for Palestine and Syria. War, of course, has always been an
economic enterprise, bringing booty to the conquerors, and the Crusades would be no
different. For their role in the siege of Acre in 1100, Venetian adventurers received one-third



of all plunder, immunity from taxes, and a church and a market square in every conquered
city. After Christian knights were routed in battle at the Field of Blood in 1119, a Venetian
fleet arrived in Jerusalem, providing a loan to its Christian leaders. In return they were again
promised a church and a city square, alongside a street and annual payments in every royal
and baronial city in the Crusaders’ kingdom.122 But the appeal to commercial self-interest
was nowhere so blatant as in a widely circulated letter from the French abbot Bernard de
Clairvaux. Taking up the call for a Second Crusade in 1145, Clairvaux, who would later be
sainted, deployed the idiom of a modern-day investment advisor, imploring prospective
Crusaders: “To those of you who are merchants, men quick to seek a bargain, let me point out
advantages of this great opportunity. Do not miss them!”123

Before the Crusades began in the 1090s, the Italian city-states, particularly Venice, had
entered into a new cycle of expansion, largely due to their participation in the medieval trade
in slaves. Soon they were extending their reach into North Africa—a harbinger of things to
come. By 1180, more than a third of Genoa’s trade was with Africa’s northern region.124

Already, foundations were being laid for the great wave of slave-based colonization that
would make the modern world. However, we ought not be deceived: the European
colonization of the late medieval period took a predominantly feudal form. A failure to
recognize this vitiated the historical analysis famously proffered by Henri Pirenne, who saw
the Crusades as the launchpad for capitalism.125 To be sure, late-medieval Europe was the
site of a commercialized feudalism, one with roots in the corporate trading structures of the
feudal towns as well as in the noble estates of the countryside. Yet, the lands colonized by
Europeans at this time were most often brought under recognizably feudal forms of
ownership and regulation, often involving seigneuries, fiefs, and knight service. This was
especially true of the French and Italian colonies in the Middle East. But a number of these
elements were also typical of the early Portuguese colonies in the Canary Islands, Madeira,
and the Azores—all off the northwest coast of Africa.126

Slavery was also a common characteristic of these medieval and early modern European
colonies. This was just one feature that would be continuous with the fully capitalist
colonization (particularly of the Americas) that emerged powerfully after 1650. Indeed, all
great historical transformations involve complex social processes that rework seeming
continuities into new social ensembles. Older practices, such as slavery and colonization, get
refashioned into new constellations of power and production, just as aristocratic forms were
both preserved and transformed throughout the rise of capitalism in England. To the extent
that relations and processes that developed within one social form of life and production can
later be seen as incubators for emergent relations and dynamics, they must themselves be
substantively reshaped.127 So, as much as we can detect precursors of capitalism in the
trading, slaving, and colonizing processes of European states during the late medieval period,
the fundamental dynamics of global commerce remained predominantly feudal.

The framework for substantial growth in trade and markets was created across the
Mongol “global century,” 1250–1350, in which the Mongol Empire stitched together a
trading system that oversaw one hundred years of commercial growth and increasing
monetization. Large chunks of Europe prospered throughout the Mongol century, the Italian
city-states among them, while southern India and China, too, experienced a century-long
economic upswing.128 Lubricating the commercial expansion was silver, which played the
role of world money across Eurasia as it flowed from Western Europe, the Near East, Africa,
and parts of Asia in exchange for goods from the Far East, such as spices, ceramics, raw silk,
and silk textiles.129 Gold, meanwhile, had become the primary currency of Europe by the
fourteenth century, a position that would be further consolidated as Portugal increased its



African supplies of the precious metal.130 But even gold migrated east, albeit not as
dramatically as did silver. Government officials from Cairo to London complained about this
persistent drain of bullion to the East. Yet, complain as they might, the Euro-Asian economy
was structurally imbalanced. Europe’s ever-growing demand for Eastern goods required a
systematic outflow of precious metals. And here lay a critical vulnerability: should Europe
prove incapable of generating new supplies of silver and gold, the money that lubricated this
gigantic trading system would dry up, causing the gears of trade to seize. Precisely this
happened in the general economic crisis of the fifteenth century.

The idea of a world economic slump prior to capitalism may come as a surprise, yet there
is little doubt that during the first half of the century, “almost all parts of the then-known
world experienced a deep recession … the absolute level of inter-societal trade dropped,
currencies were universally debased, and the arts and crafts were degraded,” in the words of
Janet Abu-Lughod.131 Crucial here was a massive contraction of the money supply—in this
sense the crisis involved a classic liquidity crunch.132 Mining and silver supplies plummeted
across Asia and Europe, severely reducing the latter’s capacity to buy goods from the East.
The inevitable result was a massive contraction in production and exchange. In China, this
was accompanied by a popular turn against paper money, due to a growing mistrust of any
currency that lacked adequate underpinning by precious metal. After all, metallic coinage
remained the modal form of money. In a Eurasian economy based on bullion, paper currency
was ultimately credible only if it was readily convertible into precious metal (in raw or
coined form) at stable rates of exchange. As the crisis wore on, this was anything but the
case. The initial reaction by the leaders of China’s Ming dynasty was to offset their crisis
through military and commercial expansionism. The Ming rulers sent invading armies into
Southeast Asia, grabbed land in Manchuria, drove military forces deep into Mongol territory,
and sent naval expeditions as far as the Red Sea and East Africa.133 In the end, however, the
associated military costs were unsustainable in the context of declining production, trade, and
taxes. Shortages of silver and gold guaranteed that the crisis would be accompanied by a
collapse of paper money. A period of austerity and retrenchment followed, and while the
Chinese economy did eventually revive, things would never be the same. The center of the
postcrisis global economy was demonstrably shifting west.

By 1450, a new international constellation was forming around three vital elements. The
first we might call the Columbian moment: the new burst of Atlantic colonization that began
with Portugal’s seizure of islands off the northwest coast of Africa, and then extended to the
Americas and further parts of both Asia and Africa. The second was the extensive looting of
precious metals. Gold was critical in the early going, and modest West African supplies were
soon swelled by violent expropriation of treasures from Mexico. Soon, however, New World
silver moved to the forefront. At Potosí, in what is now Bolivia, the Spanish extracted mind-
boggling stocks of silver. By 1600, this mining town had one hundred fifty thousand
inhabitants, and for over a century it churned out half of the world’s silver supply. So gigantic
were the shipments of gold and silver from the Americas that their value rocketed from just
over one million pesos in the early years of the sixteenth century (1503–10) to almost seventy
million in its final decade (1591–1600). By that time, the Spanish “piece of eight,” a silver
coin worth eight reals, had become a world currency.134 The third element of the emerging
global configuration was a new wave of enslavement of Africans, which included putting
black labor to the cultivation of sugar. European colonizers first undertook sugar production,
often by means of slave labor, in Syria and Palestine during the era of the Crusades. Sugar
plantations also developed in Sicily and Muslim Spain in the late medieval period. But by the
fifteenth century, Portugal and Spain were opening new social frontiers with slave-based
sugar cultivation in Madeira and the Canary Islands. In the coming decades, Portugal would



extend its sugar-slave complex to Brazil, and Spain to Española (Haiti).135 Before long,
however, Spain and Portugal would encounter a new imperial rival in Holland. But Dutch
hegemony, in turn, soon confronted another challenger. From 1655, the year England seized
Jamaica from Spain, its military and colonial undertakings began to surpass those of its Dutch
rivals. English dominance would be world transformative, as it reconfigured the three
elements described—money, colonization, and slaving—on the foundations of an emerging
capitalist mode of production. An epochal shift was in the making, one that would usher in a
global empire based on new dynamics of exploitation and a novel form of money. In the
fifteenth century, the westward shift of global power might have been masked by continuing
and massive flows of New World gold and silver to India, China, and Central Asia. But by
the middle of the seventeenth century there could be no doubt: the world order was
undergoing profound transformation. Looking back, it is easy to see why. In the words of one
historian, “It was Europe’s entrenched relationship with violence and militarism that allowed
it to place itself at the centre of the world after the great expeditions of the 1490s.”136 Indeed
it was. But violence and militarism, as I have intimated, were being reorganized on an
unprecedented socioeconomic terrain, one involving new modalities of money and
exploitation. With these, a new order of empire was about to be unleashed upon the world.



CHAPTER 3

From the Bones of Princes to the Blood of the
Commonwealth

War Finance and the Origins of Capitalism

“Great and grave authors pretend that money is the nerve system of war and the
republic … but it seems to me that it would more properly be named the second
blood.”

—Bernardo Davanzati, 15881

The passage above from Davanzati, an Italian translator and economist, is doubly
provocative. First, it explicitly links money, war, and the republic. Second, it offers the
fecund metaphor of money as the second blood of the republic. To be sure, the analogy
between the circulation of blood in the human body and the flow of money in the
commonwealth was far from new in Europe at the time. We encounter it as early as the
fourteenth century in Nicholas Oresme’s De Moneta (circa 1355), and, as we saw in the
example of the eighteenth-century French physiocrats, it remained commonplace over the
subsequent four hundred years.2 But the image of money as a second blood is particularly
intriguing, for its adaption of the European medieval concept of “the king’s two bodies” (to
which we shall return) to the phenomenon of money. At work here is a conceptual
equivalence between the immortal role of the monarch in politics and the universalizing
function of money in the economy. This equivalence is all the more striking because it traces
a dialectical tension between monarch and money in the emergence of modern forms of
power. A capitalist society cannot accommodate any such equivalence. Personal rule must
give way to the impersonal rule of capital; monarchy must yield to the power of money. This
chapter delineates the process by which money became the second blood of the
commonwealth—and how this was accomplished across oceans of first blood.

Before tracing theses circuits of blood, money, and empire, it is worth observing that the
metaphor of money as blood was, in fact, to decline in concert with the rise of modern
money, colonialism, and the Atlantic slave trade. The more real blood flowed, the more
corpses filled the Middle Passage and the killing fields of Africa, Europe, and the Americas,
the more did representations of money evade association with blood. Increasingly, money
came to be modeled in terms of another, ostensibly clean and neutral, imagery: that of water.
Yet, there was blood in this water. The oceans and seas had been turned into veritable killing
fields, the domains of war, global commerce, and the trade in enslaved Africans. In these
transoceanic circuits of blood and money, we witness the gruesome dawn of capitalist forms
of power. This chapter takes the story from the Middle Ages to 1650.

From the King’s Second Body to the Second Blood of Money



Let us begin with the idea of money as a second blood, which has its roots in the medieval
European concept of the king’s two bodies. As historian Ernst Kantorowicz famously argued,
centralizing monarchies in medieval Europe fostered the peculiar idea that the king had two
bodies: one, physical, temporal, and mortal; the other perpetual and immortal. As much as the
mortal king exercised sovereign power, he was in fact the agent of a transcendent and
mystical body (a corpus mysticum), in which resided eternal powers that passed from
monarch to monarch across the ages, outliving every one of them. Notwithstanding the
mortality of the king’s first body, the second one—the site of sovereign authority—did not
perish. Kingship thus endured, attaching itself to particular mortal bodies but never fully
merging with them. “He as King never dies,” wrote one Tudor jurist, “although his natural
body does.”3

As increasingly sophisticated state machineries developed throughout the medieval age,
this notion took on new permutations, especially in light of the enhanced economic capacities
of monarchies. After all, wealth was essential to pay for troops and weapons, navies and
emissaries, courts and administrative offices, customs officers and tax collectors.
Increasingly, the idea developed that those capacities known as the fiscus—meaning “basket”
or “moneybag” in Latin—were contained in the king’s second body. In Roman law, fiscus
had referred to the emperor’s treasury, but in medieval Europe it came to connote all those
resources and powers that sustained the treasury—lands and taxes in particular. In developing
this concept, European scholars and state officials drew transparently on the Christian idea of
the mystical body of Christ, which was said to persist despite the mortality of popes,
cardinals, bishops, and priests. Come and go as the latter might, the church persevered as a
mystical body, transcending the frail, finite bodies of human individuals. In effect, this idea
of the immortal mystical body was secularized by jurists and administrators, among them
Baldus de Ubaldis (1327–1400), who wrote that “the fisc is a thing eternal and perpetual …
the fisc never dies.”4 Note the first steps here toward the depersonalization of property and
power. The fisc is not the property of an individual; the monarch is not free to sell Crown
land or give it away, any more than they can renounce the legal authority of the Crown to
impose taxes. Instead, the fisc inheres in the second body of the king, that corpus mysticum
later described as the body politic. Based on its enduring and impersonal properties, the fisc
was frequently imagined as a corpus fictum, a metaphysical body attached to a fictitious
person,5 much the way a modern corporation is understood in law today.

What did this conception imply about money? An English judicial ruling made in 1605
serves as an illuminating example. Elizabeth I had recently reduced the amount of silver in
the coins her government circulated in Ireland. When an Irish merchant used these new coins
to pay an English creditor, the latter rejected them, complaining that they contained less metal
than did the coins in use at the time they had entered into their contract. But English justices
ruled that the new coins were indeed legal tender and had to be accepted—a judgement that
has rightly been described as a victory of nominalism over metallism.6 According to the
ruling, the value of a coin was not determined by the metal it contained, but by the worth
decreed by the monarch: by the de-nomination the prince assigned to it. Not only did the
Crown possess an exclusive right to produce coins; it also had the power to declare their
market value. Of course, kings might proclaim one value and market actors might judge
differently. But in law, monarchs governed money. “It appertaineth only to the king of
England to make or coin money within his dominion,” proclaimed the privy councilors, who
then uttered the memorable statement that this power inheres “in the bones of princes.”7 Yet,
in which princes’ bones—that is to say, in which of their bodies—did power over money
reside? The Privy Council, jealous of the personal prerogative of the king, tended to locate it
in the monarch as a living person. Yet for parliamentarians and anti-absolutists, this was a



dangerous conflation. For them, authority over money could not be a personal plaything of
the monarch; this power pertained to a body that transcended the mere personhood of the
king.

It is in this regard that Davanzati’s dictum is most fascinating. For in referring to money
as a “second blood,” the Italian economist implicitly tied it to the king’s second body, the one
of which the mortal individual was a mere custodian. Seen in these terms, money is the blood
that circulates throughout the realm. It is public blood, the blood of the commonwealth. It
nourishes an economic domain that encompasses, but also exceeds, that of the fisc, the
properties of the Crown and its right to appropriate (as taxes, duties, and rents) a share of
wealth produced by others. Money is thus seen as animating a sphere of economic circulation
that embraces all commercial transactions among individuals, including but not limited to
those involving the fiscal powers and properties of the Crown. It follows that the right to mint
coins is a power exercised for public purposes. In minting, the king is exerting powers that
reside in his second body, the body of the whole realm, of which he is the head. This is why
he might appropriately be said to be secreting a second blood—not the blood that circulates
throughout his first (mortal) body, but rather, that which enlivens the corpus economicus.

Yet the Privy Council of 1605 did not go there. Instead, its ruling tended to conflate the
king’s two bodies. In declaring that “money inheres in the bones of princes,” it seemed to set
no limits to what the monarch might do in this field. However, ominously, this confused the
individual feudal powers of the monarch (to rents from his own lands, for instance) with his
public fiscal authority to tax, tithe, adjudicate in law, and coin money. Indeed, the political
opposition in England from the thirteenth century onward sought to differentiate the fiscal
properties and powers of the Crown from the person of the monarch. The conflation of the
two was said to lead to tyranny—to personal rule unaccountable to laws, liberties, and
established practices. Yet, to insist sharply on the differentiation between public and private
had the effect of suggesting limits to the personal powers of the king. The civic sphere tended
thereby to become partially autonomous—not merely a kingly body, but a public one, a
public thing (res publica) that coexisted with the body of the monarch but was not identical to
it. So, while dedicated parliamentarians certainly saw the king as part of the body politic,
they also asserted that the latter contained other components irreducible to the monarch—
notably council and Parliament—thus making it a composite body.8 Here, too, the economic
dimension of the body politic loomed large, as is suggested by that crucial term in English
political discourse, the commonwealth. For, the latter referred both to the realm as a whole
and to the economic well-being of the people; it encompassed their common wealth, which
was not identical with the wealth of the government.

As we approach the emergence of modern money, therefore, we encounter its extraction
from the bones of princes and its transplantation into the blood of the commonwealth. In
England, this was accomplished only through the course of intense political conflicts that
encompassed the revolutionary upheavals of 1640 to 1689. Central to these struggles was
authority over the fisc, particularly the king’s powers of taxation. Shortly, we shall look at the
many intricate issues—including property, piracy, colonialism, and slaving—that underlay
many of these conflicts. But first, it will be illuminating to examine these transpositions
through the prism of Thomas Hobbes’s discussion of money in his Leviathan (1651).

Hobbes is one of the most fascinating figures in the history of English political thought.
Imbued with the spirit of scientific materialism typically associated with the Enlightenment,
he nevertheless favored a form of absolute monarchy inimical to ideas of rule by the people,
or the right of resistance to arbitrary authority. His political theory begins from the premise
that individuals are naturally equal and hold identical rights in the “state of nature,” yet he
deployed this egalitarian principle to distinctly inegalitarian ends, arguing that individuals



should forfeit their rights and confer absolute power on a sovereign.9 Like liberal thinkers
generally, Hobbes treated market relations and behaviors as natural and rational, but he
advocated decidedly illiberal political arrangements. His embrace of market principles is
evident when he tells us, for instance, that commutative justice is really “the Justice of a
Contractor; that is, a Performance of Covenant, in Buying and Selling; Hiring and Letting to
Hire; Lending, and Borrowing; Exchanging, Bartering, and other acts of Contract.”10

Assuming that market relations are natural, Hobbesian economics do not hearken back to
medieval and early modern ideas of just price—where exchange value is to be governed by
moral considerations, rather than by market competition. However much his absolutism was
at odds with liberal politics, Hobbes was moving with the tide of “bourgeois” economic
thought.11

We can see this by turning to chapter 24 of Leviathan, which bears the intriguing title “Of
the Nutrition and Procreation of a Commonwealth.” Here Hobbes considers the economic
reproduction of society by means of commodity production and exchange. Once again, he
combines daring insights about new patterns of social relations with conservative impulses
regarding authority and sovereign power. He recognizes, for instance, the emerging
commodification of human labor power that is characteristic of capitalist social relations,
instructing his readers that “a man’s Labour also, is a commodity exchangeable for benefit, as
well any other thing.” At the same time, he recoils from any notion of absolute private
property, insisting that all property ultimately belongs “to the Soveraign Power.”12 His
adherence to market economy then directs him to the problem of money and the
interchangeability of commodities. He insightfully informs us that market exchange raises the
problem of “Concoction,” that is, the challenge of “reducing all commodities … to some
thing of equall value.” This challenge is met, he insists, by gold, silver, and money (by which
he means coinage). Precious metals solve the problem of concoction—or what we would call
commensuration—in trade between nations. Inside the sovereign territory of the nation-state,
however, coined money operates as effectively as raw bullion (gold and silver) when it comes
to measuring the value of all goods and services, since it “passeth from Man to Man, within
the Common-wealth.” In this way, coined money nourishes all the organs of the “Artificiall
Man” we call the body politic, in a manner similar to the circulation of “natural Bloud” in the
organic “Body of Man.” However, because the circuits of coined money are confined to the
national space of the commonwealth, gold and silver bullion are necessary when nation-
states undertake to “stretch out their armes … into forraign Countries; and supply … whole
Armies with Provision.”13 In short, the second blood constituted by coined money flows only
as far as the king’s second body extends territorially. Beyond that—on the international stage
of war and global commerce—world money rules in the form of silver and gold bullion.

“Money, Money and Still More Money”: Feudalism, War, and the Rise of
Capitalism
From about 1500, waging war on a dramatically larger scale became the central
preoccupation of all European governments. This had to do with ruling-class responses to the
general crisis of the feudal mode of production during the fourteenth century. Let us briefly
sketch the dynamics involved.

Following the disintegration of the Roman Empire (formally in 476 CE) under the
combined weight of overexpansion, social and regional revolts, and “barbarian” invasions,
decentralized military lordship was to gradually emerge as the pivot of social organization.
This occurred only through a protracted period of fragmented armed conflict, and the failure



of the Carolingian Empire (800–888) to reconstitute imperial power in Central and Western
Europe. Those who prospered in this period of instability and breakdown were those who
excelled in war, raiding, and plunder. Eventually, “the plunderers settled down as landlords”
and went on to form the core of feudal ruling classes.14 The feudal aristocracy was not just an
arms-bearing class, pledging military support to a monarch; it was a class constituted through
war and a specific sort of war economy. In the early feudal period across Western and Central
Europe, “the pursuit and intensification of warfare revitalized an economy based on forcible
capture and pillage,” in the words of French historian Georges Duby.15 Warfare was the key
to seizing tracts of land and concentrating weapons, knights, and resources. Occupation of
land also involved the conquest of peasant communities, which were then subjected to
systematic pillage in the form of regularized rents, services, and obligations (such as marriage
fines), rather than the episodic plunder of a marauding warrior class.

After 700 CE, the classic socioeconomic relationship between lord and bondsman
crystallized, where surplus product, and/or surplus labor, was appropriated by members of a
decentralized lordly class. Yet these relations could not solidify until the Carolingian Empire
(formally consecrated by Pope Leo III in 800 when he crowned Charlemagne in Rome)
disintegrated in 888. Around the year 1000, in the absence of a powerful imperial monarchy,
we observe “the birth of a new social system … with the classic structure of two elements:
seigneurial demesne and peasant tenures.”16 The center of the feudal arrangement was the
lord’s manor, which was both a unit of landed economy and of political domination. As a
social-geographic entity, the manor comprised four types of land. First was the lord’s
demesne, the produce of which was appropriated directly by the lord, and which was worked
by his serfs (who owed specific amounts of labor and other services), as well as by enslaved
people and hired wage laborers. Next came the customary land worked by unfree peasants,
who effectively belonged to the lord. These bonded tenants owed labor services on the lord’s
demesne (which might be commuted to cash rents), were required to pay a variety of fines
(such as entry fines in taking up a tenancy; chevage, for the right to live outside the manor;
and merchet, for permission to marry), and were bound to the rulings of their lord’s manor
court in any issue concerning their tenancies. The third form of landed property consisted of
free holdings, whose occupants were required to pay rents (usually lower than those of servile
tenants) and sometimes to provide services. But they were free of many other obligations, and
had the right of access to the king’s courts. Finally, there were extensive common lands,
which were the property of the community and were available to all its members for grazing
animals; gathering wood, straw, and berries; and for hunting and fishing. For smallholders, in
particular, common rights could be the key to the continued survival and reproduction of the
peasant household.

In England of the late thirteenth century, perhaps three-fifths of the population consisted
of unfree persons.17 These unfree peasants found themselves in a class relation with lords
(seigneurs) who were fragmented across multiple territorial units, each based on a manor
house, castle, or monastery, and each operating its own courts and armed forces. Lordly
domination thus involved a relatively decentralized network of power—to be sure, a defining
feature of European feudalism. For this reason, among others, it is unhelpful to simply
characterize precapitalist Europe as belonging to something called “peasant society.”18 We
forfeit an enormous amount of historical specificity if we treat ancient China, medieval
Europe, the great civilizations of Mesoamerica, and much of the ancient Greco-Roman world
—indeed most precapitalist societies with settled agriculture—as simply variants of a nearly
universal social form called “peasant society.” Crucially, such an approach loses sight of the
specificity of the feudal form of domination, since, in Hilton’s formulation, “it is the lordship
which is specific to feudalism.”19 The territorial basis of lordship, as we have seen, was the



lord’s manor: a political and military unit, as well as an economic one. It was this fusion of
economic, political, and military powers into decentralized units, organized around landed
production by peasants, that constituted the specificity of feudal lordship. Indeed, even when
serfdom disintegrated in much of Europe in the centuries after the Black Death, lordship did
not. The lords’ economic powers and manor courts continued to operate after peasants had
slipped servile bonds.20

This is why the parcellized sovereignty of classic feudalism is integral to its social form,
in which local lords and bishops exercised extensive legal and military powers, while
pledging military support (initially in the form of the feudal levy—the direct provision of
knights, soldiers, horses, and weapons—which was incrementally displaced as time went on
by financial contributions) to defend the territory and common interests of the association of
noble families that comprised the feudal state.21 So confined was this ruling class that from
1160 to 1220, there were just over 150 great lords (or magnates) in England.22 To be sure,
monarchies overarched this system of manorial power. But these were rooted, often
precariously, in an alliance among aristocratic households that centralized limited political
and military responsibilities for defense of the realm and adjudication of intra-aristocratic
disputes. There was nothing of the centralized state power of ancient Persia, China, or Rome
to be found in feudal Europe. Indeed, feudal monarchs often disposed of such limited
economic and military resources that they barely exceeded those of the wealthiest landed
magnates.

There is a real sense, therefore, in which the feudal state in its classic form was a sort of
mutual protection racket among militarized “big men,” who retained small armies of their
own while simultaneously exploiting peasant households. To be sure, this was codified
ideologically as a system of deference, homage, and obligation to those above one in the
social order—of peasants to lords, and of lords to kings. Everyone below the monarch was
thus a vassal of those above.23 But in practice, the powers of monarchical states were
significantly limited, at least by both ancient and modern standards. In their immediate
domains, individual lords had their own manor courts (and sometimes their own gallows),
and they made local law with next to no oversight. They appropriated directly from their
peasants with little regulation from above, and they marauded and pillaged with a
considerable degree of autonomy. Beyond this, monarchical power was hemmed in by the
international power of the Catholic Church—not only the dominant ideological institution of
the era, but also an enormous property owner with its own courts and diplomatic offices, and
the principal arbiter in European interstate relations. The extent of church power can be
gleaned from the fact that in 1086 it appropriated one-quarter of all the landed revenues of
England, a share that appears to have been typical across most of Europe.24

The capacities of the feudal state were shockingly limited. In 1171–72, for instance, the
total revenues of Henry II of England seem to have amounted to just over twenty-one
thousand pounds, not much more than the household revenues of a large lord or church
official. It perhaps comes as small surprise to learn that the two key “departments” of
government “were the chamber in which the king slept and the wardrobe where he hung his
clothes.”25 The state, in short, was not much more than a large noble household, able to call
upon aristocratic support in times of war.

Feudalism would thus seem to have been a highly unpropitious social ground for the
emergence of modern states. Yet, because of its internal contradictions as a mode of
production, once it entered a period of sustained crisis, militarized state building became the
dominant political dynamic—albeit one whose inherent features pressed toward the
transcendence of feudalism itself.

There is no doubt that the European feudal mode of production possessed an internal



vitality. For about 250 years, from roughly 1000 to 1240 CE, the amount of land under
cultivation, the social surplus product (rents and tithes), and the population grew persistently,
the latter roughly doubling in England between 1100 and 1300. Especially around 1150 or so,
the process of reclaiming uncultivated land for farming proceeded rapidly. New villages
sprung up as the agricultural frontier was extended, and new revenues flowed to the lords. In
England, perhaps a million acres of woodland, heath, moor, and fens were brought into
productive use.26 The feudal system also showed a weak tendency toward technological
innovation, manifest in its use of animal traction and water power, in particular. As a result,
while agricultural productivity grew, it appears generally to have lagged behind population
increase, lacking anything comparable to the capitalist tendency toward systematic
technological revolutions of the means of production.27 As output and surpluses expanded,
the feudal economy also fostered growth of market exchange, monetary transactions, and
urban development.28 Yet, by the mid to late thirteenth century (perhaps around 1230–40 in
France, for instance, and maybe 1280 in England), this growth wave had exhausted itself.29

The centers of growth shifted to those towns whose merchants could profit through the
growth of the Eurasian economy that emerged during the Mongol century (1250–1350). But
agrarian growth had reached an impasse.

Because the primary dynamic of feudal economic growth was an extensive one—by
means of increasing the amount (or extent) of land under cultivation—it produced
diminishing returns, as ever more marginal land was farmed. Less fertile land requires greater
inputs of labor per unit of output; put simply, more effort is necessary to get the same product
from inferior soil. As a result, after roughly two and a half centuries of growth, agricultural
productivity declined, each unit of newly reclaimed land supported fewer mouths, and new
feudal surpluses shrank. Declining growth also reduced demand for urban and rural
manufactures and dampened any tendency toward technological innovation. Technical
improvement in cloth production, for instance, faltered after about 1300.30

Crucial here is that the feudal mode as a whole did not encourage sustained and
continuous investment in the productivity of labor on the land. The latter is known as
intensive growth, and in an agrarian setting it is stimulated by investment per hectare in use
of manure, improved tools, scientific crop rotation, and so on. The priority of political
accumulation for lords (to which we return shortly) meant that military investment in men
and arms often trumped investment on the land. At the same time, the poverty of the
peasantry set real limits to their capacities for reinvestment of wealth. While there may have
been a slow rise in agricultural productivity in Europe between about 850 and 1150
(something by no means agreed upon among historians), this began from a decidedly low
base, and its rise was arrested at an extremely low peak.31 Furthermore, there was no
systematic imperative for urban merchants to invest in manufacturing industries, either to
increase their scale or to improve their technologies.32 Inevitably, then, feudal expansion
came to a halt, diets deteriorated, malnutrition mounted, and populations became highly
susceptible to disease, resulting in demographic crises like the Black Death (1346–53), which
wiped out tens of millions, and whose effects lasted for generations. Not only did life
expectancy fall, but more than a century after the Black Death (that is, by about 1470), most
European villages were only half as populous as they had been in 1300. Across this era of
contraction, between 20 and 30 percent of all human settlements disappeared in Germany,
while in England we find at least two thousand abandoned rural settlements.33 Regression on
this scale crushed manorial revenues, which plummeted in the century after the Black Death
by as much as 70 percent.34 The feudal mode of production had entered into a downward
spiral of plummeting output, falling surpluses, and population decline, comprising what has
been called “the great medieval depression.”35



But while the feudal mode of production experienced a systemic crisis across two
centuries or more (roughly 1240 to 1450), individual feudal lords had strategies for mitigating
the private effects of collapse, as did allied aristocratic groups, sometimes on regional and
national levels, if they could organize cohesively. These strategies centered on what Robert
Brenner has described as political accumulation.

Given the feudal mode’s internal constraints on sustained expansion, Brenner points out,
there was an inbuilt tendency for lords to construct “larger, more effective military
organization” in order to clamp down on peasant resistance to heightened exploitation, and to
forcibly encroach on the resources of other lords. All-out attacks on village communities had
severely limited prospects, however, given the capacities for peasants, particularly in times of
falling population, to flee to the estates of other lords, or to rise in rebellion—which could
occur in insurrectionary fashion, as in the French Jacquerie of 1358, or the English Peasants’
Revolt of 1381. Given these constraints on efforts to squeeze peasants, lords frequently
turned on other lords, the result of which “was a generalized tendency to intra-lordly
competition and conflict,” something that made it necessary to accumulate ever more military
resources, beginning with land and retainers.36 Consequently, as Duby noted, once Europe
had entered a period of feudal crisis, “war became a semi-permanent state of affairs.”37

Ironically, this was to give European states considerable advantages after 1450.
Intra-lordly military conflicts might take the form of civil wars within the territories of a

kingdom, or of wars between kingdoms, such as the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453) that
pitted England against France. The ultimate objective of such confrontations was the
conquest of foreign lands—including the peasants that went with them (and the surplus
product they could produce)—to be incorporated as new territories into the marauding states,
and whose proceeds were to be shared like war booty. This, of course, was Hobbes’s case of
stretching the state’s “armes into forraign Countries.” But conflicts on this scale required that
nationally based nobilities should band together and endow monarchs with sufficient military
and financial resources to wage longer wars in larger spaces. Rather than episodic, war had
become effectively permanent, requiring that monarchs mobilize larger armies,
technologically improved weapons, greater financial resources, and the augmented political
and administrative powers these involved. Political accumulation in a context of feudal
decline and war, as Brenner notes, thus required more powerful, centralized states: “Warfare
was the great engine of feudal centralization.”38

But war could not be waged without money. Larger armies, new weaponry (such as
cannons), new arts of fortification, and unending conflict all greatly raised military costs.39

When Louis XII of France (who reigned from 1498 to 1515) inquired of the Venetian
ambassador how best to defend his kingdom and advance the exploits of his army, the latter
replied, “Most generous King, three things are essential: money, money and still more
money.”40

Three things, indeed. During his reign (1413–22), Henry V of England had spent more
than two-thirds of the royal budget, plus most of the revenue from his lands in France, on his
army and navy, and in financing war-related debts. Nearly two centuries later, during the last
five years of her reign (1598–1603), Elizabeth I directed three-quarters of her budget to war-
related expenses. In this regard, there was nothing exceptional about England. During a
similar five-year period (1572–76), the Hapsburg dynasty devoted more than 75 percent of its
revenues to defense and war-induced debts, as did the French monarchy.41 Yet the capacities
of European monarchies to cover escalating military costs were strikingly restricted. In
England, for instance, the revenues available to Henry VI in the 1440s were equivalent (in
constant terms) to what Henry II deployed nearly three centuries earlier. Even when we come
to the horizon of the English Civil War (1642–51), we discover that the tax revenues of the



Crown were essentially unchanged over the preceding three hundred years.42 Incapable of
significantly expanding financial capacities and resources, states across Europe confronted
incessant fiscal catastrophes driven by mounting war costs.43 The result was an unending
series of crisis measures—emergency borrowing, forced loans, debasements of the coinage,
debt repudiations—that undermined the longer-term financial viability of the monarchies
involved. Indeed, for two hundred years after 1485, most European states repeatedly
struggled to finance permanent debts brought on by the costs of war. Even the Spanish
Crown, recipient of 40 percent of all the New World silver plundered between 1503 and
1660, came away from its military campaigns deeply indebted.44 In this context, any state
that could establish a stable system of war finance was thus sure to accrue an enormous
advantage.

This breakthrough was to be made by the English state after 1689. It was incarnated in the
Bank of England, formed in 1694. But the road to this breakthrough was neither smooth, nor
inevitable. It would require a prolonged period of upheaval (1640–89) to usher in deep social
transformations through which new forms of impersonal power displaced older forms
intimately linked to personalized rule.45 In the process, new modalities of money emerged in
direct association with war, colonialism, and slavery.

According to Marx and Engels, the construction of a new kind of state machinery—one
bound to the dynamics of capital—entails a twofold reorganization of political power.
Modern civil society, they wrote, “must assert itself in its external relations as nationality and
internally must organise itself as state.”46 In its relations with other states, in other words,
capitalist power must condense itself as a national entity, capable of mobilizing the force of
the nation as a whole under its sovereign command. To do this, however, it must also be able
to “organise itself as state,” and this requires that it subordinate all competing political
powers under the sovereign rule of a centralized apparatus of government and administration.

As historians recognize, the transformations of the English state under the Tudor
monarchs (1485–1603) involved crucial moves in just this direction—toward political
centralization and the subordination of contending sources of power. The most dramatic
events involved its “external relations as nationality.” The effect of the Protestant
Reformation (accelerated by Henry VIII’s demand for papal support for his divorce) was to
eliminate political interferences by the foreign power of the Church of Rome, and of bishops
and prelates loyal to it. As early as 1516, prior to the formal break with Rome (1532–34),
Henry VIII had asserted, “Kings of England have never had any superior but God alone.”47

This declaration of government’s supreme authority on earth constituted the prelude to a
revolution from above, establishing the indivisibility of the sovereign power of the nation-
state. Henceforth, an English subject was to have a singular loyalty: to the English state. The
intellectual underpinnings of this revolution in political consciousness are expressed in the
preamble to the 1533 Act of Appeals, written by Thomas Cromwell, then the most powerful
counselor to Henry VIII: “This realm of England is an Empire, and so hath been accepted in
the world, governed by one Supreme Head and King having the dignity and royal estate of
the imperial crown of the same, unto whom a body politic … be bounden and owe and bear
next to God a natural and humble obedience.”48

Here we discern an assertion of unitary power (“one Supreme Head”) and the novel claim
that England alone comprised an empire. Rather than refer to English rule over others, like
the Scots or the Irish, this declaration stakes a claim for the total (“imperial”) rule of the
English state over the English people. No longer was sovereign power to be shared with an



external authority, like the Church of Rome, with its vast monastic properties and its own
courts and diplomatic offices; no longer were English priests and prelates to have loyalties
divided between church and state. But more than this, the king was also to no longer have
internal rivals among the great lords. To this end, Tudor monarchs systematically curtailed
the military and political powers of the nobility. The power of violence and war was
henceforth the domain of the Crown and its state apparatuses. “The greatest triumph of the
Tudors,” writes social historian Lawrence Stone, “was the ultimately successful assertion of a
royal monopoly of violence both public and private.”49 State power was now unitary and
indivisible. “The essential ingredient of the Tudor revolution,” according to another historian,
“was the concept of national sovereignty.”50

In Marx’s terms, the English monarchy had now embarked on the process of organizing
“itself as state” internally, while asserting itself “in its external relations as nationality.”
However, at this stage—that of the “Tudor revolution”—imperial claims remained largely
internal. As much as the Tudors dramatically established their political autonomy as the
sovereign representatives of the nation-state, their full-fledged imperial powers—their ability
to “stretch out their armes … into forraign Countries”—remained highly constrained. As
celebrated historian Christopher Hill suggested, only with the Dutch War of 1652–54 do we
encounter “the first state-backed imperialist adventure in English history,” which was quickly
followed by many more.51 However, during the century and a quarter between the English
Reformation and the First Dutch War, powerful new relations between property, the market,
and the state laid the basis for a unique sort of capitalist colonialism—and with it, for new
forms of bourgeois money and finance.

Age of Plunder: Enclosure, Dispossession, and Agrarian Capitalism
Early English colonialism had three distinctive features, the combination of which
contributed to the consolidation of capitalist social relations in England. The first was the
relative weakness of the Crown in military and colonial affairs in the early period, which
brought private interests directly into war finance. The Crown’s weakness was displayed
especially clearly throughout the decisive conflict with Spain, which broke out in 1585 and
continued for eighteen years. Disposing of annual revenues of roughly three hundred
thousand pounds, Elizabeth I was in no position to lead a military confrontation with the
dominant imperial power of the time. Unsurprisingly, the queen for years resisted those
urging an aggressive posture toward Spain.52 As much as a relatively weak state would later
be a deficiency to imperial ambition, at this stage it fostered the emergence of new forms of
bourgeois power—and this would provide a source of strength by bringing bourgeois fortunes
directly into the financial affairs of the state.

This is why, secondly, the Spanish War of 1585–1604 was commanded by private
capitalists—merchants, landed gentry, prosperous sea captains. This has led to the apt
description of early English colonialism as a system of privateering. Two examples from the
war with Spain illustrate the point. Francis Drake’s 1585 expedition to the West Indies is the
stuff of English lore, yet the queen supplied only two of his twenty-five ships. The rest were
provided by private investors looking to profit from the looting of Spanish vessels. Two years
later, of the twenty-three ships in the English military expedition to Cádiz, eleven were
launched by a consortium of London merchants, and four by traders from Plymouth, while
two belonged to the lord admiral, and six to the queen.53 War was thus directly bound up with
private investment and profit making. Investors in military expeditions expected to claim



“prizes”—particularly commodities such as wine, olives, raisins, figs, oils, and nuts—
plundered from Spanish and Portuguese vessels.54

The third distinctive characteristic of early English colonialism was the central role of the
landed gentry in privateering, trade, and colonization. It has been estimated that about half of
the peers of England invested in foreign trade between 1575 and 1630, a practice unparalleled
in continental Europe. Landowners were also major investors in joint-stock companies
devoted to trading and establishing plantation colonies. Indeed, members of the landed gentry
showed a distinctly capitalist commitment to long-term investments that might not yield a
profit in the short run.55 With the establishment of plantation colonies in Ireland in the second
half of the sixteenth century, gentry investors once again played a critical role.56 Not only
were trade and plunder “inseparable in the sixteenth century”;57 both also involved
collaboration between merchants and landed gentlemen. Yet, if England’s landed gentry was
unique in its commitment to trade, plunder, and colonization, the question remains: “Why
was it, in this country and at this time, that the gentry broke with the most persistent tradition
of their class throughout western Europe?”58 To answer this question requires examining the
transformation of large English landowners (aristocracy and gentry) into a class of agrarian
capitalists—in other words, that we investigate the history of early modern plunder at home,
which laid the basis for colonial plunder abroad.

The crisis of the feudal mode of production in Europe—or the “great medieval depression”—
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries produced a series of divergent societal trajectories.
In much of the eastern part of the continent, the bonds of serfdom were reimposed on a
considerable scale, quite intensely in Bohemia and Prussia.59 In other areas, notably France,
absolute monarchies powerfully centralized political authority while preserving peasant
property as the basis of state revenues (via taxes). In much of the Netherlands and the Italian
city-states, highly commercialized merchant republics evolved on the basis of expanding
markets for foreign trade. Here, merchants’ capital predominated, but often without transition
to a full-fledged capitalist mode of production.60 Such a transition did, however, occur in
England, where it was predicated upon late medieval/early modern transformations in the
countryside that ushered in agrarian capitalist social relations. To be sure, there are important
historiographic debates about both periodization and social causes of this transition. But
when it comes to the actual emergence of agrarian capitalism in the late medieval/early
modern period in England, much of the best historical scholarship is in accord.61

In terms of periodization, there seems little doubt that “the long fifteenth century (1350–
1520)” is decisive.62 And if there is one phenomenon that markedly stands out during the
early stages of this period, it is the rise of a stratum of rich peasants, often referred to as
yeomen, who were crucial to the emergence of capitalist farming. The flip side of the
yeomanry’s rise was the development of a huge layer of effectively landless poor peasants
whose conditions of life increasingly resembled those of an agrarian proletariat. There is
considerable truth in one historian’s claim that “it was the consolidation of the yeoman
oligarchies that decisively changed the realities of village life.”63 But we ought not to forget
the other side of this process: the proletarianization of the rural poor.

The collapse of population brought on by the Black Death and other epidemics had
radically shifted the social and demographic context in which lords and peasants encountered
each other. With the potential workforce effectively halved, lords now found themselves at a
comparative disadvantage. Given the shortage of labor, wages steadily rose. Perhaps more



significant, if they hoped to retain or attract tenants, lords had few options but to relax
obligations, lighten services, and offer attractive rents. Those feudal bonds that had persisted
gradually dissolved: “Between 1350 and 1450, serfdom largely disappeared from English
Manors.”64 The result was the famous golden age of the peasantry, characterized by declining
rents and services, rising wages, and the disappearance of the remnants of serfdom.65 Poor
peasants generally found life easier, while middling and richer peasants frequently thrived.
The latter could often lease more and better properties. A whole layer of them began to rent
lands that formerly comprised the manorial demesnes.

The motivations for lords to stop directly managing their demesnes were probably quite
straightforward. To begin with, using servile labor was less and less viable, given the erosion
of feudal bonds and the ability of tenants, where labor was scarce, to flee to other manors or
to the towns in search of better conditions. At the same time, working the demesnes with
wage labor was decidedly costly, given the rising wages brought on by a shortage of workers.
For these reasons, it would have been attractive to convert this land to rent-paying copyholds
and leaseholds, so long as appropriate tenants could be found. And in case after case, this is
what we find—lords leasing out their own estate lands, either in blocks to a number of better-
off peasants, or sometimes in their entirety to a single well-off tenant. Perhaps 25 percent of
the cultivated area of English manors was so rented in the decades around 1400.66

Frequently, this also involved a conversion of land from arable (crop growing) to pasture
(livestock grazing), the latter of which required fewer tenants and less labor. Crucially,
pasturelands needed to be enclosed, which meant a radical transformation in the social
geography of English life, as the open-field system so central to peasant life went into
decline.

Here, a few words are in order about the phenomenon of enclosure. In its narrowest sense,
the term implied a spatial alteration based on the erection of hedges and fences. But the term
more typically referred to a multifaceted process of societal transformation by which
unenclosed farms (open fields), linked to common lands, gave way to an increasingly
enclosed and privatized agricultural system, dominated by large-scale commercial farms that
employed wage laborers. Seen in these terms, enclosure also meant the spatial consolidation
of lands, as peasants and incipiently capitalist farmers swapped, or bought and sold, strips of
land to create a single contiguous unit in place of dispersed plots. More crucially, it meant the
engrossment of lands, whereby prosperous farmers bought up or took over leases on plots
previously held by neighbors or lords. Both spatial enclosure and engrossment involved
sweeping social change in traditional open-field communities, where peasants had regularly
crisscrossed one another’s fields, moving between the scattered strips of land they worked, as
well as to and from the wastes, forests, and fields that comprised the community’s common
lands. Typically, villagers had shared access to land belonging to their neighbors, including
the right to guide animals across them at certain times of the year. As much as it was the land
worked by a specific household, then, an open field was also shared; it was not held in
severalty, that is, under the private dominion of an individual. With enclosure, this relatively
cooperative ethos of open-field communities gave way to more individualized and privatized
social and spatial relations.67 Hand in hand with privatization went differentiation, since
enclosure was also “a method of increasing the productivity or profitability of land.”68 Those
who enclosed tended to profit more than—and, as time went by, often at the expense of—less
prosperous members of the community more attached to its communal practices. As
enclosure (privatization) and engrossment (the expansion of individual holdings by richer
farmers) proceeded, a consistent pattern emerged, after 1348, of a declining number of
tenants throughout the English manorial economy. Large farmers were acquiring more land;
poor farmers were losing it.69



In the early going, much enclosure and engrossment was piecemeal. A survey of
enclosures, largely in the Midlands of central England, showed that many were for one to
eight acres. This, alongside other evidence, also indicates that yeomen “were probably the
most numerous of all piecemeal enclosers.”70 Small as these enclosures may have been, over
the course of generations, their effects were world-altering. By the first half of the sixteenth
century, perhaps 45 percent of the lands of England had been enclosed.71 And large yeomen
farmers were the principal beneficiaries, working lands of up to two hundred acres in arable
regions, and as much as five to six hundred acres in grazing areas.72 By most sensible criteria,
they could no longer be considered peasants. Increasingly, they were commercial farmers,
investing in enclosure, livestock, marling, and other “improvements,” and producing
specialized agricultural commodities for the market, while frequently hiring wage laborers
and encroaching on the rights and properties of their poorer neighbors.

As enclosed sheep walks and cattle granges appeared where open fields, marshes, and
publicly accessible wastes had once stood, wealthy farmers with larger herds of sheep and
cattle frequently “overstocked” the commons, exceeding customary practices and intruding
on the access of the poorest. The related decline of open-field systems and the erosion of
wastes and commons meant that life became more precarious for cottagers and poor peasants,
whose personal plots were inadequate to household subsistence. Without communal land on
which to graze animals, gather wood and straw, hunt, fish, or pick berries, their household
reproduction was imperiled. In all these ways, dispossession of the rural poor advanced while
land accumulated in the hands of a small layer of rich peasants. To take a single example, at
Cheshunt in Hertfordshire in 1484, one-third of the manor tenants held 70 percent of the land.
By this time, as Wrightson remarks, “The English ‘yeomen’ had emerged.”73

The process had become significantly more advanced by 1522, when Henry VIII’s
government ordered a wealth assessment in order to prepare a new tax. The assessment
revealed that the county of Rutland contained 302 owners of land. But nearly half of this
group owned property worth merely one pound sterling per year. In other words, rather than
landowners in any meaningful sense, these were semi-proletarian members of rural society
who owned a cottage, small house, and/or a plot of land too tiny to sustain a household. At
the other end, 43 percent of the land was owned by 4 percent of the landholders. The village
of Babergh, in South Suffolk, presents an even starker case. There, about 60 percent of those
named in the survey—or 1,375 out of 2,277 people—had no property at all. Further, of the
902 who were assessed as “landowners,” 620 of those held land that generated only one
pound per annum.74 Less than 10 percent of the local population held the overwhelming bulk
of the land. By the 1520s, then, an enormous process of social differentiation had transpired.
No longer could the peasantry be spoken of as a single social class; instead, it had
differentiated into an emerging group of capitalist yeoman farmers, on the one hand, and a
growing layer of peasant-proletarians, clinging to a cottage and/or a miniscule strip of land,
on the other.

It is worth emphasizing here that the motives that at first impelled yeomen in this
direction need not have been specifically capitalist ones, even if they contributed to a
subsequent transformation in that direction. Peasant life within feudal society involved
production primarily for consumption—that is, for direct domestic subsistence—not for the
market, even if periodic sales of surpluses did take place. Nevertheless, peasants were almost
always inclined toward petty accumulation of land and livestock.75 In part, this sort of
accumulation was an insurance against lean years. Petty accumulation protected against times
when dearth, drought, and other hardships might impose a dis-accumulation of resources
built up in the past. Beyond this, the ability to provide for children by way of land, livestock,
or cash induced households to accumulate beyond their annual needs so that their offspring



might thrive. In no way could these be said to be capitalist forms of accumulation, as they did
not involve the buildup of land and equipment in order to more efficiently produce
commodities for the market in competition with other market-driven producers. Instead, the
logic of petty accumulation was to store up resources for purposes of reproducing the
domestic household and its descendants. However, once market-driven pressures came to the
fore, the social logic of petty accumulation could mutate in capitalist directions.

Before outlining that process, let us examine a single case of an aggressive yeoman
encloser, as revealed to us in the manor court records from Hevingham Bishops in Norfolk.76

The individual in question is Robert Bisshop, a large tenant who descended from a well-
established family in the manor. In July 1529, Bisshop was fined for having enclosed land
near the “lord’s great enclosure,” a forty-acre parcel of pastureland that he himself leased. In
October of that year, he was accused of having converted the land in his illegal enclosure to
pasture. By August 1530, we hear of Bisshop being charged with refusing to let “poor
tenants” graze their animals on the great enclosure for reasonable payment, a right which was
customary and was written into Bisshop’s lease agreement. By July 1533, four years after the
original charge, manor records show that Bisshop had still not taken down his illegal
enclosure.

This case is intriguing because it demonstrates just how aggressive a yeoman farmer
could be in relation to the customary rights of the poor tenants. It suggests that social
differentiation was generating conflict between capitalist farmers and increasingly
impoverished, semi-proletarianized cottagers. Also suggestive is the aggressiveness with
which Bisshop defied the local lord, maintaining an enclosure that the latter declared
illegal.77 As time went by, however, lords increasingly allied themselves with this aggressive
and “improving” yeomanry, particularly as they themselves moved to enclose on a large
scale.

As much as wealthy peasants were the original drivers, landlords soon grasped the
advantages that enclosure, engrossment, and eviction might bring. The key was to break free
of traditional copyhold agreements—so called because documentary evidence of these
customary arrangements, which often contained inheritance rights to the land for children,
was held in the copy rolls or legal records of the manor house. In the late fourteenth century
and the first half of the next, copyhold could be undone by moving customary tenures into the
demesne. This transpired not only because much land had been made vacant by the massive
collapse in population, but also because of peasant flight from estates where lords attempted
to impose conditions of serfdom and/or high rents. At the manor of Forncett in Norfolk, as
early as 1378, a quarter of all customary land had been appropriated by the lord.78 Early on,
these lands were let out as leaseholds simply to attract tenants, though many lords may have
hoped to later convert them back to servile tenures. But by the 1520s, leaseholds became
hugely advantageous for landowners as population growth resumed.79 As prices rose and
demand for land mounted, landowners could regularly raise rents. Increasingly, this meant
leasing out land at market rents (not customary ones) that accorded with what the wealthiest
yeoman farmers could pay. At the same time, those small to middling tenants who could not
keep up with rising rents and land prices were progressively squeezed. By the sixteenth
century, roughly seven-eighths of the free tenants held fewer than twenty acres of land, the
minimum necessary for household subsistence.80 Meanwhile, those wealthy farmers who
were accumulating land in order to more efficiently specialize in commercial production were
more and more compelled (by rising rents and competition from other yeoman farmers) to
invest to raise the productivity of farm labor. Lords, too, now had a competitive incentive to
spend on their estates—by way of enclosure, drainage, irrigation, and more—in order to
attract the most prosperous tenants able to pay top market rents.



Through these processes, both wealthy farmers (producing for the market) and landlords
(making the investments that would attract them—and their rents) were becoming market
dependent. For farmers, the incomes they earned required them to meet standards of
productivity that would produce agricultural commodities at competitive market prices. In the
case of landlords, high rents could be charged only if long-term capital investments (in
surveying, enclosures, irrigation, draining, fertilizing, and so on) had been made on land and
farms that met the standards of agricultural improvement. Instructively, some of the earliest
English tracts on surveying land and improving agriculture date from this period, such as
Anthony Fitzherbert’s Husbandry and Surveying (both published in 1523), or Thomas
Tusser’s A Hundred Good Points of Husbandry (1557). Land was now to be surveyed,
mapped, and enclosed, while planting, seeding, manuring, and the like were to adhere to best
competitive practices.

Improved farms offered commercial advantages. But the consolidation of such farms, in
order to raise revenues and attract prosperous tenants, required aggressive action. A
commercially minded lord might increase entry fines (levied when a new tenant took a
holding), and deny tenants customary rights, such as grazing animals on hills and wastes, or
growing crops on parcels of the demesne.81 He could overstock wastes and commons with his
own livestock. He might also shorten leases so that rents could be raised with each renewal (a
practice known as “rack renting”). As population started rising around 1520, and prices
followed course a few decades later, these tactics could pay off handsomely. At Whitby, Sir
John Yorke doubled the rents on his estates in the 1540s. And over a fifty-year period (1530–
1580), the price that could be charged for small parcels of land quadrupled at Hevingham
manor.82 In an increasingly competitive environment, landowners moved vigorously to
expand the land they held as leasehold (lands that could be rented out). If their demesnes had
already been converted, then enclosure of open-field and common lands was often the next
step, sealing the fate of the small peasant. In all this, the “improving” lord was considerably
assisted by the social differentiation of the peasantry, which, according to Hilton, “destroyed
the internal cohesion of the medieval rural community,” thereby making it much more
difficult to mount coordinated peasant resistance.83

The agrarian history of England suggests that more land was enclosed between 1600 and
1760 than during any other period—more even than during the great wave of parliamentary
enclosure of the eighteenth century. Throughout this era, large sections of the gentry and
aristocracy used their considerable social power to do on a larger scale what the yeomen had
done piecemeal from roughly 1380 to 1520: enclose and engross to an extent that imperiled
the survival of the poor peasants. In the process, they were transforming themselves into
capitalist landowners—a class that invested in the productivity of the land in order to attract
commercial tenant farmers who used wage labor to produce for the market, while charging
market-determined rents. Moreover, peasant dispossession was generating a class of
propertyless laborers at a faster rate than they could be productively absorbed. During the
period from 1560 to 1625, for instance, England’s vagrant population grew twelve times
over, a clear indication of the extent of displacement that was underway.84 It is this set of
social relations, based around the triad landlord/capitalist–tenant farmer–wage laborer, that
we have in mind when we describe England by the time of the revolution of the 1640s as a
society based upon agrarian capitalism.

But the transformation of the English landed classes into capitalist landowners would not
have assumed the form or observed the pace it did without the phenomenal plunder of church
lands stimulated by the English Reformation. We have already touched on the significance of
the Reformation for the construction of a unitary and sovereign English state. It would be
naive, however, to neglect its economic impact.



Consider that in 1535, the yearly net revenue of the church was probably close to
£400,000. The king, on the other hand, would have netted at best one-tenth that amount from
Crown lands, and he took in perhaps £100,000 in total annual revenue, or about a quarter of
what the church earned.85 So, it is not surprising that as Henry VIII waged war and burned
through his tax revenues of the 1520s, he should look covetously at the wealth of the church.
With war costs mounting, the state’s fiscal situation became so desperate that in 1529 Henry
repudiated the loan he contracted in 1522. Five years later, his chief minister, Thomas
Cromwell, began his first assault on church wealth, transferring to the Crown a series of
payments worth about £40,000 per annum. Then in 1536, as the king’s dispute with Rome
raged, an uprising swept much of northern England, involving noble and gentry opposition to
Cromwell’s centralizing policies, as well as clerical resistance to the break with Rome, and
peasant movements against enclosures. When this Northern Rising collapsed, Henry and
Cromwell moved quickly, hanging key opponents for treason and confiscating the properties
of those who had surrendered, as well as many monasteries and great abbeys. Through these
expropriations, the Crown added another £100,000 to its yearly income, an amount equal to
the annual royal revenues at the start of Cromwell’s ministry a mere five years earlier. But
the king and his chief minister were far from done. In 1542, 700 Irish monasteries were
suppressed. Three years later, an act gave the king the power to seize other church
institutions, which netted him approximately 90 colleges, 1010 religious hospitals, and over
2,000 chapels and chantries.

It is possible that these hugely enhanced revenues and properties might have funded
moves toward a more autonomous, centralized state. But Henry VIII was caught in the
crossfire of war, and this led him to squander what he had plundered. The king commenced
war with Scotland and France in 1543, and concluded peace three years later, having
expended the weighty sum of £2 million on his campaigns. Even the extraordinary taxation of
1540–47, which raised £650,000, could cover merely one-third of these costs. To dig out, the
king sold Crown lands, particularly those seized from the monasteries. Altogether, the
government took in another £800,000 in this way—enough to stay afloat and to pay back
foreign loans. But in surrendering huge tracts of land (and the revenues they provided), the
king was undermining the long-term financial independence of the Crown.

What the king lost, the prosperous commercial gentry gained. For it was they—and this
includes those younger sons who had thrived as merchants, manufacturers, lawyers, and state
officials—who bought up the bulk of these manor estates. The Crown’s great plunder was
thereby shared out, benefiting the most commercially minded sections of the landed class.
More than this, a much more fluid and dynamic land market emerged from these years, with
landed property changing hands at rates that were extraordinary for the time. Equally
significant, layers of “new men” entered landed society, including wealthy clothiers,
merchants, and prosperous yeoman farmers, all of whom could be found busily buying up
Crown lands.86 The combined result of these processes was a stunning growth in the number
and the combined wealth of the landed gentry. By 1565, the proportion of Norfolk manors
held by gentry households had jumped to three-quarters, up from merely half just thirty-five
years earlier.87

If wealthy yeoman farmers had been the principal agents of agrarian change for a century
and a half after 1370, they were now increasingly overtaken by landed gentlemen. Enclosure
moved into a higher gear, and capital investment on the land assumed grander dimensions.
Twice as much enclosure took place in the seventeenth century as in any other, eclipsing both
what had come before and what would occur later. As we have noted, between 1600 and
1760, nearly 30 percent of all English lands were enclosed.88 So active was the land market
that perhaps one-quarter of all the land in England changed owners (often many times)



between 1500 and 1700, becoming concentrated in ever-fewer hands. “The gainers in this
process,” observes one rural historian, “were the great landowners and the gentry, the losers
the institutional holders, crown and church, and the peasants, perhaps in roughly equal
proportions.”89 For the small tenants, the end point of these processes meant displacement
from their lands—via eviction, increased fines on renewal of leases, enclosure of the
commons, and rack renting—to the point where up to three-quarters of all land was gathered
into the hands of large landowners. With the great wave of enclosure by act of Parliament
between 1760 and 1830, the destruction of the English peasantry was thereby completed. But
the tipping point had been reached much earlier, as the following table illustrates.

Table 2.1: Number of Landless Laborers in England and Wales, 1086–1640

Source: R. Lachmann, From Manor to Market90

Clearly, a certain caution must be exercised with figures such as these. But there is little
doubt that they capture the essential trends. By 1640, something in the neighborhood of four
in ten peasants were no longer connected to a manor—nearly quadruple the proportion of a
century earlier. And of these, about two million were entirely landless. These people had
been thoroughly proletarianized, alongside millions more who, clinging to a cottage and
whatever common rights remained, survived through sub-subsistence farming supplemented
by wages. The following table gives some sense of how rapidly proletarianization advanced:

Table 2.2: Proportion of English Peasants Employed as Wage laborers, 1096–1688

Date Percentage of peasants employed as wage laborers

1086 6

1279 10

1381 2

1540–59 11

1550–67 12

1600–10 35

1620–40 40

1688 56

Source: R. Lachman, From Manor to Market91

The rise of capitalism was a transformative social process, not a single event.
Nevertheless, we can say with some confidence that by the middle of the seventeenth century,
English society was a predominantly agrarian capitalist one.92 Feudalism and the classic
manorial economy were dead or dying, and with them the traditional peasantry. Large-scale,
market-oriented farming now dominated economic life, revolving around commercial farms
worked by wage laborers in the employ of capitalist farmers, who rented from a



commercialized landowning class. It is important to add that many wage laborers were
contracted as servants in husbandry, not as ideal-type “free laborers” (a point to which we
shall return in the next chapter). Indeed, between 1574 and 1821, servants comprised between
one-third and one-half of the agricultural workforce.93 Similar forms of indentured labor
figured in manufacturing industries in the guise of apprenticeships. In this regard, as in many
others, rapidly growing industries in the countryside and the towns were developing in
symbiosis with capitalist reorganization on the land, and in conjunction with bonded forms of
colonial labor.94

It is crucial to note the ways in which all of these metamorphoses involved profound
monetization of relations between people, and between individuals and the land, and how all
of these expressed the rise of a social world governed by abstract space. To begin with, land
had now been substantially commodified: its value was no longer registered in terms of
communal memory and belonging, but in terms of market rents and prices. Older peasant
practices had involved the re-creation of social space through annual perambulations, where
members of the community walked the boundaries of the parish, the village, and its
components, orally recording boundaries, common rights, and practices. With their bodies,
they traced their shared belonging to the land and its custodians. Within these customary
practices, which, to be sure, had their oppressive features, land was integrated with people; it
expressed their histories and communal relations. Enclosed land, on the other hand, was
bounded, measured, and monetized; it was set off from all but its direct owners, extracted
from communal and customary relations. Against the concreteness of bodies and collective
histories, enclosed land asserted the dominance of money and abstract measurement. A piece
of land was so many acres, capable of producing a crop worth so much per acre. Mapping,
which was virtually unknown in the English countryside before 1500, captured this
reorganization of land into units of abstract space—areas bereft of actual people and their
histories of belonging. Commodified land was open to the highest bidder, meant to be used to
generate the largest monetized surplus product possible. That it had been the site of familial
histories was irrelevant to the monetary calculus governed by prices, profits, and rents.
Enclosed and commodified land was governed by the geometricized knowledge of abstract
shapes and spaces. In seeking to reduce everything to “number, weight and measure,”
Baconian reformers of the seventeenth-century mimicked the quantifying rationality of the
market, where everything is measured in terms of the monetary logic of abstract number.
And the Newtonian conception of abstract space would only take this intellectual project to a
higher, more rigorous level.95

With the rise of capitalism, money intermediates virtually all economic transactions—rent
payments, crop sales, the purchase of consumer and capital goods, borrowing and lending,
payment of wages. The yardsticks of the market invade the transactions of everyday life.
Money governs who gets land and food, and who gets dispossessed. With this comes the
colonization of life by the abstract, quantitative metrics of commodities and prices. More than
this, however, such a socioeconomic order reorganizes the experiential dimensions of life,
recalibrating them according to the social physics of abstract space and time. One geographer
has described this as the “victory of decorporealization,” since the body is no longer the
regulator of spatial and temporal rhythms.96 Instead, the body is now subordinated to the
phenomenology of money and the market, and reconceptualized in the categories of
mathematized space and time. Decorporealization means that land is not tracked by real feet
on a perambulation, but only via the price signals of the market. What guarantees connection
to the land is not communal memory, but the (alienated) social synthesis of money. At the
most fundamental of levels, monetization is thus a victory of the abstract over the concrete.



We see all of this at work in the Cromwellian conquest of Ireland, to which we shall turn
in the next chapter. There, William Petty, a social Baconian reformer and pioneer of political
economy, undertook in the 1650s to survey twenty-two Irish counties. The lands of Irish
peasants and their landlords were thus subjected to the rule of number, quantified and placed
on grids, the better to expropriate and enclose them. Petty’s famous Down Survey subjected
Ireland not just to a spectatorial gaze, but to the quantifying logic of money—all of it backed
up by troops and terror. The world was indeed seen anew: through the lenses of profit and
dispossession.97

We should be clear now as to how England’s landed class came, uniquely in Europe, to
figure as pioneers of trade, plunder, and colonization. This was a class that had been reshaped
along capitalist lines. When one social critic complained in 1550, “Merchauntes they become
lords/and Lordes useth marchaundyse,” he captured the unique social integration of large
merchants and manufacturers in England with the gentry, as well as the immersion of
landowners in the world of commerce and commodities—the world of “marchaundayse.”98

Large English landowners comprised a class accustomed to plunder (by way of enclosure and
eviction of peasant holders), to accumulation, and to capital investment in the countryside. It
was no great stretch to extend those practices to the seas and beyond.

Trade Wars: Conquering, Colonizing, Slaving
By 1550, the English gentry had defeated the great uprisings against enclosure and eviction
that swept much of the country the previous year. The rebellions of 1549 were so widespread
and insurrectionary that they have fairly been described as “the closest thing Tudor England
saw to a class war.”99 These protests, whose center was Norfolk, drew on manifold social and
religious grievances. But anti-enclosure riots were at the forefront of the disturbances.100 The
insurgents tore down fences and hedges, grazed animals on the wastes, and demanded
restoration of customary rights along with reductions in rents and exactions. Had they
succeeded, they might well have “clipped the wings off rural capitalism.”101 The rebels’
defeat, however, paved the way for the plundering class to turn outward in the first great
wave of English colonization.

Members of the English gentry first sought to transplant agrarian capitalism to Ireland.
Beginning in 1565, plans were made to clear native inhabitants off their lands and make way
for English colonizers, many of them soldiers. Colonization and the seizure of land were so
intertwined that the words “colony” and “plantation” were largely interchangeable.102 To
their proficiency as enclosers, English colonizers added expertise in the use of armed force.
In 1574, they massacred all six hundred or so inhabitants of Rathlin Island, before wiping out
a couple of hundred supporters of Brian McPhelim O’Neill and his family at a Christmas
feast later that year. Massacre as official policy was decreed by Humphrey Gilbert, English
colonel for Ireland, when he ordered that “the heddes of all those … which were killed in the
daie, should be cutte off from their bodies” and laid outside his tent, in order to terrorize all of
the Irish who should come to see him.103 Conquest, dispossession, plantation, and terror were
joined as integral elements of a program for settler colonialism. And while the success of the
colonial projects of 1565–76 was mixed, they established a pattern of conquest that came to
fruition most thoroughly in the Americas (and by the 1650s in Ireland itself). Indeed, English
families involved as “adventurers” in Ireland frequently went on to establish plantations in
Virginia.104 In this they were following the lead of Gilbert himself, who planted the first
English colonial outpost in North America at Newfoundland in 1583.



Among the distinguishing features of the late-sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century
occupation of Ireland was the conquerors’ emphasis on commercial agriculture and their use
of “improvement” as a legitimating device. Sir John Davies, lawyer, writer, and colonizer,
was among the chief architects of English imperial rule in Ireland. In a 1610 letter to the Earl
of Salisbury, he laid out the legal and moral case for seizing Irish lands:

His Majesty is bound in conscience to use all lawful and just courses to reduce his people from barbarism to civility
… they [the Irish] would never, to the end of the world build houses, make townships, or villages, or manure or
improve the land as it ought to be; therefore it stands neither with Christian policy nor conscience to suffer so good
and fruitful a country to lie waste like a wilderness, when his Majesty may lawfully dispose it to such persons as will
make a civil plantation thereupon.
… for half their land doth now lie waste, by reason whereof that which is habited is not improved to half the
value.105

This document is fascinating in its use, more than three-quarters of a century before John
Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, of the ethos of improvement as a moral defense of
colonial plunder. Irish lands are said to be “waste”—the very claim Locke would make for
indigenous lands in America—and therefore an index of “barbarism.” Of course, this claim
had already been developed as a rationale for enclosure with respect to common and “waste”
lands in England itself. But its extension to settler-colonial contexts was momentous,
signaling as it did that agrarian capitalism would be joined to a global project of colonial
conquest.106

However, none of this could be accomplished without first overcoming Spain, whose
monarchy had created “the largest overseas empire the world had ever seen.”107 Direct
hostilities began in May 1585, when crews of English ships were arrested in Spanish harbors
and their goods confiscated. Immediately, English merchants began petitioning their
government for letters of reprisal authorizing them to use armed vessels in pursuit of private
retribution—via capture of Spanish ships and their goods. By the summer, the first of such
private war parties took to the sea, followed shortly thereafter by Francis Drake’s expedition
to the West Indies. Over the next eighteen years, until the war’s end in 1603, hundreds of
naval war parties were launched. During just three years at the height of the conflict (1589–
91), over two hundred private ships set sail in search of plunder.108 These voyages were
effectively piracy, albeit with state sanction, and gentry investors were key to their
fortunes.109 Until the 1650s, privateering of this sort was the essence of English naval
conflicts around the globe. To be sure, the state was a partner in these expeditions and set
some terms of engagement; but it was nonetheless locked into a business arrangement with
private investors in the pursuit of state policy. As I have noted above, in Drake’s Caribbean
raid of 1585, the queen provided just two of the twenty-five vessels. This was imperial
warfare as public-private partnership.

In these ways, early English colonialism traced distinctly different patterns to the west
and to the east. Where the latter was concerned, commerce dominated, often based around
large trading concerns (such as the Levant and East India Companies) controlled by London’s
great city merchants. To the west, in contrast, trade was accompanied by settler colonization
and the development of plantation economies. Lesser traders and merchants from outside the
privileged networks of the city elite played prominent roles in the colonization of the
Americas, frequently in league with gentry investors. As we approach the English Revolution
of the 1640s, it is these “new merchants” who come to the fore as the most dynamic
commercial capitalists.110 Moving beyond the merely mercantile business of carrying goods
from one market to another, these new merchants began investing in commodity production
in emerging planter colonies—and eventually in slavery. As Brenner remarks, the new traders



broke from the practices of the great city merchants and the likes of the East India Company,
who “would not take the risks or make the new types of investment in plantation production
that colonial trade demanded.” For the mercantile elite, this came at the considerable cost of
losing out in the competitive struggle with new merchant groups. By the 1620s, for instance,
all of the original companies formed for colonial trade with the Americas had collapsed
because of the reluctance of big merchant capital from the city to invest in labor and means of
production. Henceforth, “accelerated colonial development … was carried out by an entirely
different set of traders.”111 The American colonial traders who rose to prominence after 1620
charted a new course based on directly supplying labor by financing the voyages of
indentured servants, whose contracts of indenture were then purchased by planters. It would
not be long before many of them also financed slave ships and provided investment funds for
agricultural and agro-industrial production.112

The new breed of merchant, however, could rarely afford to operate on their own, and
typically needed partners from the landed classes in order to finance investment on the scale
necessary. And they readily found gentry capitalists eager to collaborate. In fact, roughly half
of England’s peers of the realm invested in trade between 1575 and 1630, with nearly twelve
hundred members of the gentry and nobility putting capital into joint-stock companies
specializing in overseas commercial ventures.113 Particularly in the early decades, landed
gentlemen tended to take the financial and organizational lead. Thus, however much they
were primed for plunder, the gentry also led the shift from privateering to settlement and
landed investment.114 A major figure in colonial activity like Sir Humphrey Gilbert could
soon be found elevating the acquisition of land above mere plunder.115 Such gentry
colonizers showed a notably capitalist aptitude for long-term investment. Taking surpluses
that originated as rents and agricultural profits, they eagerly put forward capital for colonial
projects that might take some years to show a return.116 Their practices in this regard were
surely influenced by the handsome profits they had made at home from enclosure and
improvement, which demonstrated that land was a prize commercial asset.

Plantation colonies—in contrast to exercises in commercial plunder, such as those carried
out by the East India Company—required the organization of a labor force. Here, the English
ruling classes were again pioneers. Starting with the “surplus” population in Britain generated
by enclosure and dispossession from the land, they constructed a transatlantic labor supply
system based on indentureship—as we have seen, a practice that had a long history in
Britain.117 Service in husbandry was a rite of passage for many young adults from rural
households: a majority of agricultural wage laborers in early modern England would have
spent time as servants, bound to a master for a year at a time. And under the law, any
unmarried and propertyless person under the age of sixty could be forced into service.118

Similarly, in English manufacturing many apprenticeships involved indentured service of up
to seven years. But a transnational indenture system—and the veritable industry in the export
of bonded laborers from Britain to the New World that it involved—required the huge reserve
army of labor that emerged with primitive capitalist accumulation on the land.

In fact, seventeenth-century England outperformed all competitors in this area. Though its
population averaged under five million, the country shipped out seven hundred thousand
migrant laborers across the century, around half a million of whom went to Britain’s New
World colonies.119 To export one-seventh of the population—and a substantially higher
percentage of the young adult population—is extraordinary. It spoke to the scale of the mass
dispossession brought on by primitive accumulation, and to the rapid increases in labor
productivity associated with agrarian and emerging industrial capitalism. The business of
exporting laborers on this scale required substantial investments, including in clothing and



transportation. Substantial, too, were the profits earned by those who financed this labor-
export trade. These profits on the export of laborers were effectively advance deductions
from the surpluses that migrant workers would generate during the three to five years,
sometimes more, in which they were bound to plantation service.

Mass export of labor underpinned England’s early success at colonial settlement and
plantation production. Indeed, one of the reasons England leapt so far ahead of the
Netherlands in colonial production and trade during this period had to do with this export of
“white” indentured labor—the precursor of the large-scale buying and selling of enslaved
Africans.120 By 1700, the English had established seventeen colonies in the Americas,
encompassing roughly 100,000 square miles and containing a population of around 400,000.
France, with a domestic population four times larger and a colonial land mass twice as large
as England’s, had settled only 70,000, while the Dutch Republic had fewer than 20,000 New
World settlers.121 As a consequence, Dutch colonialism remained trade-based, while the
English bounded ahead in the production of plantation commodities. As much as the
Netherlands had prospered through the global expansion of merchant capital across networks
of international trade, it failed to make a meaningful transition to a global system of
commodity production using bonded labor.122 For a prolonged period, Dutch merchants led
all of Europe in the noxious trade of buying and selling enslaved Africans, though England
eventually surpassed them in this bloody business as well. But England ran rings around its
European competitors in the development of slave-based production in the New World.
Contrary to those formalisms that counterpose capitalism to slavery and bonded labor, the
historical relation was just the opposite. The world’s first full-fledged capitalist power was in
fact the most massive trader and exploiter of enslaved labor.

We shall return below to the unique nexus of war, colonialism, and slavery pioneered by
the first fully formed capitalist nation-state. But in order to appreciate why Britain catapulted
itself into the front ranks of slave trading and slave-based commodity production, we first
need to revisit the political transformations associated with the revolutions of 1640–60, which
laid indispensable foundations for global capitalist development.

A Beheaded King and a New Empire
The story of the English Revolution has been told, and told well, many times.123 For a few
years, after executing the king, its leaders abolished monarchy and the House of Lords—
moves that they reversed by 1660, since killing the king (first body) to save the King (second
body) seemed too much an invitation to subversion and popular tumult. But crucial
(bourgeois) revolutionary accomplishments would have to be preserved, even as monarchy
was restored, as they were pivotal to the new order of things. In a nutshell, these involved
abolition of the king’s arbitrary legal powers, elimination of the last remnants of monarchical
jurisdiction over lordly property, and destruction of the rights of peasants. Through these
measures, agrarian capitalists were emancipated from constraints imposed from above and
from below. A series of legal changes proved decisive accomplishments of the 1640s. First,
the legal powers of the monarchy were massively curtailed with the abolition of the King’s
Star Chamber, High Commission, and Council in the North. Taxation without the consent of
Parliament was decreed illegal. The Triennial Act required a new Parliament to be elected
and convened every three years, making impossible the Stuart practice of refusing to call one
for years upon years, sometimes decades. Bishops were expelled from the House of Lords,
and government was now overwhelmingly accountable to the landed gentlemen assembled in
Parliament. Equally critical was the abolition of feudal tenures and the Court of Wards,
moves that made private ownership absolute and unconstrained by legal obligations to the



Crown. In these ways, as Christopher Hill observed, “landowners were set free from the
incidence of arbitrary death duties and their land became a commodity which could be
bought, sold and mortgaged; thus, long-term capital investment in agriculture was
facilitated.”124 Then a series of acts from the late 1640s struck blows against peasant
ownership by undermining the security of both copyhold and freehold agreements, and
thereby facilitating yet more enclosure and eviction.

If the revolution dealt shocks to internal opponents of the new capitalist order, it also
prepared attacks on England’s external enemies. Under the rule of Oliver Cromwell and the
generals (1646–58), England’s new rulers aggressively expanded their global reach by
building up shipping, trading, slaving, and colonization.125 The Navigation Acts of 1651, for
instance, required that all goods produced and traded by the English and their colonies be
carried in English ships. This was a transformational move against Dutch dominance in world
trade and shipping, provoking the first of a series of wars in 1652–54. Rather than a battle
waged by privateers, this Anglo-Dutch war was, as Hill noted, “the first state-backed
imperialist adventure in English history.”126 For this purpose, between 1651 and 1660, over
two hundred ships were added to the British navy. At the same time, a government-initiated
conquest of Ireland was afoot. The 1652 Act for the Settlement of Ireland authorized the
seizure of two-thirds of Irish lands and their transfer to settler-colonists. Notwithstanding the
massacres that ensued, the conquerors failed to meet this target. But the expropriations were
massive nonetheless, and Ireland became the first example of English settler colonialism. It
would not be the last.

As much as England’s rulers sought to capture much of Dutch trade and shipping, they
equally coveted Spain’s American possessions. War with Spain soon became Cromwell’s
order of the day. While frustrated on some fronts, his troops managed to seize Jamaica in
1655, a victory that proved momentous. The Navigation Acts had already required that
people enslaved to English colonies be sent in English ships. Now, having inflicted military
defeats on the Dutch and seized Jamaica, the English cornered even more of the slave trade:
their ships hurdled in excess of 350,000 Africans to New World slavery during the latter half
of the seventeenth century. In the meantime, the Royal African Company, chartered in 1672,
proceeded to ship 60,000 Africans to the Americas in the 1680s alone. As the African trade
boomed, indentured servants from Europe were increasingly displaced by enslaved Africans.
In 1650, for instance, there were roughly 100,000 English settlers in North America and the
Caribbean, and only a few thousand enslaved Africans. Fifty years later, there were 260,000
English settlers alongside fully 150,000 enslaved Africans. Barbados underwent a
spectacularly rapid metamorphosis. In the twenty years after 1640, the number of enslaved
Africans on the island increased fifty times over.

Both economic and political considerations drove this shift to African bonded labor.
Rising wages in England from 1660 reduced the flow of indentured servants and drove up
their price, just as New World planters were experiencing greater needs for labor power. And
joint insurrectionary conspiracies by servants and enslaved people in Barbados and Virginia
added a sociopolitical impetus for separating “races” (first by creating them) in order to break
their sense of shared interests.127 For these reasons and others, by 1700 three-quarters of all
arrivals to these regions came from Africa.128 In the first decade of the eighteenth century,
British ships carried more than one hundred thousand enslaved Africans. Henceforth, until
the trade was abolished in 1807, the English held their place as Europe’s reigning slave
traders.

In the next chapter, we’ll take a closer look at the interrelation of capitalism and
plantation slavery. For the moment, it is instructive to note how utterly entangled English



capital was with the business of slavery. A case in point is Maurice Thomson, whom Brenner
refers to as “the greatest colonial merchant of his day.”129

Born around 1600 to a prominent household in Hertfordshire, England, by 1617 Thomson
was in Virginia, where he accumulated an estate of 150 acres. Virginia planter he may have
been, but soon he was also a Caribbean trader, a colonizer, a shipper of enslaved people, and
an interloper in the East Indies. In 1626, he equipped three ships, bought sixty enslaved
people on the West African coast, and delivered them to a St. Kitts planter. On their return
voyage, these ships contained twenty thousand pounds of tobacco. A few years later, we find
him interloping in the fur trade in what would later become Canada. By the late 1630s,
Thomson was conducting some of the most successful raids yet on Spanish possessions in the
Americas. And in 1642, he was financing the Earl of Warwick’s privateering activities, which
resulted in his becoming a major landowner in Barbados, where he established a sugar works.
From 1649, he was financing Cromwell’s plunder of Ireland, for which he was promised over
sixteen thousand acres of Ulster land. Slaving, trading, plundering, and managing plantation
production were thus interconnected activities, each feeding the other—and most profitably
so. By 1634, Thomson sent out the largest shipment of tobacco yet seen in Virginia—some
155,000 pounds—representing one-quarter of the year’s total export. Of course, his record
shipment of tobacco from his Virginia estates had been produced by slave labor, as were the
products of his plantations throughout the Caribbean.130

By 1647, Thomson had become a prominent voice representing merchant-planters in
London. By then, it was clear that robust use of state power was essential to the advance of
English colonialism. Soon he became a major influence on Cromwell’s trade and colonial
policies, profiting enormously, as we have seen, from the lord protector’s invasion of Ireland.
Moreover, Thomson may actually have authored the Navigation Act of 1651; he was
definitely “the right hand man of Cromwell’s Western Design,” the project intended to seize
large parts of Spain’s possessions in the Americas.131

While the scale of his influence was unique, in many ways Thomson was typical of many
hundreds of merchant-planters who plundered, traded, bought and sold enslaved people, and
exploited bonded labor in order to produce world market commodities like tobacco and
sugar.132 His case also highlights the ways the English state directly inserted itself into global
exchanges between commodities, money, and enslaved Africans. The blood of the
commonwealth now traversed transatlantic circuits—and flowed through the bodies of
enslaved Africans. Within those bloody circuits, new forms of finance were gestating.



CHAPTER 4

Blood in the Water

Colonialism, Slavery, and the Birth of Modern Money

“In that quiet room with its oak wainscoting and Turkey carpet, its shelves of ledgers
and almanacks, it would have been difficult for these two to form any true picture of
the ship’s circumstances or the nature of trading on the Guinea coast…. Picturing
things is bad for business, it is undynamic. It can choke the mind with horror if
persisted in. We have graphs and tables and balance sheets of corporate philosophy
to help us remain busily and safely in the realm of the abstract.”

—Barry Unsworth, Sacred Hunger1

As we follow the trajectory of English capitalism after 1650, we find ourselves on the edge of
a global vortex. Colonial storms, conjured up through war, plunder, and slaving, were
collecting hurricane force. Warships had driven the Dutch out of England’s Baltic trade, from
its East Indian exploits, and from New Amsterdam. Jamaica had been filched from the
Spanish. Enslaved Africans were being crammed into English ships and sold into New World
slavery on scales previously unthinkable. Immense winds of plunder and slaughter were
gathering, preparing a new order of imperial power.

Looking back two centuries later, Marx enumerated the forces that unleashed these
tornadoes of destruction: “Colonial system, public debts, heavy taxation, protection,
commercial wars, etc., these offshoots of the period of manufacture swell to gigantic
proportions during the period of infancy of large scale industry. The birth of the latter is
celebrated by a Herod-like slaughter of the innocents.”2 But before the 1690s, two of these
elements were not yet in place: public debt and heavy taxation. Without these, a financial
system appropriate to capitalist war and colonialism could not be consolidated. Lacking this
—and the new form of money it required—Britain would be unable to establish its hegemony
as the world’s first global capitalist Goliath. Money had still to be extracted from the bones of
princes.

Sacred Hunger: Gold, Money, and State Finance
As Hobbes recognized in Leviathan, published the same year the 1651 Navigation Act was
enacted, world money—the money accepted as payment between nations—consisted of
precious metals. “Gold and Silver,” he wrote, “being (as it happens) almost in all Countries of
the world high-valued, is a commodious measure of the value of all things else between
Nations.”3 In a European world economy increasingly characterized by the global movement
of goods, an international means of payment was crucial. In the absence of a national
currency that could function as international money, as had the Athenian owl, global
payments relied on precious metals, be they in the form of bullion or high-quality coins.



In the sixteenth century, the acquisition of gold became the obsessive aim of European
colonial policy. By the 1470s, Portuguese mariners were reaping the stuff along Africa’s
“Gold Coast.” Meanwhile, Spain, the first European power with extensive colonies in the
Americas, displayed a devotion to gold (and soon after to silver) that can only be described as
maniacal. “Gold is the most excellent, gold is treasure, and who has it can do whatever he
likes in this world,” wrote Columbus. “With it he can bring souls to Paradise.”4 It was the
craze for gold that first induced “the discoverer” to deploy indigenous peoples as slaves, just
as it inspired his earlier fixation on selling them in Europe.5 Yet, as Adam Smith would later
argue in The Wealth of Nations, this “mercantilist” devotion to precious metal is fetishistic. It
confuses the thing (precious metal) with the activity—labor—that brings it into being. It
mistakes a result for a cause. As Smith could easily see by the second half of the eighteenth
century, wealth accrues ultimately to those who succeed in raising the productivity of labor,
capturing markets in the process, not those who pursue money as an end in itself. Win the
battle for markets in goods, and money will flow your way. Spain’s leaders, like Portugal’s
monarchs, were led astray in seeking to build up great hoards of gold rather than investing to
raise the efficiency of labor. Almost a century before Smith’s great text, pamphleteer Charles
Davenant had made a similar point. “Affluence of money,” he urged, may simply induce a
“lazy temper.” After all, “it is not the taking in a great deal of food but it is good digestion
and distribution that nourishes the body.” However, it was precisely this—good digestion and
distribution—that had been scandalously neglected by the rulers of Spain. Disregarding labor
and manufactures, they had allowed New World riches to pass through their country
undigested, without having provided any “spirits, strength, or nourishment.”6

By the 1580s, Spain controlled vast New World territories, along with trading posts in
India, Africa, the Philippines, and beyond. Its inflows of silver and gold were staggering. To
all appearances, its imperial power was unrivaled. Yet already it was reeling from massive
financial crises based on imperial overextension and the weakness of domestic production.
Before the decade was out, upstart England would defeat the Spanish Armada. By now, crises
were endemic. Portugal deserted its ally in 1640, while Catalonia set down the road of revolt.
The manic pursuit of precious metals had come up empty, prompting talk of a “curse of
gold.”7

Certainly, England’s rulers, too, were fueled by what one writer, in 1686, called “the
sacred hunger of gold.”8 But generations of English experience with boosting profits via
investment in agriculture, trade, and manufacture had instilled practices of “improving” the
means of production. And by establishing plantation colonies in the New World, by building
up a protected shipping industry, by investing in colonial trade and production—and by
backing all of this up with unrivaled military force—England was moving into first place in
the new imperial order. One ominous indicator of this is that between 1697 and 1702, as a
new financial order was being established, the monetary value of enslaved people exported
from Africa exceeded that of gold.9 It was now the means of producing wealth—enslaved
labor power—not the metallic means of payment, that was central to New World fortunes.
Nevertheless, prior to the 1690s, England’s rulers were financially constrained from fully
unleashing English imperial power. These constraints would be burst only via revolution in
state and finance.

The problem of financing war and colonialism had reemerged with Oliver Cromwell’s
aggressive imperial policies. To carry through the conquest of Ireland and Scotland and the
First Dutch War (1652–54), Cromwell sold off Crown lands and the estates of royalist



opponents, along with dean and chapter lands. Even then, he was forced to raise taxes.10

Taxation, however, encountered resistance. Cromwell’s regime, resting as it did on an army
rooted in the lower and middling strata, was not sufficiently a government of the ruling class
for the latter to readily accept new taxes. This was its fatal flaw, and a paramount reason that
the Stuart monarchy was restored in 1660 with the crowning of Charles II. Yet, Charles’s
regime, too, failed to win the confidence of England’s dominant class. This had much to do
with the tendency of the Stuart monarchs to subordinate the king’s second body, the body
politic (and its fisc), to its mortal first body, with its passions and whims. Failure to respect
the independence of the second body as the impersonal sphere of bourgeois property led the
king into debacles such as the infamous Stop of the Exchequer.11

The Stop involved a suspension of debt payments on the eve of another war with the
Dutch in 1672. Charles unilaterally stopped payments on debts totaling over £1.3 million plus
interest, an enormous sum at a time when the average annual income of the Crown was
around £2 million. Much of this debt was owed to goldsmith bankers, private financiers who
took in deposits (for which they usually paid 6 percent interest) and then lent out a share of
these deposits to the king (at an interest rate of 10 percent or more). Yet, persistent debts
from past wars severely hampered the Crown’s ability to wage wars in the present. Charles
and his advisors inevitably gave priority to new wars and renounced past debt payments
(including those accrued from two previous wars against the Dutch). At first, the Stop was
said to be for one year, but it was twice extended. In 1677, the government finally agreed to
resume payments. But over the next dozen years, only about half the interest owed (and none
of the principal) was paid. Then, in 1690, once more at war, Parliament agreed to again stop
paying these debts. With little hope of ever seeing repayment, the creditors sued the Crown in
the Court of the Exchequer.

In and of itself, the Stop of the Exchequer and the regular skipping of payments were
anything but unusual; indeed, European monarchies were famous for such maneuvers.
However, the English state was different. It was in the midst of transformation into a
bourgeois monarchy, and the claimants insisted it adhere to a corresponding regime of
property and power. Moreover, until it could ensure investors that it would invariably honor
its debts, the English Crown could not establish a new regime of state finance. Charles II and
his advisors had managed to significantly expand the market for government debt by selling
“tallyes of loan,” which were essentially interest-bearing bonds meant to be repaid out of
future tax revenues. These bonds, which came to be known as “treasury orders,” could not be
cashed on demand. But they did circulate as means of payment.12 If the government had been
able to sell treasury orders to a larger public, rather than merely to goldsmith bankers, it
might have paid much lower rates of interest. Yet, the viability of a large, liquid market in
state debt required the abiding confidence of financial markets in the integrity of government
borrowing. So long as the monarch insisted on sovereign immunity before the law—which
amounted to its right to renege on contracts—its credit would be suspect. Precisely this—
sovereign immunity versus contractual obligation—was at the heart of the legal dispute over
the Stop of the Exchequer.

It is not necessary to follow the details of what has become known as the Case of the
Bankers as it went through hearings, preliminary decisions, and appeals over many years. The
crucial thing is that the judges of the Court of the Exchequer and the appeal court ruled that
the bankers had a legal right to sue the Crown. Grasping the heart of the issue, the chief
justice of the King’s Bench stated, “The king himself … hath obliged himself to make such
payments…. it is not so much the judgment of the courts as binds the property, as the obligor
himself.” This was a radically new doctrine. The king was being treated here like any other
contracting party, an “obligor” who is subject to the law, not above it. In the domain of



contract, the monarch, the incarnation of sovereign power, was henceforth identical with a
private individual. The chief justice highlighted this when he proclaimed, “Indeed it would be
a hard thing to say that the court of Exchequer can relieve the king against the subject, and
not help and relieve the subject when he produces a legal title against the king.”13

This is most clearly a judgement on behalf of the sanctity of property and contract. In a
society organized around property rights grounded in monetary and financial transactions, the
Crown, too, is obliged to honor its contractual agreements—a position we shall see again in
John Locke’s analysis of money. For the courts to place the monarchy above the obligations
of contracts would imperil all its public obligations; it “would destroy all annuities, rent-
charges, and other payments which the crown is obliged to make.”14 To be sure, under
pressure of war, Parliament did later renege once again on its obligations to the bankers; and
the bankers ultimately accepted a final settlement amounting to about half of what they were
owed. Nevertheless, the bourgeois principle had been established by the courts: in financial
matters the Crown was to be treated like any other party to a contract. The state was to be
subsumed to impersonal power—to the compulsions of money and the market. Its powers did
not exempt it from market obligations. The “second blood” of money having been
depersonalized, the king resumed his first body just like everyone else.

But the Stuart monarchs were not prepared to observe these obligations, and this is what
sealed their fate. Their demise had little to do with the actual performance of the economy. In
fact, the Cromwellian matrix of war, colonialism, and slaving prospered after the Stuarts were
restored in 1660. Enclosure and agricultural improvement continued apace; colonial
investment thrived. Soaring shipments of British manufactures to the North American
colonies financed massive British imports of slave-produced goods like tobacco, cotton, and
sugar. It is certainly true that from the 1660s to 1700, English manufactures exported to
Europe rose by 18 percent. But exports of similar goods to the colonies burst forth by 200
percent over the same period, clearly accelerating the pace of industrial development. As
New World populations and production ticked up, English colonists imported textiles,
clothing, metals and metal goods, hand tools, paper, sugar-making equipment, and more,
greatly stimulating English manufacturing.15 In this environment, the big trading companies
flourished like never before. The East India Company may have doubled its capital between
1660 and 1668, but it was outdone by the Hudson’s Bay Company, whose assets tripled, and
by the Royal African Company, which quadrupled in size during the same period.16 No, it
was not a faltering economy that doomed the Stuarts. What sealed their fate in the economic
domain—and here I barely touch upon the crucial arena of religion and foreign policy—was
their handling of finance and taxation.

The very expansion of trade described above enhanced the king’s revenues from the
customs and excise taxes. And as we have seen, the Stuart monarchs turned increasingly to
London’s growing financial markets to raise loans. Ominously, growing commercial
revenues buttressed by loans allowed James II, who ascended the throne in 1685, to
dramatically increase the size of his army without having to seek additional funds from
Parliament. Yet, this raised the specter of a monarchy independent of the key centers of
bourgeois power: Parliament and financial markets. In short, the threat had returned of a
monarchy that might raise personal power (the first body) above the powers of money and
Parliament (the second body of the commonwealth). Bourgeois monarchy—the subordination
of the Crown to agrarian capitalists in Parliament and financial capitalists in the market—
would not be secure so long as the Crown could assert personal over public powers, by way
of financial autonomy from Parliament, a growing king’s army, and a pro-Catholic religious
and foreign policy—all of which fueled fears of absolutism. And so, another monarch would
have to be toppled, though this one was allowed to keep his head.



The revolutionary upheaval of 1688–89, which brought William of Orange to the throne
in the guise of “liberator,” was overdetermined by Stuart refusal to accept a bourgeois system
of finance that was fully autonomous of the king’s first body—one that obeyed the rules of
the market in money. Even after the Stuarts were gone, the Stop of the Exchequer remained a
traumatic point of reference for financial and monetary debates throughout the 1690s, pitting
the rights of private property against those of the Crown.17 And throughout the 1680s, it was
the irreducible backdrop to bourgeois opposition to the Stuart monarchy: “The Stop of the
Exchequer, a contemporary tells us, caused greater consternation than did the appearance of
the Dutch fleet at Medway. There was a crisis of confidence in 1682, the year of the attack on
the City’s Charter, a disturbance of credit in 1685…. There were many reasons why the City
welcomed its Liberator, under whom £1,300,000 was at last repaid to Charles II’s bankers.”18

A fully capitalist monetary system could not be constructed until money was extracted
from the bones of princes and transplanted into the blood of the commonwealth. To
accomplish this involved depersonalizing money, making it the property not of royal persons
but of Hobbes’s “artificiall man,” that social construction we dub the commonwealth. Money
would have to transmogrify. It would have to migrate from one body to another, from the
royal corpus to that of the impersonal body politic. Yet, money’s extraction from the bones of
princes proved a violent business. It required that kingly bones be fractured, so that the blood
of money might flow like never before through the oceans of the world economy.

War Finance and the Birth of Bank Money
William of Orange landed in England on Guy Fawkes Day, 1688, with eleven thousand foot
soldiers and another four thousand on horse. He did so at the invitation of seven of the most
powerful men in Britain, who also offered him the British throne. As James Stuart fled to
France, the elite of the country’s landed gentlemen, great merchants, and manufacturers
swiftly rallied behind the invasion force. Mighty though William may have been, England’s
rulers had learned their lessons and immediately set about taming his kingly power.
Parliament assigned the new king an annual income of seven hundred thousand pounds, much
less than had been granted to Charles II or James II, making it impossible for him to pay an
army or wage war without seeking Parliament’s authorization to raise funds. One courtier
complained in the House of Commons that the king was being kept “as it were at board
wages,” but that was exactly the point.19 A leash having been placed on the monarch,
Parliament was again ready to wage war.

Predictably, the bloodshed commenced in Ireland, where rebellion had broken out once
more. Nearly fifty thousand troops were sent to crush the Irish rebels. This was necessary to
preserve the colonial project. But the endgame was to break France, England’s real imperial
rival. Spain had previously been vanquished under Elizabeth, the Netherlands under
Cromwell and the Stuarts. If England was to achieve imperial hegemony—dominance of
world trade and colonization, military supremacy in Europe—then France, with its powerful
absolute monarchy and a population four times greater, would have to be subdued. For
twenty of the next twenty-five years, the two nations waged an epic struggle for European
supremacy (the Nine Years War of 1689–97 and the War of the Spanish Succession, 1701–
14). Decisive to victory was England’s alliance with the Dutch, Spanish, and Austrian states.
And what held the alliance together was money.

Everywhere in Europe, it seemed, England’s rulers were subsidizing troops and sending
money. For the first three years of the war (1689–91), the government paid for an average of
nearly ten thousand soldiers in the Dutch Low Countries. The elector of Prussia received an
annual subsidy of £20,000 to send troops to Flanders to fight alongside the English. By the



time of the War of the Spanish Succession, fully 52,000 troops were being funded in the Low
Countries, two-thirds of whom were foreign. Portugal and Savoy were brought—or perhaps
bought—into the alliance in 1703, at the cost of annual subsidies of £150,000 for Portugal, a
tad more for Savoy. The latter’s yearly subsidy was then hiked by £50,000 in 1705, and
another £100,000 a year later. In the late stages of the war (1710–11), the English state was
paying to keep 171,000 troops and their officers in action across Europe—almost 114,000 of
whom were of foreign origin.20 And this was just the beginning stage in England’s “Second
Hundred Years’ War,” which began with the Glorious Revolution of 1688. For the next
century, the pit of military spending seemed bottomless, as wave after wave of troops was
armed, fed, and sent to theaters of combat, while warships were built in the thousands. In
terms of capital investment, nothing in the early eighteenth century compared with building a
warship. A large multistory cotton mill cost around £5,000 at the time. Meanwhile, a first-rate
battleship required an expenditure of up to £39,000. Altogether, the British navy had an
investment of around £2.25 million in its ships during the first half of the century—at a time
when the total capital investment in the 243 woolen mills in the West Riding equaled a little
over £400,000.21 “Until the rise of the modern factory,” writes one historian, “the building
and equipment of a fully armed warship remained the largest, most concentrated form of
investment in material goods that either the state or private entrepreneurs could undertake.”22

“Money, money, and still more money,” indeed. In 1691 the English government was
spending £3 million for military purposes. Within four years the figure had reached £8
million. Yet, tax revenues over those same years averaged just £4.5 million. As always, the
gap would have to be covered by borrowing. And now, in the context of the new bourgeois
monarchy, an innovative structure of debt-based war finance could emerge—and with it the
foundations of a capitalist banking system.

Enter the Bank of England, which was formed for a single purpose: to fund war with
France. At the start, this meant providing the government with a hefty loan. Even its most
farsighted founders could not have grasped the revolution in monetary arrangements the
bank’s loan would trigger. But as war became effectively permanent for a century after 1689,
so did the need for war finance. It was thus as an instrument for permanent war finance that
the bank transformed England’s financial architecture.

It all began innocuously enough. Within months of the declaration of war against France,
the government was engaging in all the typical forms of state borrowing against future tax
revenues (by means of Exchequer tallies, and navy and victualing bills, in particular—the
details of which need not concern us here). All involved the contracting of loans (usually
from goldsmith bankers) with which to pay bills, and the promise to repay creditors once tax
revenues arrived at the Exchequer, the British treasury. These promises to pay were risky
assets, however, given the long-standing propensity of cash-strapped governments to defer
repayment, and even to default. To make matters worse, investors typically prefer financial
instruments for which an active resale market exists, should they want to cash out, yet
government debt instruments were relatively illiquid at the time. As a result, they tended to
decline in value (i.e., they were discounted when holders sold them off) and, knowing this,
potential creditors expected a higher interest rate to counter the danger of depreciation. Yet,
high interest rates locked the state into larger borrowing costs, precisely when they
desperately needed to bring them down. The government thus endeavored to raise funds in
other ways, such as lotteries and the sale of annuities, which provided regular payments,
often for life, in return for a lump sum contribution. But these were stopgaps, often no more
economical than loans from goldsmith bankers, and as the expenses of war kept rising, so did
public deficits. It was to escape these traps that in May 1694 the government finally accepted
a proposal from William Paterson, a Scottish merchant and financier. Paterson offered to



gather subscriptions for a large perpetual loan to the state, the subscribers to which would be
incorporated until 1706 as the Bank of England, with the authority to take deposits and to
circulate paper instruments like notes, bills, and checks. The government having agreed,
Paterson and his partners delivered it a £1.2 million loan. Unwittingly, all parties had
embarked on a revolutionary experiment in banking and state finance.

The rapidity with which this occurred had everything to do with a government
unremittingly desperate for money. Within a month of delivering the initial loan, the bank
was asked for £300,000 more. Soon its directors were also remitting money to Flanders to
pay the troops and cover their supplies. By March 1696, barely more than eighteen months
after its incorporation, the bank’s loans to the government had more than doubled, surpassing
£2.7 million. Then, in December of that year, the bank absorbed £800,000 of government
tallies (at discount), taking more state debt onto its books. “Constant pressure was put on the
Bank to meet urgent calls for the Army,” writes one historian, and each time it rose to the
occasion.23

Nothing in the act that created the bank, nor anything in its charter, suggested it would
become the most revolutionary innovation in monetary practice since the invention of ancient
coinage. But it did—because it stumbled on the means by which to monetize public debt.
Turning government debts into money would become the foundation of modern finance, and
of money’s second modular form.

Two essential features of its early loan made the bank truly innovative. First, for the first
time in English history, a loan to the state would be made largely in paper currency
(banknotes and bills), rather than in gold and silver coins. Second, those who subscribed to
the loan—that is to say, those who bought interest-bearing shares in the bank—would be able
to cash out at any time simply by selling their shares (their part of the loan to the state) on the
developing stock market. Because a paper currency arrangement like this was so novel, the
government insisted that the bank maintain a £200,000 gold reserve to back up its bills and
notes, believing this would reassure the public as to their solidity. As essential as this metallic
reserve was, it was the circulation of a privately produced paper currency based on public
debt that revolutionized the production of money.

No actual cash changed hands, therefore, in the bank’s loan to the government. Instead, it
handed over bills that paid interest, alongside notes that did not. In return, it received
Exchequer tallies—wooden tokens representing as-yet-uncollected tax revenues. These had
been used since the fourteenth century and could be transferred in payment of debts and
taxes.24 The government proceeded to use the bank’s interest-bearing bills and notes to pay
for military goods and services. Those who received them thus displayed confidence (a) that
the bank would redeem them for silver or gold coinage if requested; (b) that the government
would pay the bank the interest on its loan (at a rate of 8 percent); and (c) that for both those
reasons, others would accept the bank’s paper promises as means of payment. Then in 1698,
the government started to accept the bank’s paper instruments in payment of taxes. This was
decisive. After all, anyone expecting to pay taxes could now receive banknotes and bills with
full confidence that they and others could always dispose of them as tax payments to the
state. In practical terms, this made bills issued by a private bank full-fledged money, even
though they did not formally become legal tender for another 135 years. And it meant that the
bank’s bills and notes became an indispensable part of the money supply.

Year after year, decade after decade, as it provided more finance to the Crown, the bank
acquired enhanced powers: to issue notes as legal tender (first to the treasury and then more
generally); to enjoy a monopoly on the issue of such notes; to have the forgery of its notes
subject to the death penalty, just like the king’s coinage; to have its property exempted from
taxation; and to serve as the official agent for the exchange of bills issued by the Exchequer.



No longer simply an investment trust for a public loan, in just a few decades the bank had
become the pivot upon which both public and private finance turned. It was the principal
lender to the state and the supplier of liquidity to the financial system as a whole.

Let us underline what this means. A private financial institution, the Bank of England,
was issuing IOUs based on government debt and backed by future taxes. These paper IOUs
then circulated as the privately produced money of the realm. Moreover, the social validity of
these (privately produced) public debt notes was determined by impersonal markets, not the
king’s mints. The financial viability of these IOUs to the government depended, first, on the
willingness of private investors to buy a share of the bank’s loans to the state—that is, to
“purchase” the public debt notes the bank was selling by investing in its shares. This
required, secondly, investor confidence that the Crown would honor its debt payments to
owners of bank stock. Everything rested, after all, on the government’s use of its tax revenues
to honor these debts. In the spirit of the Case of the Bankers, the Crown was now being held
to the same market rules as any individual borrower. The state was thus becoming “more
abstract and disembodied,”25 governed by the disciplines of bourgeois power. And these were
determined in the depersonalized sphere of financial transactions, where Bank of England
stock changed hands in the same way as the shares of the East India or Royal African
Companies: according to assessments of risk, credibility, and profitability. Private financial
markets had inserted themselves as the foundation of public finance. Henceforth, the making
of money would be inextricably tethered to market processes and dynamics.

All of this made it possible for the government’s promises to pay, represented by bills and
notes issued by the bank, to circulate as money. This meant that certificates of government
debt were functioning as cash. Perhaps it did not look quite this way, so long as interest-
bearing bills predominated among the paper instruments issued by the bank. Recipients of
these could have said they did so because the potential profit outweighed the risk. But notes
were the key to the emerging financial architecture of English capitalism, and they soon
sidelined interest-bearing bills, which were not issued subsequent to 1716, barely more than
twenty years after the bank was launched. Since they did not pay interest, Bank of England
notes did not circulate as investments. They were, however, readily received as means of
exchange and payment, and were held as stores of value. What, then, was the basis of these
banknotes? In the first instance, they represented nothing more than the credit of the
government. But this credit was now validated in private financial markets. Ultimately, these
notes were good so long as the government made its debt payments to the bank. Any move by
the state to default on its loans would have immediately driven down the value of bank shares
and the notes tied to them, and it would have created a flight to other stores of value, such as
gold and silver coins or bullion. But so long as government honored its debts, and so long as
financial markets upheld the good credit of the government, a banknote that represented
nothing more than a loan to the government could circulate as a universal equivalent for all
goods and payments. The foundation of bank money was thus the future revenues of the state;
and notes issued by the bank represented a fiduciary money built upon public credit.

This temporal shift in the foundation of money is at the heart of the revolution in finance
that generated money’s second modular form—just as it is linked to new practices of
speculation, and the bubbles and crises that derive from them.

The Athenian owl had been based upon past labor, that of enslaved people in the Laurion
silver mines. Bank of England notes, however, carried an index of future labor, not past work.
They denoted a slice of social wealth (derived from labor) that would find its way to the state
in the form of taxes. To be sure, the bank agreed in principle to exchange its notes for silver
or gold coin. Yet, the bank’s precious metal reserves amounted to merely 12 to 15 percent of
its money stock. In practical terms, its commitment was viable only insofar as most people



did not exercise this right. In the circular flows of economic life, paper currency revolved on
the government’s use of future tax revenues to meet the interest payments on its past debts.26

A failure of government to honor that commitment—precisely what had been at issue with
the Stop of the Exchequer two decades earlier—would now have induced a rush to exchange
banknotes for gold and silver, which would have quickly become unsustainable.

What backstopped banknotes, at least within the domestic economy, was “the sound
functioning of the fiscal system.”27 And whether the functioning was “sound” was
determined by private investors acting in impersonal financial markets. All of this was, of
course, a work in progress, one that proceeded by fits and starts, including a profound
monetary crisis in 1696–98. Nevertheless, as England’s rulers imposed the disciplines of
financial markets on the Hanoverian monarchs, they also granted them, subject to
parliamentary consent, the powers of taxation required to finance a century of war. An
unwavering commitment to honoring its debts thus allowed the British state to establish
sovereignty over the disposal of military force. This was a dramatic shift from the situation a
mere twenty-five years earlier, at the end of the Third Dutch War in 1674, when the accounts
of the Customs and Excise branches, which made up four-fifths of state revenues, were a full
year in deficit. So fragile at that time was confidence in the government’s commitment to pay
back its debts that tallies—wooden markers of loans to the state—were being resold at a 30
percent discount. Wages of sailors and dockworkers in government service were up to a year
and a half in arrears.28 These problems did not derive principally from administrative
inefficiency; they had more to do with battered confidence in the Stuart monarchy’s
commitment to its debts, and with the reluctance of Parliament to grant taxes that might
encourage absolutist tendencies toward monarchical independence. Parliament, the political
institution of England’s landed gentlemen, merchants, and manufacturers, had first to trust
that the Crown honored the dual constraints imposed on its authority by Parliament and the
private market. Only then was it prepared to authorize a sufficient—indeed, a sufficiently
growing—flow of taxes. And that flow of tax revenues was what inspired public confidence
in the financial pledges of the state. A basis in paper pledges grounded in future taxes from
future labor thus comprises the foundation of bourgeois finance, and of money’s second
modal form.

This is not to deny that credit instruments, such as private and public debts, had assumed
a strategic role in the financial system. Bank of England notes were, after all, a form of
private credit money backed by the state. These were augmented by notes issued by country
banks alongside a variety of forms of private credit money, such as bills of exchange. It was
an enormous innovation in monetary affairs for the most credible IOUs, those of the Bank of
England, to become a universal equivalent. But these did not float independently of the world
of labor and production. Rather than mere fetishes of the imagination, these notes were
grounded in the political economy of public credit. Like shares in the bank, which made the
original war loan possible, banknotes were underwritten by that share of the national wealth
taken by government in taxes. A basic confusion is thus in play when eminent political
theorist J. G. A. Pocock writes that with investment in the national debt, “property … has
ceased to be real and has become not merely mobile but imaginary.”29 A similar critical
failure is at work when literary critic Patrick Brantlinger says of early modern English
finance that “the economic base, or mode of production” of modern societies resides “in the
form of a financial abyss rather than of a positive, material economic force.”30 For,
dematerialized as credit monies and other financial instruments appear to be, they remain
intricately hitched to the world of bodies and their labors—and of the connections of these to
the state. To decipher this, however, involves critical work of defetishization. Let me
demonstrate this at the most rudimentary level: that of taxation.



A considerable merit of studies on the political economy of British taxation is the attention
they direct to what underpinned the national debt. Rather than residing upon an abyss, state
finance in Britain rested atop a tremendously efficient machinery of taxation.

It is often forgotten that the early loans made by the Bank of England were guaranteed by
government commitments to finance their interest payments out of specific revenue funds.
Those who subscribed to the original £1.2 million loan, for instance, were promised a tax-free
“perpetual Fund of Interest” derived from the ships’ tonnage and liquor duties.31 The
£300,000 loan of February 1695 was secured against Customs duties. In fact, until the
American War of (1775–83), the share of government borrowing that was not specifically
funded from government revenues declined steadily across the eighteenth century.32

Bourgeois state as this now was, not a single interest payment was missed. And the revenues
for these payments came from somewhere beyond the void.

Unless we recognize this, the entire financial and monetary revolution after 1689 appears,
as it did to some contemporaries, as a work of alchemy, a mere conjurer’s trick. After all,
long-term public debt rose from around £2 million pounds in 1688 to £834 million in the
1820s. This is an astronomical increase, and it sent critics into paroxysms of panic about
monstrous debt consuming the whole of society. The trick with a perpetual debt, however, is
that investors must simply receive their expected interest payments on a regular basis (and
also that they should be able to easily sell the securities they hold based on that debt). This
requires that government has the actual revenues—deducted from national wealth—with
which to make those debt payments. Most decidedly, they did. By the time of the Napoleonic
Wars (1803–15), the British state was taking in thirty-two times as much in taxes as it had
under Charles I.33 This was the “positive, material economic force” that made possible a
rapidly growing permanent public debt. It is why Marx identified “heavy taxation” as one of
the elements of primitive accumulation. Figure 4.1 gives us a first clue as to how this new
financial system operated by tracing the tremendous growth in the government’s tax revenues
after the 1680s.



Figure 4.1: Growth of English State Revenues, 1475–1820 (as expressed in £00,000 of government spending per year,
measured in constant prices 1451–75)

Source: British Parliamentary Papers, vol. 35; data prepared by P. O’Brien and P.A Hunt, in European State Finance
Database: http://www.esfdb.org/table.aspx?resourceid=11192

It is worth stressing, as well, that the English were especially heavily taxed. By the first
quarter of the eighteenth century, they were paying more than twice as much as were the
French per capita. By the 1780s, they were paying nearly three times as much.34 Clearly,
then, the representatives of the English ruling class who assembled in Parliament did not
oppose taxes. But they would authorize them only to a regime that demonstrated
accountability to financial markets, the investors who dominated them, and their class
representatives in Parliament. Figure 4.2 illustrates the British trend with respect to taxation
per head. Again, we observe that the crucial transition occurred late in the seventeenth
century.

Figure 4.2: Growth of English State Revenues Per Capita, 1451–1815

Source: British Parliamentary Papers, vol. 35; data prepared by P. O’Brien and P.A. Hunt, in European State Finance
Database: http://www.esfdb.org/table.aspx?resourceid=11192

Increasingly, the state’s tax income was derived from the customs and excise taxes, rather
than levies on landed wealth.35 These revenues were granted in large measure because they
were funding capitalist expansionism, not courtly extravagance. It was war, the foundation of
foreign trade and colonization, that drove the ever-rising budgets of the state. Throughout the
eighteenth century, current military expenditures plus spending on debts from past wars
consumed between 75 and 85 percent of total public expenditure.36 By any reasonable
definition, this was a fiscal-military state?37
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Of course, bank money brought new instabilities in its wake. As I have shown, there is a
speculative element involved in any financial instrument whose foundation is future wealth.
Since the future is inherently unknowable, risk and uncertainty enter into the very modular
form of modern bank money. Of course, this is inherent in all fantastic wagers on the future,
from the Dutch tulip mania of the 1630s to England’s South Sea Bubble three-quarters of a
century later (to which I return below). But modern bank money, only loosely constrained by
precious metal, can fuel such speculative ventures. There is an inherent risk that paper money
can proliferate out of all proportion to the past labor (precious metals) or the future labor (in
the form of anticipated government revenues) that are its vital underpinnings. It was precisely
this that happened to Chinese paper money, which regularly went through massive collapses
in value. Lawmakers were thus concerned to contain overproduction of paper currency, as
well as financial manias. They also had to reckon with the fact that the mass of the population
still lived and moved in an economic universe dominated by coins, not bills and notes. To
build confidence in the new monetary and financial arrangements of the late seventeenth
century, political figures not only endeavored to lock in government’s responsibility to honor
its contractual obligations. They also sought to ground bank money in gold, because of both
its popular acceptance and its role in international payments. Insistence on the contractual
obligations of the monarch and the need to anchor money in precious metal figure
prominently in the interventions of that most bourgeois of philosophers, John Locke, during
the raging debates about money in the 1690s.

Newton to Locke: Coins, the Death Penalty, and World Money
Revolutions proceed through crises. The same was true of the monetary revolution associated
with the Bank of England. In fact, within a year or two of the creation of the bank—in the
midst of an escalating war with France—the country was staggered by a near collapse of the
monetary system. The bank certainly played a role in resolving this crisis, but so did a
massive overhaul of the coinage that involved John Locke, Isaac Newton, and the death
penalty.

England had long endured a scarcity of coins, and this only became worse with the rise of
capitalism. Embedded in the first modular form of money, the monetary system of early
modern England was utterly reliant on metallic coinage. Yet, as the economy grew rapidly
from the middle of the sixteenth century, and as marketization rapidly escalated, scarcity of
money became acute. One historian estimates that demand for coins soared 500 percent
between 1540 and 1600, while the supply grew by just a shade more than 60 percent.38

Throughout the 1620s, some of the most perceptive economic writers of the time—Thomas
Mun, Gerard de Malynes, and Edward Misselden—all addressed the shortage of money,
generally focusing on the need for a favorable balance of trade to attract silver and gold that
could be minted into coins.39 Given the dearth of cash, the people of England increasingly
resorted to credit to conduct the commerce of everyday life. This involved everything from a
working-class household’s debt with the butcher to sales credit, loans, and circulating bills of
exchange among merchants and manufacturers. One economic historian suggests that in the
first half of the seventeenth century, eleven times as many transactions were conducted by
credit as by coins.40 Yet, while credit oiled the wheels of commerce, it could not substitute
for legal tender. Few credit instruments had wide circulation, and final payment still had to be
made with metallic coins. Paper monies, too, a variety of which were in circulation, rarely
served as means of final payment until Bank of England notes achieved that status around the
middle of the eighteenth century.41 Facing a shortage of coins from the middle of the
seventeenth century on, manufacturers often produced monetary tokens of their own—



normally in small denominations like half pence—for payment of wages, and to lubricate
local markets. Town councils also got into the act in order to stimulate economic activity.
Tokens usually mimicked coins in being round, but could be made of anything from leather
and copper to tin and lead. By the 1660s, over thirty-five hundred token manufacturers appear
to have been active in the City of London alone.42

This was a fragile monetary system, stitched together by webs of credit, bills, and notes
that lacked legal tender status, joined to a proliferation of localized tokens. In good times, it
might hold together clumsily. But it was prone to dislocations. And nothing dislocates like
war.

The supply of armies in foreign lands, as Hobbes reminds us, required payment in an
accepted form of world money. In the late seventeenth century, that meant gold and silver
bullion, or coins minted from those metals. As the war with France expanded after 1689, so
did England’s army and navy. Fighting as they were in foreign lands and waters, it was
necessary to remit money across borders. England’s massive subsidies to its allies required
additional cross-border remittances—a sort of payment for mercenaries. As state
expenditures rose by 50 percent in the course of a mere three years (1691–92 to 1694–95), so
too did outflows of silver and gold. Meanwhile, as precious metals flowed outward, inflows
slumped as the war disrupted trade patterns and cut into Britain’s earnings from exports. A
growing gap thus developed due to war-induced drainages of silver and gold, on the one
hand, and declining inflows due to disrupted trade, on the other. To make matters worse,
England’s silver coins had been significantly degraded over the decades, as clippers trimmed
away small quantities of metal and then returned the clipped coins to general circulation. By
the early 1690s, coins contained perhaps 20 percent less silver than their official weight
dictated. As a result, they were accepted in foreign markets at a 15 to 20 percent discount
below face value. Yet, this meant that even more silver and gold—15 to 20 percent more—
had to be shipped out to pay for war.

All of this was further compounded by the fact that the English mint, for reasons I leave
aside, undervalued silver by pricing it below the market rate. This eliminated any financial
incentive for individuals to bring in the metal for minting, since it could fetch a higher price
elsewhere. English holders of silver were thus incentivized to ship it overseas for sale and/or
conversion for gold. This put the monetary system in a fatal loop. As exports of silver made
the desperate shortage of money even worse, this only encouraged the practice of clipping
silver coinage—which was a simple matter before coins with milled edges became common
—so as to melt down even more of the stuff for export. London goldsmiths estimated in 1690
that silver was being shipped from London to metal dealers in Holland and France at a rate of
nearly fifty thousand ounces per month.43 Worse, the more silver a coin contained, the more
likely it was to be hoarded and/or melted down for export, since degraded coins did fine as
means of everyday exchange and payment, encouraging people to hold back the highest-
quality ones. Consequently, only the oldest and most worn coins tended to stay in circulation.
By 1695 many English coins had lost as much as half of their silver content due to clipping
and long-term wear.44 Inevitably, as export and clipping of silver exacerbated the severe
shortage of coinage and combined with the economic dislocations brought on by war, prices
soared. At this point it was obvious that the English monetary system was on the verge of a
disastrous collapse brought on by war finance, rocketing overseas remittances, and an
epidemic of clipping. This was the urgent context for the Great Recoinage of 1696.



Parliament had been investigating and debating the state of the coinage since 1691. Many
commentators, including William Lowndes, secretary of the treasury for more than a quarter
century, advocated a devaluation of English coins that would acknowledge their diminished
silver content without altering their nominal value. A devaluation along these lines would
have meant the British pound being represented by about one-fifth less silver. In the pamphlet
literature on the issue, Locke emerged as the preeminent critic of this strategy. He advocated
instead for a recoinage of silver at the prevailing legal standard—that is to say, with its metal
content restored to its former level. In early 1696, Parliament adopted the policy of the
“Locke party”: calling in all English coins in stages and reminting the entire coinage to
restore its previous metallic content as established by law. I will examine Locke’s theoretical
arguments against devaluation shortly. But first let us consider the role of Locke’s friend,
Isaac Newton, in the overhaul of the English monetary system.45

In the early stages of the recoinage, and amid the parliamentary furor over clipping and
counterfeiting, Locke secured Newton’s appointment as warden of the London Mint. Three
years later, he was promoted to master of the mint, a position that he retained until his death
in 1727, and one that made him a wealthy man. While these were typically patronage
appointments requiring little real service, Newton assumed his duties with gusto, particularly
his obligation to seek out and prosecute those guilty of counterfeiting and clipping coins, both
capital crimes. Armed with the death penalty as his ultimate weapon, the great physicist went
on an obsessive campaign against clippers and counterfeiters. He organized a network of
spies and personally traveled to inns, taverns, and prisons, often in disguise, to pursue
forgers. And having nabbed them, he did not let up. As one apologetic scholar conceded,
Newton “was disinclined to mercy.”46 Indeed he was. During his first three years at the mint,
Newton imprisoned more than one hundred alleged clippers and counterfeiters. And in his
first year alone, at least fifteen people were executed in London for coinage-related crimes.47

Had state terror been enough to reform the coinage, Newton might have carried it off single-
handedly. Alas, more was required, including a revolution in the technology of minting, and
raising the purity and uniformity of the coinage—another area in which Newton proved
himself a fervently devoted master of the mint.

Locke, too, was an advocate of thanatocracy, to use radical historian Peter Linebaugh’s
apt term for a state that rules through capital punishment.48 He fully shared Newton’s deadly
animus toward clippers, declaring they did more damage to England “than all the forces of
our enemies could do”—and this at a time when the country’s soldiers and sailors were dying
at the hands of the French.49 He joined to this animus a cruel determination to inscribe the
rule of capitalist markets on the bodies of the poor. This might mean hanging in the case of
clippers, or whipping children and abducting them from their impoverished parents—all of
which he advocated. The philosopher’s brief on the Poor Law, prepared in 1697 for the
commissioners of Trade and Plantations, is a case in point. As political theorist Neal Wood
noted, “Little of Christian charity or compassion for the less fortunate can be found in this
unusually harsh document.”50 Instead, Locke proposed that boys and girls caught begging
outside their parish without a pass should be seized and placed in workhouse “schools,”
where they were to be “soundly whipped and kept at work till evening.” Children between
ages three and fourteen with parents on poor relief were to be removed to workhouses.
Anyone caught begging outside their parish with a counterfeit pass was to have their ears cut
off on first offense and to be transported to the colonies on second offense. Locke’s proposals
heap abuse on the poor, denouncing them as “begging drones,” “idle vagabonds,” and the
like.51 As in his political philosophy, the state that protects the liberties of property—for that
is the true Lockean commitment—is seen as doubly threatened. From below, it is endangered
by the rabble, represented in this case by clippers and counterfeiters. From above, it is



vulnerable to the machinations of government officials inclined to manipulate the currency.
Just as Newton had devised a strategy for suppressing the menace from below, Locke’s
interventions in the recoinage debate tackled the threat from above.

It is often imagined that Locke’s campaign to restore the full silver content of the coinage
represented a kind of fetishism of precious metals. It is sometimes claimed that this prevented
the philosopher from grasping that the nominal value of, say, an English shilling need not
have corresponded perfectly with a specific amount of silver.52 But this is to misunderstand
the social basis of Locke’s argument, which pivoted on the need for all economic transactions
and contracts to be underpinned by a stable measure of value. Anyone who enters an
economic contract, be they a wealthy landlord or a day laborer, does so on the assumption
that the monetary amounts stipulated will not be arbitrarily altered by government, he argued.
To revise the value of the coinage, as the secretary of the treasury proposed to do in
recommending a reduction by 20 percent of the silver content of English coins, is to act as if
“the mint should coin clipped money.”53 Any such alteration in the value of coins—be it by
government contrivance or illicit clipping—blatantly “defrauds” individuals and, by
disrupting value relations, sows “confusion” in the market. Just like Charles II’s Stop of the
Exchequer, devaluation violates the tacit consent that underpins contracts and thus constitutes
an “injury done to the public faith”—that is, to the confidence of economic agents in the
reliability of monetary valuations, from the prices of goods and properties to the sums set out
in contracts.54 Locke has here made public confidence, or “faith,” in contractual obligations
decisive. It is true, he readily concedes, that the actual amount of silver designated by the
word pound or shilling is a convention, not something given by nature. But once this
“imaginary value” is established “by general consent,” then trust in it “is the great bond of
society.”55 To arbitrarily alter a value established by consent is to rupture the social contract
that binds people in a political community.

Locke’s opposition to revising the metallic content of money thus had little to do with his
being mesmerized by the “intrinsic value” of silver or gold as things in themselves. He
clearly recognized the conventionality of specific monetary denominations. What he opposed
was the idea that any agent, be it the state or the clipper, has a unilateral right to change
established economic ratios. It is, for Locke, as if one party should try to change the terms of
contracts after rents, prices, and rates of interest have been agreed. By preserving the metallic
standard of the coinage, government publicly declares that values established by consent are
independent of the whims of monarchs and statesmen, and that they should rest upon the
impersonal forces of the market. To be sure, this position favored the interests of landlords
(whose rents are usually locked into long-term contracts), or those who have lent money at
interest. Similarly, it disfavored renters and borrowers, for whom devaluation would mean
being able to pay back less precious metal (although the same nominal amount of money) to
fulfill their contracts. Yet, as much as he clearly favored certain interests, Locke’s argument
was of a more general nature. He was seeking to safeguard property, money, and market
relations by grounding them in social relations that are constituted prior to government and
political society. For him, the state is meant to protect these pre-political relations—not to
alter them.

Locke added a further wrinkle by arguing that the impersonal power of the market is
enacted most decisively at the global level. To be sure, clipped or devalued money can
function within the boundaries of national territory, as when the king accepts it for taxes or
the landlord for rent. In an enclosed, autarkic economy, nominalism—the conferral of the
name shilling or pound on whatever amount of silver we choose—might be viable: “And this
perhaps would do well enough, if our money and trade were to circulate amongst ourselves,
and we had no commerce with the rest of the world.”56 But there is no reason, insists Locke,



to believe that economic actors in foreign markets will accept less silver from us for their
“salt, wine, oil, silk,” and so on, simply because we rename our coin at a higher value than in
the past.57 For any economy “that hath open commerce with the rest of the world,” what
governs the value of money is “the universal trade of the world.”58 Asserting that world
market relations are dominant over nation-states, Locke affirmed the priority of world money,
a priority that was practically demonstrated in the operation of high-quality gold and silver as
means of international payment.59 Locke’s underlying assumption was that governments have
no more right to interfere with the natural laws of money than they do with inherent rights to
property. In his political-economic writings of the 1690s, as political philosopher George
Caffentzis notes, Locke thus located “in the universality of money (not in the pretensions of
domestic ‘projectors’ or ‘divine monarchs’) the driving logical and social force of his day.”60

By identifying the universality of money, or what Marx will call world money, as of a
higher order than the state, Locke implicitly identified the capitalist world market as the
cornerstone of modernity. He thereby broke from the conceptual framing of money as a
creature of the nation-state, insisting that money is governed by “the universal trade of the
world.” Rather than the blood of the commonwealth, Locke identified money as the blood of
world commerce. In so doing, he intuited that bourgeois society must ultimately be
understood as a global totality, and world money and the world market as its most concrete,
universal incarnations.

It is this insight that defines the “Locke party” of the 1690s, a current that included Isaac
Newton, who became a Whig member of Parliament in the immediate aftermath of the
Glorious Revolution of 1688–89.61 Of course, the cosmopolitanism of this Whig camp was
an entirely bourgeois one. Indeed, it was defined by an unflinching commitment to English
colonialism and the slave trade. The young Locke, for instance, was among the earliest
investors in the first British company devoted to slaving, the Royal Adventurers into Africa,
which was given a monopoly on the English slave trade. Then, after the Adventurers were
succeeded in 1672 by the Royal African Company, Locke bought four hundred pounds of its
stock in 1674, an investment he increased by another two hundred pounds a year later.62

Newton, made wealthy by his years at the mint, would follow his friend’s lead, becoming a
considerable investor in the South Sea Company, which acquired the famous monopoly, the
asiento, on the sale and transport of enslaved Africans to Spain’s New World colonies.

If slavery did not perturb these great English liberals, neither did colonialism, as is
evident in Locke’s 1696 appointment to the new Board of Trade and Plantations, in which
body he quickly established himself as the driving force.63 To the consternation of one of his
biographers, Locke wholeheartedly promoted colonial domination (and denial of the right to
self-government) in England’s American colonies and in Ireland.64 In fact, Locke’s
commitment to both colonialism and slavery extended back to at least 1669, when he served
as secretary to the Lords Proprietors of Carolina, in which capacity he ardently recommended
slavery for the new colony—perhaps unsurprising in light of his personal investments in the
trade in enslaved Africans. Members of the Locke party were also among the most fervent
supporters of England’s wars for imperial power, whose finance was the very raison d’être of
the Bank of England—itself effectively a Whig institution, and one in which Locke was also
an early investor.65 Here again we return to the integral link between money and blood. If
capital does indeed come into the world “dripping in blood and dirt,” as Marx urged, then so
did its intellectual companion, liberalism, in the form of its most famous English exponent.
And this Lockean nexus of money–slavery–colonialism was at the heart of liberal political
philosophy in England.



Money, Power, and Enslaved People: Locke on Persons as Things
To suggest that this nexus is at the heart of Locke’s political philosophy is not merely to refer
to the facts of his biography. It is also to point toward crucial arguments developed in both
his political economy and his political theory. In particular, it is to claim that rather than
rights in general, classical liberalism is constructed as a defense of the rights of property—
including to property in persons.

Without a doubt, the facts of Locke’s biography predisposed him to support for slavery.
We have already noted his direct investments in slaving. Similarly, the first English colony in
Carolina—created by Locke’s patron, the First Earl of Shaftesbury—not only became
embroiled in conflicts with indigenous peoples, but also enslaved them. In fact, one historian
suggests that colonists in South Carolina became “the Indian slave traders of the North
American continent.”66 Shaftesbury, who is credited with a major influence on Locke’s
political development, quickly invested in this trade in enslaved Indians. It is especially
instructive that by the mid-1670s, the colonists were “portraying their slaves as captives taken
in just wars.”67 This defense was little more than colonial apologetics, offering a veil of
legitimacy for a project of violent displacement of indigenous peoples. After all, the classic
“just war” theory urged that only wars of self-defense against aggression were morally
legitimate. It was obviously disingenuous to suggest that New World colonizers were
innocently enslaving people as they defended themselves against unprovoked aggression.
There were, however, wars between colonizers and indigenous peoples to which they could
point, even if there was nothing “just” about them. When it came to enslaving Africans, the
just war argument was blatantly absurd. After all, the Africans bought and sold by the Royal
African Company—in which, let us recall, both Locke and Shaftesbury were investors—had
not been at war with Englishmen. Yet this did not deter Locke, when designing a constitution
for Shaftesbury’s new colony, from recommending that slave owners in Carolina should have
“absolute power and authority” over their enslaved Africans.68 How did he justify this
position?

Let us answer this by beginning with Locke’s famous opposition to the “patriarchal”
argument for the origin of government, according to which earthly power derived from God’s
bestowal of authority to Adam as the first man. This line of argument, advanced by Robert
Filmer, served as a defense of monarchical absolutism. God gave sovereignty on earth to
Adam as the first man, the original patriarch, Filmer had insisted, and all kingly power
descended from that godly gift.69 As an anti-absolutist—that is, a writer concerned to protect
the rights of men of property against arbitrary authority—Locke needed a different account of
property and power. After all, to grant that all political authority descended from God’s
bestowal of kingly power on earth to Adam seemed to make any defiance of monarchs sinful.
Yet, if power did not derive from God via Adam, this raised the subversive prospect that all
persons were equal before God; that God had not created any original distinctions among
persons. But Locke was certainly no egalitarian.70 What Locke needed, therefore, was an
alternative account of legitimate power and inequality among men. The attempt he makes in
his First Treatise of Government (composed in 1681) is intriguing, as Locke counterposes to
the Adamic account a “new way” to power, derived from money. Social power, he argues,
attaches itself to those who dispose of money on a large scale. This is so much the case that a
West Indian planter might have “318 Men in his Family without being Heir to Adam.” While
some of these people will be sons and friends, the majority will be “bought Men and Maid
Servants” along with “Soldiers under Pay, or Slaves bought with Money.” So, there is a
source of earthly power—money—that does not go back to God’s creation of the world. With
money (which he innovatively linked to labor and property in his Second Treatise) men can



buy the services of others. Money thus buys men, just as it purchases goods, and Locke has
no compunctions about domination of such persons, instructing us that the Master’s “Title to
the Power … whether over Slaves or Horses was only from his Purchase” (First Treatise;
11.130, 131, 130).71

“Only from his Purchase”: this is the key to Locke’s political theory and his political
economy. Confronted by the apparent contradiction of a liberal individualist who condones
enslavement, one commentator has suggested that Locke had “a kink in his head” when it
came to American slavery.72 True. But there is a systematic logic to this kink: it is the ratio
of the monetary abstraction, a logic that reduces all that can be bought to objects of
ownership, to possessions. It is the commodity-economic logic of emergent capitalism,
extended across the board. Money detaches goods, including humans, from concrete
sentience and chains of individual meaning, inserting them in a network of abstraction, of
quantitative equivalences. Items of monetary value lose their qualitative being in order to
appear as mere quantities of exchange value. So committed was Locke to the rights of
property acquired by money that he had no difficulty extending the commodity logic of
reification to persons, who now effectively became things. How else to explain the apparent
ontological confusion of his Second Treatise, which claims the “Turfs my Servant has cut” as
the product of “my labour” (5.28, my emphasis)? For Locke, once I have bought the servant
(as slave), or the labor power of a wage-earning “drudge,” their work and its products belong
to me, the purchaser. Because money is ostensibly an extension of my body, it embraces all
that I purchase, making me master of them. Money even makes persons mine, either
permanently or temporarily. Via the magic of money, my bodily powers now extend to the
bodies of others, enabling me to “walk with the feet of other people.”

Locke may indeed have been a possessive individualist, as C. B. Macpherson famously
proposed. Without doubt he was a theorist of possessed individuals.73 Locke did not flinch,
after all, before the fact that money had acquired demonic properties—his “new way” to
power—that conferred dominion over, even ownership of, persons.74 How else do we explain
his investments in the trade in enslaved Africans? By the 1680s, the alienated logic of the
monetary abstraction that saturated the philosopher’s thought had widely pervaded English
society. We see it at work in John Bunyan’s hugely influential allegorical work, The
Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), with its depiction of Vanity Fair, a place where “all such
merchandise [are] sold, as houses, lands, trades, places, honours, preferments, titles,
countries, kingdoms, lusts, pleasures, and delights of all sorts, as whores, bawds, wives,
husbands, children, masters, servants, lives, blood, bodies, souls, silver, gold, pearls, precious
stones, and whatnot.”75

Locke not only accepted these powers of money; he endorsed them. And this enabled him
to justify commercial slavery in defiance of the principles of natural liberty he elsewhere
advanced. It is entirely possible that Locke was so dedicated to monetary power that he failed
to see that when it was extended to power over persons, it produced a state of slavery that
violated his own liberal principles of the “natural liberty” of persons. Yet, this is another way
of saying that rights of property and the powers of money were foundational to his liberal
principles, and undercut his other commitments. The drift of Locke’s argument, therefore, is
to establish a new, modern defense of slavery, grounded in the power of money, and not
merely in the just war doctrine that he incoherently invoked. In the argumentative logic at
work in Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, it was entirely reasonable that “servants,
lives, blood, bodies, souls” should be bought and sold in much the same way as were houses
or pearls. And they were—on ever-growing scales, as monetary power was extended across
the oceans, sweeping millions of Africans into its vortex.



“Traffickers in Human Blood”: Atlantic Slavery and English Liberalism

But is it not notorious to the whole World, that the Business of Planting in our British
Colonies, as well as in the French, is carried on by the Labour of Negroes, imported
thither from Africa? Are we not indebted to that valuable People, the Africans, for our
Sugars, Tobaccoes, Rice, Rum, and all other Plantation Produce? And the greater the
Number of Negroes imported into our Colonies, from Africa, will not the Exportation
of British Manufactures among the Africans be in Proportion; they being paid for in
such Commodities only?

—Malachy Postlethwayte, 174576

Had they been able to look back a century or two later, most early English colonizers would
have been surprised by an eighteenth-century colonial empire that resembled “a magnificent
superstructure of American commerce and naval power, on an African foundation” as
Postlethwayte puts it in another passage from the text quoted above.77 To be sure, the vast
majority of them displayed no qualms about the trade in captured Africans. But few of these
early “adventurers” imagined colonies built on the labor of enslaved Africans. Yet, this was
the ultimate logic of what the purchasers were doing; they were, after all, selling bearers of
human labor power. An exclusive focus on the triangular trade—British goods to Africa,
enslaved Africans to the New World, New World goods to Britain—can tend to leave us in
an abstracted sphere of exchange. Yet, New World goods had first to be produced. And it was
increasingly the labor of bonded Africans that did the producing. By attending to the New
World labors of enslaved Africans, we are directed to the commodities they produced and the
fortunes they created for their owners.

As we have already observed, early modern Europeans initially plundered Africa and the
New World largely for gold. For a long time, enslaved people were a secondary matter. The
1660 charter of the Company of Royal Adventurers, which enjoyed monopoly trading rights
in Africa, stipulated that it comprised “undertakers in discovering the golden mines and the
setting of plantations there.”78 Sixty years later, agents for the Royal African Company were
still focused on gold, but enslaved people had become a principal commodity for procuring it.
Only in the eighteenth century did the value of enslaved people exported from Africa exceed
that of gold. Yet, even then, enslaved Africans were for the sellers primarily a means to gold.
Humphrey Morice, England’s greatest slave merchant of the 1720s, regularly instructed his
slave captains to turn their “Cargoe of Goods and Negroes into Gold” as quickly as
possible.79 We shall meet Morice again in his capacity as a governor of the Bank of England.

Colonization required settlers. There was no way to establish outposts, forts, trading
stations, mines, and plantations without on-the-ground colonists. Even if indigenous people
were to be mobilized as forced labor—and colonizers tried this on a much larger scale than
historians have often appreciated80—Europeans would still be needed as soldiers,
supervisors, artisans, and so on. In fact, New World colonizers needed Europeans for further
purposes: as cheap labor, imported “drudges” who came under the guise of servants. These
“white” servants came from a variety of groups—poor children taken from their parents,
convicts, defeated Irish rebels, kidnapped youth, and poor people willing to sign contracts as
bonded (“indentured”) workers in exchange for food and passage to the Americas. And for
the first generation or two of colonization, indentured servants from Europe were the largest
source of immigrant labor to the American mainland and the Caribbean. Indeed, by 1650
enslaved Africans still accounted for just one in three migrants to the English Americas. And
in some areas, reliance on European servants would last considerably longer. Throughout the



eighteenth century, as many as two-thirds of Pennsylvania’s immigrants may have been white
indentured laborers.81 Eric Williams was thus largely right when he asserted, “Unfree labor in
the New World was brown, white, black and yellow; Catholic, Protestant and pagan.”82 But
that began to change, and change rapidly, from about 1660. Henceforth, unfree labor in the
Americas would be overwhelmingly African.

There are multiple reasons for the overriding shift to the purchase of enslaved Africans. A
critical one is that British wage rates appear to have risen in the second half of the
seventeenth century, thus reducing economic incentives for the poor to emigrate, and raising
the costs necessary to induce those indentured servants who did so.83 There is also some
evidence to suggest that around the same time, mortality rates began falling for those arriving
in the New World, making enslaved people more economically attractive to planters, who
could now expect more years of “returns” on their investment.84 In addition, with the
formation of the Royal African Company in 1672, British colonies began to receive a larger
supply of enslaved people. When we look beyond strictly economic calculations, there are
also indications that planters felt the need to differentiate (white) servants from (black)
enslaved people in order to undermine threats of unified resistance. Racially demarcating
bonded African labor decidedly enhanced social control, in part because it created a gulf
between different orders of poor laborers, thereby undermining their solidarity.85 So, as the
integrated plantation emerged as the most economically viable colonial system of production,
so did the Africanization and racial differentiation of the workforce. From the 1660s, we
enter a new era in European colonization of the Americas, one resting not only on escalating
purchases of enslaved Africans, but also on systematic racialization of them.

As we should by now expect, the Glorious Revolution gave a powerful fillip to the British
slave trade. Again, this had to do with war. Following every war from 1688 to 1763, Britain’s
share of the Atlantic slave trade expanded alongside its colonial and commercial activities.
Although the Atlantic slave trade lasted four centuries—from the 1440s to the 1830s—two-
thirds of the Africans sent to the New World were shipped between 1698 and 1807.86 And
during that century or so, no nation transported more enslaved people than Britain, and no
nation did so more efficiently and profitably. Using calculations of “total factor productivity,”
economic historians have shown that traders with the Royal African Company were at least
one-third more efficient than those who worked out of French slave ports. Logics of
measurement, efficiency, and profit per unit of investment enabled RAC traders to carry 50
percent more enslaved people per ton (ship size) and twice as many enslaved people per crew
member as did their French rivals.87 The English capitalist push for efficiencies did not falter
when it came to the sale of human captives.

This returns us to Locke, and to persons considered as things. In 1767 at Whydah, in the
Dahomey region of West Africa, an enslaved person could be bought for 25 guns, 40 iron
bars, 16 anchors of brandy (about 133 gallons), 200 pounds of gunpowder, ten long cloths,
and so on.88 These were commodity exchange ratios, which are simplified when money
becomes interchangeable with any good. Nonetheless, that leaves a problem: how to calculate
the relative values of enslaved people, who came in different shapes, sizes, ages, and sexes.
Here, slave traders developed standardized metrics. Portuguese and Spanish slavers used the
term pieces (piezas), or “pieces of Indies,” to this end. One “piece” referred to a fully
developed male seven palms high (about five feet tall), still relatively young and in good
health. Younger or older males, women and children, those of less robust stature or poorer
health would then be measured as fractions of a full “piece.” This abstract measure—the
piece—thus made every enslaved person commensurable and provided a common measure
for pricing, measuring of cargoes, and so on. We can see this logic of reification at work by
looking at two 1725 slave shipments to Buenos Aires by the English South Sea Company. In



one case, that of the ship Syrria, 437 enslaved people were supplied, assessed as equal to
almost 326 pieces. The Asiento, on the other hand, delivered 278 enslaved people, but
according to the official tally provided nearly 209 pieces. So, while 645 enslaved Africans
were sold from these two ships, traders received money for slightly fewer than 534 full
pieces, concrete persons having been translated into abstract units.89

The same quantifying abstraction underlay the procedure of British slave traders who
entered each enslaved person they purchased into their ledgers with successive numbers, as if
they had purchased units of the same thing.90 In the US South, about which I shall have more
to say in chapter 5, slave traders used a metric scale based on a “number one” enslaved
person (similar to a full “piece”), a second-rate one, and so on. They could then adjust for
“defects,” such as a filter on the eye, which, in the estimation of one nineteenth-century
slaver, would subtract between twenty-five and forty dollars from the price for an enslaved
girl. Through these procedures of standardization and differentiation, “traders turned people
into things and then into money.”91

Perhaps nothing illustrates the brutality of reification more dramatically than the
infamous episode of the Zong. The basic facts of this case are clear enough.92 In September
1781, the slave ship Zong, under the command of captain Luke Collingwood, departed from
the Guinea coast of Africa for Jamaica carrying 440 enslaved Africans and 17 white
crewmen. Naval incompetence and indescribable cruelty resulted in more than sixty Africans
perishing en route, alongside seven crew members. In addition, many more enslaved people
became ill. Realizing that the latter were “damaged goods” unlikely to fetch much in the
Jamaican market, Captain Collingwood decided to take advantage of the owners’ insurance
contract, under which enslaved people were insured for thirty pounds sterling per head. With
this in mind, he ordered that 133 Africans be tossed to their deaths in the sea, intent on
claiming that sickness and shortage of water made this a necessary emergency measure—
even though steady rain during the two days that preceded the executions of the last twenty-
six enslaved people had provided eleven days of full water allowance (and twice that many
days at half-water allowance). When the owners’ insurance claim was presented to the
underwriters in London, the latter refused to make payment, forcing a Guildhall court case in
March 1783. Without even leaving the court to deliberate, the jury found against the insurers,
ruling that they had an obligation to compensate the slave ship owners for the “property” lost
at sea. However, the underwriters appealed this judgement to the Court of King’s Bench,
where Lord Mansfield heard their case. Mansfield ordered a new trial—but not because of the
murderous behavior of Collingwood and his crew. Instead, he questioned whether the
circumstances aboard the Zong truly constituted a case of “necessity.” The morality of the
action was not at issue before the court, nor was a legal charge of murder. Solicitor General
John Lee, who appeared on behalf of the Zong’s owners, had boldly declared during the trial
that under English law “it has been decided … that a portion of our fellow-creatures may
become the subject of property. This therefore was a throwing overboard of goods.”
Mansfield basically concurred: “Though it shocks one very much, the case of slaves was the
same as if horses had been thrown overboard.”93

Let us bracket the question of cruelty toward animals. What stands out here is that
enslaved Africans were “the subject of property”—legal possessions, commodities. This is
the Lockean principle writ large: that an owner has “absolute power and authority” over what
he has purchased with money. When it comes to monetized goods, including persons, owners
have claims over them comparable to their rights to life and liberty. Through money, “our
fellow creatures may become the subject of property”—or, more accurately in non-legalistic
terms, objects of property. Indeed, what is most striking about eighteenth-century English
debates over the slave trade is that the dominant liberal position was to expand the trade by



ending the monopoly of the Royal African Company and opening it to all. Rather than the
rights of the enslaved, what bothered eighteenth-century liberals were the restrictions placed
on the freedom to buy and sell enslaved Africans.

From the standpoint of these liberal critics, the revolution of 1689 changed things for the
better. That very year, Parliament passed an act that allowed traders outside the Royal
African Company to buy and sell enslaved people. Interlopers had always been a nuisance for
the RAC, but now new entrants could legally practice the trade in exchange for a 10 percent
duty on all their exports to Africa, payable to the RAC. Known as the “ten percenters,” the
new players quickly came to dominate the trade, shipping seventy-five thousand enslaved
people in the first decade after the business was opened, more than four times the number
carried by RAC ships.94 Still, the free traders were not satisfied. They saw no reason that any
payments should be due to the company, and so they agitated for an end to all its privileges.
The RAC responded by hiring the political economist Charles Davenant and the novelist
Daniel Defoe to produce propaganda on its behalf. Yet, the tides were moving in favor of the
free traders. And, with no apparent sense of irony, they publicly equated the RAC monopoly
with slavery. The existence of trading monopolies represented “the Badges of a slavish
People,” declared one pamphleteer, while a Bristol trader proclaimed that “Monopolies in
Trade … were always esteem’d the greatest Badges of Slavery and Oppression.”95 Slavery
was thus defined as any hindrance on an Englishman’s right to trade … in slaves. Once again,
enslaved Africans were possessions; and possessions had no rights, unlike their owners.
Under the impact of these liberal arguments, the English slave trade was deregulated in 1712;
forty years later the RAC was defunct. In “freeing” the trade, the new entrants thereby also
enormously increased the number of Africans sold into bondage. Between 1700 and 1807,
British traders exported roughly two and a half million Africans to New World slavery.96 The
victory of liberal free traders meant dramatically more capture, trauma, enslavement, and
death for Africans—a horrific increase in blood for money.

Among the liberal slavers who spearheaded this “victory” were two wealthy and
influential Whigs prominently associated with the Bank of England: Gilbert Heathcote and
Humphrey Morice. Heathcote, a director of the bank for forty years, its governor for five, and
a member of Parliament for the better part of three decades, was said to be the wealthiest
commoner in England when he died in 1733, with an estimated worth of seven hundred
thousand pounds. In concert with his brothers, Heathcote was heavily involved in the colonial
trade with Jamaica (and later with the East Indies), agitated on behalf of free trade in African
slaves, and was a modest slaver himself.97 Much more heavily involved was Humphrey
Morice, “the foremost London slave merchant of his time,” who became a director of the
bank in 1716 and its governor in 1727–28. This slave merchant, too, was a member of
Parliament, holding a seat from 1713 until 1731. Morice’s slave ships accounted for nearly 10
percent of London’s capacity in the slave trade, transporting close to twenty thousand
Africans to the New World.98

We shall explore the relationship between slavery and English banking shortly. But
before proceeding, let us return to the case of the Zong. Because the enslaved Africans on the
ship were insured as commodities, one commentator has suggested that they comprised goods
with imaginary value. With insurance, says literary theorist Ian Baucom, simply to imagine
exchange “is to have created the value.” Value was generated, in other words, as soon as the
enslaved people were imagined as sellable. Under an insurance contract, therefore, the
economic values of enslaved people were constituted not through an actual exchange but
simply through the (imaginary) possibility of one. It follows, declares Baucom, that the value
debated in the court proceedings concerning the Zong was constituted through the circuit
“money–imagination–money” (rather than Marx’s famous general formula for capital,



money–commodity–money). Insurance, he insists, provided the “novel epistemology” for the
capitalist commodity form, which enabled the imagination “to bring a new world of objects
and values into existence.” Once this epistemology is in place, once this social imaginary is
consolidated, “an actual, literal exchange is no longer necessary.”99 The problems here are
manifold. To begin with, long since the rise of modern insurance, billions of actual
exchanges continue to take place on a daily basis. Yet, it is hard to see why this should be so
if the value has merely to be imagined to be realized. Moreover, this goes far beyond the role
of insurance, since prices are assigned to goods in stores, in menus, or online—all prior to
being sold. All these also acquire values in the imagination, irrespective of insurance. But
most crucially, the underpinning role of plantation labor to the traffic in enslaved people
entirely vanishes in Baucom’s account. The fixation on imaginary value ignores the vital fact
that the market values of enslaved people tracked the values of the commodities they
produced. Investment in an enslaved person was governed (in market terms) by the values—
in sugar, cotton, rice, coffee, tobacco, and so forth—that a “piece” could produce through its
labor over the course of a normal productive life span.

Rather than imaginary, the values of enslaved Africans were materially grounded in
generalized slave labor, that is, in the output that could be reasonably expected from an
average enslaved person at average productivity over an average working life (with
appropriate price adjustments being made around this norm based on size, age, strength, etc.).
When enslaved people were used as collateral for debts—which was incredibly common—
what the borrower put up was “collateralized labor,” or, more accurately, collateralized future
labor.100 The lender accepted this collateral precisely because an enslaved person represented
labor power, potential work. To be sure, this futural element built into the purchase of an
enslaved person involved an inherent element of risk (the enslaved person might die young,
the products of their labor might not fetch an adequate price, etc.), but such risks are
associated with every capitalist investment. There was nothing imaginary, however, about the
labor of enslaved people in the fields, about the use of violence to discipline and intensify
that labor, or about the commodities that slave labor made available to global markets. As
Postlethwayte understood in the passage that opens this section, “the Business of Planting in
our British Colonies, as well as in the French, is carried on by the Labour of Negroes,
imported thither from Africa.” The whole “magnificent superstructure of American
commerce and naval power” was thus constructed “on an African foundation,” one that
certainly created a social imaginary that informed the categories of race and empire. But it
was one grounded in plantation labor and geared to global commodity production.

Colonial Slavery and British Capitalism
For much of the eighteenth century, many of the largest business enterprises in the world
operated on the plantations of the Caribbean. By 1775, most enslaved people in the West
Indies worked in groups of more than two hundred in “factories in the field” that integrated
agricultural and industrial tasks to produce tobacco, sugar, cotton, coffee, and other
commodities destined for export markets. By comparison, even sixty years later, the average
British cotton mill employed about 175 people. The largest sugar plantations had enslaved
workforces of over five hundred and usually included boiling houses, distilleries, curing
houses, and large storage facilities. Looked at in financial terms, a late-eighteenth-century
sugar plantation might represent a capital investment of more than £30,000 pounds—and
some were more than double that amount—at a time when a water-powered cotton mill
would have cost £5,000 at most, and even a multistory mill powered by steam would have
required £10,000 to £20,000.101 The New World plantation of the eighteenth century thus



involved large-scale mobilization of labor and capital to produce commodities for global
markets. C. L. R. James was on point when, in an appendix to his masterpiece, The Black
Jacobins, he wrote:

When three centuries ago the slaves came to the West Indies, they entered directly into the large-scale enterprise of
the sugar plantation, which was a modern system. It further required that they live together in a social relation far
closer than any proletariat of the time. The cane when reaped had to be rapidly transported to what was factory
production. The product was shipped abroad for sale. Even the cloth the slaves wore and the food they ate was
imported. The Negroes, from the start, lived a life that was in essence a modern life.102

Notwithstanding all of this, many scholars remain committed to the view that plantation
slavery in the Americas was noncapitalist. For instance, following on the analysis of Eugene
Genovese, historian Peter Kolchin has argued that plantation slavery could not be considered
a capitalist formation, because “the market was conspicuously absent” in relations between
masters and enslaved people, unlike in those between capitalists and wage laborers.103 The
questions raised by such reasoning are manifold; however, in lieu of an extensive critique of
this position, I here restrict the discussion to two points of key theoretical importance.104

First, let us consider an argument made by economic historian Jairus Banaji in the 1970s,
in which he pointed out that Marx uses the term “mode of production” (Produktionweise) in
two distinctive ways—one referring to the immediate labor process, and another describing
epochal systems, or social forms, of production. The latter, he rightly insisted, is the more
complex and developed concept, as it is meant to grasp the “laws of motion,” or the dynamic
social processes, by which a specific form of production is reproduced across historical time.
What is critical to capitalism is that individual units of capital reproduce themselves by
appropriating surplus value through production of commodities—and essential tasks related
to that production—in a context of market competition. This requires that these units match
or better the average costs (and times) of production, which are expressed in market prices.
While capitalism may well show a historical tendency toward wage labor as the predominant
immediate relation of production, this need not be the only form of commodity production
and surplus value appropriation. This is why Marx could describe cotton-producing
plantation slavery in the US South as generating “surplus value,” and why creative Marxists,
such as Rosa Luxemburg, could analyze “capitalist accumulation with forms of slavery and
serfdom.” Rather than a formal equation of capitalism with wage labor, capitalist production
is theorized here as a complex and dynamic system in which capital reproduces itself by
appropriating surplus value from a diverse set of commodity-producing workers.105

A second theoretical observation is in order. In a very different tradition from Banaji, so-
called political Marxists have made market dependence the definitional feature of
capitalism.106 By this they mean that in the capitalist mode of production, both producers
(workers) and appropriators (capitalists) are dependent on the market for their survival.
Workers rely on the market to find buyers of their labor power in exchange for a wage, which
they then use to buy the means of life; while capitalists must purchase all the inputs required
for production—raw materials, machines, labor power—and must sell their finished good or
service on the market in order to pay these costs (and reap a profit). Members of both groups
thus rely on the market to reproduce themselves economically. Moreover, competition
dictates that, as a rule, goods and services can only be sold at or below competitive market
prices. This compels capitalists to meet or exceed average times and costs of production in
order to reap a profit at prevailing prices. Working with this view of capitalism as systematic
market dependence, John Clegg has concluded that “Antebellum plantations were capitalist
… for the simple reason that land and slaves could only be acquired through markets,



typically on credit. Only a profitable plantation could afford these inputs, and if a planter
failed to produce cotton at a competitive cost he would be threatened with foreclosure.”107

With these insights in mind, let us return to the site of production. The large integrated
plantation based on gang labor was the centerpiece of colonial slave production. The term
“integrated” refers to the coordination of calibrated agricultural and industrial tasks within a
unitary process of producing finished commodities. This plantation model developed first in
Barbados in the 1650s, then spread to Jamaica and the Chesapeake region of the United
States in the early 1700s. By the middle of the eighteenth century, these units of plantation
production would come to play a decisive role in the Atlantic economy. However, before the
integrated plantation could sink roots, the problem of labor discipline had first to be solved.
The management of a hundred or more enslaved people involved significant challenges with
respect to coordination and domination. The more difficult of these was domination, as it
required creating a stratum of white “overseers” prepared to solve “the problem of discipline
through the application of terror,” as Atlantic historian Trevor Burnard put it. This, he argues,
required turning men with military experience—who had themselves been subjected to
ruthless discipline and corporal punishment, like the lash—into the administrators of
plantation violence.108

The brutal industrial despotism of the integrated plantation was racialized from the start.
Indeed, the social mechanisms did not exist for subjecting European workers to this degree of
systematic workplace violence. In her history of tobacco production in the Chesapeake,
Lorena Walsh shows that the labor regimes introduced by planters collided sharply with the
customs of English workers with respect to holidays, food, and the pace of work. Deploying
enslaved Africans, they felt, gave them greater leeway to increase the number of workdays,
add night work, put women in the fields, and intensify the pace of work.109 Much of this
involved the extension of working time—a quantitative increase in labor hours, or what Marx
called increases in absolute surplus value—rather than greater productivity per hour
worked.110 So successful were planters in implementing this system that plantation
management also provided a model for factory organization and industrial discipline in both
Britain and North America.111 Precisely because this regime degraded customary
expectations of (relatively) freer migrant laborers from Europe, the disciplinary technologies
of the plantation tended to separate Europeans and Africans according to conditions of work
and life. Thus, it is perhaps unsurprising that the white overseers were not only assigned to
new practices of supervision and violent discipline of enslaved people, but also brought into
local militias as protection against foreign invasion and slave rebellion.112

Historically, industrial organization and labor discipline have been crucial to capitalist
output and productivity. In the case of the English factory system, before output and
productivity could be systematically raised, despotic control over labor had first to be
established.113 And so it was on the slave plantation as well. Once the new regime based on
gang labor was consolidated—or developed in hybrid combinations of gang and task labor, as
in tobacco farming114—the productivity of slave labor rose significantly. Over the period
1674 to 1790, for instance, plantation productivity in Barbados doubled, much of the increase
coming in the first thirty years of the eighteenth century as the gang labor system was
perfected. Comparing it to North American agricultural production based on “free labor,”
three historians conclude that the slave plantation was “a dynamic and parallel route to higher
per capita output,” though much of this may have had to do with large increases in hours
worked per year.115 But beyond increased work hours per enslaved person, there was also a
strong trend toward increased productivity per enslaved person (that is, in their output per
hour). In the US South, for instance, the average daily amount of cotton picked per enslaved



person quadrupled between 1801 and 1862, which translates into rising output of about 2.3
percent per enslaved person each year.116 These leaps in the productivity of slave labor were
not unique to the United States. By the nineteenth century, slave productivity in Cuba, Brazil,
and the US South displayed sustained vitality. In this era of the “second slavery,” steam
power, the vacuum pan, mechanized sugar mills, the cotton gin, and revolutionary new means
of transportation, notably the steamboat and railroad, were systematically developed, all of
which contributed to more vigorous growth of plantation output in both sugar and coffee.117

Slave-driven plantation production was also consistently profitable: one well-documented
study suggests an average rate of profit of 10 percent for the British West Indies as a whole
between 1749 and 1834.118 It may be an exaggeration when one historian writes, “No
economic activity in the Old World could match the productivity possible on New World
plantations.”119 But there can be no doubt that, in Marxian terms, New World slavery
comprised a dynamic surplus value-producing sphere of global capitalist accumulation.

Yet, if plantation slavery was a vigorous element in a capitalist world economy, this does
not entirely vindicate the claims of Eric Williams’s Capitalism and Slavery (1944).
Pioneering book though it was, Williams overstated the link between plantation profits and
the Industrial Revolution in England. And he was overly deterministic in suggesting that
British abolition of the slave trade in 1807 (and then of slavery itself in 1833) was due to
declining economic viability of the plantation system in the face of rising industrial
capitalism. However, the shift of British capitalism’s center of gravity toward manufacturing
industries (and related changes in trade patterns) may indeed have facilitated the abolition of
the slave trade, and then of slavery itself in the British Empire.120 Moreover, Williams posed
vital questions concerning slavery, colonialism, and the rise of capitalism that have too often
been neglected or dismissed outright, and his identification of modern racism as rooted in
slavery was prescient.121 Recent scholarship inspired by Williams has also convincingly
demonstrated that while plantation slavery “did not cause the industrial revolution,” it did
play “an active role in its pattern and timing.”122

If there is any agreement among historians about the Industrial Revolution in Britain, it
concerns its “takeoff” between 1760 and 1820.123 And while the growth of the home market
must be seen as a central driver of this process, there can be little doubt that it was
considerably accelerated by colonial exports. During the last two decades of the eighteenth
century—a crucial moment in the industrial takeoff in Britain—almost 60 percent of
increased industrial output was exported.124 And exports to Africa and America led the way.
At the beginning of the century, just as the large integrated plantation was emerging, merely
10 percent of British exports went to those regions; by the end of the century it was 40
percent. During the critical third quarter of the century (1750–75), nearly two-thirds of
Britain’s increased exports derived from expanding sales in Africa and America.125 Most
importantly, manufacturing industries were prime beneficiaries of export growth, as fully
one-third of British manufactured output went to foreign markets during the first three-
quarters of the century, with Africa and America once more in the forefront.126 In a critical
industry like iron, 40 percent of the growth in output was export-driven in the 1760s.127

Finally, a considered estimate suggests that in the period 1775–1815, a quarter or more of
fixed capital formation in Britain came from domestic reinvestment of profits from the
triangular trade.128 While Williams overstated the contribution of triangular trade wealth to
British industrialization, there is still much to be said for his insight about the crucial
interconnections of slavery, colonial trade, and industrial capitalism in Britain.

These interconnections pivoted, of course, on money and finance. Both the slave trade
and plantation investment revolved around expanding networks of transatlantic credit.129 To



begin with, cargoes of enslaved people were turned over to sales agents, or “factors,” in
towns like Kingston, Jamaica. Rarely would a factor be able to sell enslaved people for full
price up front. Instead, planters would typically make a cash down payment supplemented by
a sequence of bills (promises to pay) falling due on a series of future dates. The factor would
take his cut (some of it in IOUs) and then remit an interest-bearing bill of exchange to the
slave merchant based in Liverpool, Bristol, London, or another slave port.130

Foreign bills of exchange—by which merchants based in one country could make
payments in local currencies in another—developed in the late sixteenth century. Essentially,
these bills enabled merchants to borrow in one market against cash surpluses they held in
another. This might allow a London-based trader to make a payment in francs in Paris based
on cash reserves they held in pounds in London. All that was necessary was that another
trader would like to borrow some of their pounds. Bills of exchange thus facilitated elaborate
networks of global credit. They enabled trade and payments in circumstances in which
merchants did not have immediate access to the currencies they needed. By allowing our
London trader to make a payment in France based on what was effectively a check drawn on
pounds in a London bank, bills of exchange fostered trade where local currency was
unavailable. More than this, however, such bills soon became transferable, so that a promise
to pay could be passed through a long chain of transactions as means of payment before being
finally retired. Through these instruments, for example, an IOU that merchant A (perhaps a
London-based dealer in enslaved Africans) held from merchant B (say, a slave trader in
Jamaica) could be remitted to a wine dealer in Portugal, who might then use it to repay a debt
in Amsterdam, and so on. In this way, the bill of exchange became a depersonalized financial
instrument, no longer dependent upon the personal credit of one trader with another but,
instead, moving through a largely abstract international credit system. In the Atlantic slave
trade, the bodies of enslaved Africans thus became the material foundation for a global
system of financial credit. Congealed within these transatlantic bills of exchange was the
blood and sweat of New World slaves. Also crystallized there was the blood of war. In fact,
the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) stimulated the first great explosion in the volume of bills of
exchange transacted, as such bills enabled a merchant to buy provisions on behalf of a
government for an army fighting in foreign lands.131 But, it was the massive growth in the
transatlantic slave trade immediately after those decades of war that drove global credit
transactions to an even higher level, reminding us again of the intricate interconnections
among war, slavery, and global finance.

Indeed, this is a sphere in which we ought to acknowledge Williams’s insights into the
connections of large British banking houses, especially Barclays and Baring Brothers, to the
slave trade and West Indian plantations. Two members of the Barclay family were active
participants in the slave trade, one of them the owner of a large Jamaican plantation.132

Moreover, Baring Brothers not only had roots in the business of transatlantic slaving, but also
served as foreign banker to the United States government in the early nineteenth century,
selling bonds from the Consolidated Association of Planters of Louisiana on international
markets. Through their sale, secured by planters’ estates and the enslaved people they owned,
Baring Brothers “turned lands and slaves into paper—paper that was readily convertible into
gold,” as one historian puts it.133 The metamorphosis of blood into money had become a
cornerstone of global finance.

Financial Revolution, Talking Coins, and Bourgeois Self-Mastery
The period of the Bank of England’s creation has frequently been referred to as one of
“financial revolution.” It might also be described as the original era of financialization, both



in terms of material transactions and the social imaginary. As banknotes proliferated and
stock markets expanded, new financial instruments captured the popular imagination. One
observer worried, in 1694, that traders were increasingly preoccupied with finance rather than
conventional business: “Now almost their whole Discourse is of Lottery-Tickets, Annuities,
Bank-Bills, &c. and in contriving how they may draw their Money out of Trade, to put it
upon some of these late Funds.”134 Too often, financialization of this sort is treated as
entirely a cultural transformation, simply the product of new imaginings and novel
epistemologies.135 Yet, as one economic historian has remarked, the “transferable and
negotiable claims” that were embodied in shares of early trading companies (such as the East
India Company and the Royal African Company) were claims upon “the stocks of fixed
capital embodied in the thousands of oceangoing vessels” and on “the stocks of inventory
capital carried in their cargo holds.”136 Yet, even this is to mystify. For the term inventory
capital functions to occlude, to invisibilize the human cargoes compressed into ships’ holds.
To be sure, the imagination was very much involved in identifying share certificates in
trading companies as financial commodities capable of being purchased like flour or beer.
But these symbolic conjurings were bound up with real social-material transactions, with
circuits of capital, labor, and human bodies.

It might seem that things changed once the commodification of public debt became
central to financial markets. After all, the heart of the financial revolution of the century after
1694 was the sober and ostensibly orderly London stock market, where trading consisted
primarily of the buying and selling of shares in a handful of large joint-stock companies,
including the Bank of England, the New East India Company, and from 1711, the South Sea
Company. All these firms were heavily involved in lending to government. Their capital
consisted, significantly, of shares in the national debt, which was in large part what investors
purchased when they bought their stock. Yet, as we have seen, shares in the public debt were
not evidence that property had become “imaginary.” Markets in government debt were
underpinned by a very real political economy of taxation—that is, deductions from the wealth
generated by the production and exchange of commodities. In fact, throughout the century of
financial revolution, English tax revenues rose much more rapidly than did national income
—and ultimately it was this that made debt finance possible.137

To be sure, financial markets were expanding, and this owed much to the increasing
liquidity of shares, which insured that no investor would be obliged to hold company stock or
certificates of government debt when they wanted to cash in. By the early eighteenth century,
a buyer could always be found in London’s stock market. It has been estimated, for instance,
that about five thousand people owned government-related stock in 1694, a number that
doubled by 1709, then quadrupled to forty thousand by 1719.138 By that point, government
debt was thoroughly depersonalized; it was generic rather than specific, its price resting not
on the personal ties between the monarch and goldsmith bankers, but on prices determined by
thousands of market participants. This was a boon to the state, as a mass market for its debt
meant considerably lower interest rates.

With these novel financial instruments and practices came new modes of behavior, fresh
anxieties, and emergent sensibilities, including aesthetic and cultural forms. Recall that paper
claims to a share of forthcoming corporate profits or as-yet-uncollected taxes are futural in
character—they represent fictitious assets, values that are yet to be created, and might not
come to pass. A culture of speculation and risk thus accompanied England’s financial
revolution, as investors had to calculate investments based on assessments of possible values
and profits. This reactivated long-standing apprehensions about the dangers of “imaginary
wealth,” and concerns that society was now unmoored from stable foundations.139 Much of
this sense of uncertainty was negotiated by way of information exchanged and sales



conducted in coffeehouses, through the dissemination of financial market information in
newspapers, and by the exploration of new and increasingly unstable identities in novels,
broadsheets, periodicals, and the like. The new bourgeois public sphere represented by the
coffeehouse, the newspaper, and the novel was a thoroughly financialized one.

What was happening in coffeehouses and the stock exchange was one thing, and certainly
of interest. But parallel processes of commodification and monetization affecting the poor
were lived in very different registers. From the sixteenth century onward, as we have seen,
enclosure and dispossession had pushed millions from the land, many of whom moved from
parish to parish in search of alms and wages. Draconian legislation was regularly passed to
regulate, supervise, and punish these “vagrants,” “rogues,” and “drudges.”140 When they
pilfered and stole to survive, their bodies were again subjected to the monetary calculus—
their punishment governed by the “value” of the crime. In the court records for London’s Old
Bailey in January 1715, writes Peter Linebaugh, “We observe a relationship between 10d.
and a whipping, between 4s.10d. and a branded hand, and between large sums of money and
hanging.”141

By the eighteenth century, money was also increasingly deployed as an incentive to
apprehend ostensible vagrants. A 1713 law offered constables two shillings for every person
turned over to a justice of the peace, an amount that was increased to five shillings in 1744.
The 1744 law also doubled the reward (to ten shillings) for the snatching of “rogues and
vagabonds.”142 Monetary values were thereby attached directly to the bodies of the poor.
They now had prices on their heads, even if not so dramatically as did convicts and
indentured servants, who were routinely bought and sold, as were wives from about 1740.
Analyzing wife sale, E. P. Thompson pointed out the ways in which its “symbolism was
derived from the market,” noting that this social transaction “borrowed the forms of the malt,
cheese or butter market, and subsequently … those of the cattle market or horse fair.”143 And
when it comes to the selling of convicts and servants to America, it is revealing that
England’s first Contractor for Transports to the Government was “well versed in the
management of human cargoes,” having earlier acquired experience in the slave trade.144 As I
have shown elsewhere, the poor experienced the expanding regime of wage labor as a
demonic system in which their bodies and freedom of movement were regularly relinquished
for money.145 From rewards for apprehending vagrants, to wife sale, to the selling of
convicts, to the wage system, “the methods set out to handle the movements of the wandering
poor entailed monetary transactions at every turn.”146

Let us recall the reification at the heart of the market in human laboring capacities. It was
not just fines and penalties that inscribed the power of money on poor bodies. Wage labor
itself did that. After all, the survival of a wage worker depends on selling body and soul to an
employer—over and over again. The worker, writes Marx, “sells at auction eight, ten, twelve,
fifteen hours of his life, day after day, to the highest bidder … to the capitalist.” As a result,
the life energy of the worker becomes a commodity that is “made over to another.”147 Wage
earners are thus obliged to treat themselves (or at least their working energies) as a thing, a
commodity, in order to earn that other thing—money—that makes life possible in a capitalist
society.

It thus comes as little surprise to discover that the social imaginary overflowed with
images of persons as things and as money—and of things and money as persons. In Capital,
volume 1, Marx asks us to imagine that “commodities could speak.”148 At least sixty literary
texts published in eighteenth-century England allowed them to do precisely that.149 In works
such as The Adventures of a Pin, The Adventures of a Cork-Screw, The Adventures of a Black
Coat, and dozens more, commodities narrated their lives. The appetite of the reading public



for such texts was insatiable: “Other speaking objects,” writes Christopher Flint, “include a
settee, a sofa, a bedstead, a pulpit, a reading desk, a mirror, an old shoe, a smock, a waistcoat,
a wig, a watch, a ring, an umbrella, a gold-headed cane, a sedan, a pincushion, a thimble, a
top, a pen, an old pocket Bible, and a stagecoach.” Particularly intriguing are tales of talking
money, which included guineas, shillings, banknotes, rupees, sovereigns, and pennies.150 All
of these are fables of travel, adventure, misfortune, and uncertainty. Of course, precisely this
was also the story of millions of working-class lives in an age of displacement, migration,
and fear of calamity. Whether by relocating for service in husbandry, moving to London in
pursuit of work, or emigrating to the Americas as a servant, the poor were on the move as
never before. The random, indefinite, sometimes dangerous circulation of a coin or a
banknote thus mimicked the precarious movements of working-class people. People who
moved in search of money might thus readily identify themselves with money, the very
object they pursued. It is a short leap from there to imagine money that talks. Identification
with money was about more than the fact that the poor had monetary prices on their heads,
though it definitely included that. It was also about lives that felt as uncertain and perilous as
that of a coin moving from pocket to purse, from ship hold to lockbox.

In 1710, Joseph Addison published the earliest story of talking money, relating the
adventures of a shilling with “a wonderful inclination to ramble.” In the course of its
escapades, the coin is exchanged for meat, bread, a book of plays, sex, and brandy, and is
given as wages to a soldier. It eventually falls into the hands of a clipper, only to be melted
down and reminted, presumably in the Great Recoinage of 1696.151 But no novel of a talking
coin was as successful as Charles Johnstone’s Chrysal: Or the Adventures of a Guinea
(1760), which went into its third edition within two years and was expanded into a four-
volume work (from two) in 1765. “I can see your thoughts,” the gold coin tells its readers,
announcing that it also has “a power of entering into the hearts of the immediate possessors
of our bodies.” Here we have a classic dialectical reversal: the possessor of the coin turns out
to be possessed by it. As much as one seems to control the body of a coin, it in fact grips our
souls. “When the mighty spirit of a large mass of gold takes possession of the powers of the
human heart, it influences all its actions,” the coin explains.152

Few writers engaged the issues of money, commodification, and possessed individuals
more obsessively than Daniel Defoe, known best for his novel Robinson Crusoe. Published
anonymously, as were all his major writings, Robinson Crusoe went through four editions in
1719 alone and continued to sell well throughout the century. It was lauded by Jean-Jacques
Rousseau in his Émile (1762) and went on in edited versions to become “one of the most
popular children’s books ever written.”153 Much of the text, as in most of Defoe’s novels,
revolves around migration and travel. The protagonist (and this applies to Moll Flanders and
Colonel Jack as well) travels in search of money and fortune, but also in search of self—in
particular, a self that can prosper in a world dominated by the cash nexus. Yet, ventures after
money—which for the unfortunate often involve thieving, prostitution, lying, and deception
—are all too often self-destructive. Defoe tracks possessed individuals, moving haphazardly
through the world much like the coin that randomly finds itself in a pocket, a butcher’s hand,
or a ship captain’s lockbox. His writings display an anxiety of entrapment by money and the
market. Defoe frequently bemoans how the pursuit of money distorts and deforms us—even
calling it a “drug.” And Crusoe, abandoned on his island, asks of a box of coins, “What art
thou good for?”154 Of course, he knows very well that money sets the rules of the game in
our society. And Defoe, who himself endured bankruptcy and was incarcerated in London’s
Newgate Prison, was intent on establishing his bourgeois respectability, as were the central
characters of his novels. Amid hunger, homelessness, crime, and brushes with the law, Defoe
discerns moments where his protagonists might turn over a new leaf, where they might put



their money to honest use. And this is the task set before his characters: to carve out an
honorable independence in a world dominated by money. Having been money’s slave, they
must acquire self-mastery in market society.

There is clearly a gendered dimension to Defoean self-mastery in the world of money. To
begin with, he typically portrays money itself as feminine. In his Review of the State of the
English Nation, he introduced money’s “younger Sister,” named “Lady Credit,” as a “coy
Lass,” whose mysteries must be divined if the (male) individual is to be successful in
“courting her.” Lady Credit is both necessary to the wealth of the nation and dangerous to
those “who lose her Favour.” Yet, the paradox of credit is that she woos those who have no
need of her. “Punctual honourable dealing” keeps one always in her good graces, in part by
reducing dependence on her.155 The goal is thus masculine autonomy, and in the world of
money, keeping Lady Money and Lady Credit in check by taming one’s passions and whims,
particularly the desire to “ramble.”156 If independence is a quintessentially male virtue for
Defoe, dependence on money is feminine. It means being prey to one’s passions, rather than
disciplined and self-regulating. It means not only being dominated by money, but actually
reduced to it. As he wrote in Moll Flanders, a woman on her own “is just like a bag of money
or a jewel dropped on the highway, which is prey to the next comer.”157 To be without
money, and thus prey to the vagaries of the market, is to be dependent, feminized, and
enslaved.

Crucially—and this is a point that has not received adequate attention in the literature—
mastering oneself is often accomplished in Defoe by way of becoming an actual master over
others. In transcending enslavement to his own passions and to those sisters, Money and
Credit, Defoe’s characters often turn slave master. Self-mastery thus has its dialectical twin,
for Defoe, in lordship over bonded persons. Internal bonds are removed by way of external
bondage—by literally shackling others. Let us recall that Robinson Crusoe had himself been
enslaved. Yet, he does not hesitate to sell a human being who had befriended him and
assisted his escape; to enslave another (to whom he gives the name, “Friday”) on his Island;
to buy European servants and enslaved Africans for his New World plantation; or to pursue
full-fledged slave trading in his long journey to personal freedom and prosperity. Where
Crusoe erred, Defoe instructs us, was in choosing the rambling life of the slave trader over
the settled existence of the planter, one who uses enslaved people productively, rather than
engaging in risky slaving expeditions.158

We observe similar dynamics in Colonel Jack, which Defoe published in 1722, three
years after Robinson Crusoe. In the novel, a young waif, who has spent his childhood and
adolescence thieving and picking pockets, is captured by kidnappers and sold into servitude
in colonial Virginia. Bondage provides a certain rite of passage, however, and he eventually
gets promoted to the role of plantation overseer. As an overseer, he not only earns the respect
of his master but, ultimately, his own estate, worked by European servants and enslaved
Africans. In the transition from slavery to mastery, he is “made a man,” crucially by learning
to use the whip on people enslaved on plantations, who must be “ruled with a rod of iron,
beaten with scorpions,” yet shown occasional mercy.159 In contrast to Hegel’s dialectic, in
which it is the enslaved person who, through labor, achieves spiritual growth and self-
mastery, dialectical transformation occurs for Defoe on the side of the master, through his
work of domination over enslaved people.

Defoe’s novelistic sympathies with slavery were no mere literary conceit. He, too, was an
investor in the Royal African Company, for which his first patron, Sir Dalby Thomas, had
been an agent-general. In a series of pamphlets, including An Essay upon the Trade to Africa
(1711), A Brief Account of the State of the African Trade (1713), and A Plan of the English
Commerce (1728), he stridently defended the trade in bonded persons. And for years he used



his Review of the State of the English Nation to advocate on behalf of the trade and in support
of the slaving activities of the South Sea Company, in particular.160 The latter case is
particularly interesting, as it returns us to the rise of modern money and the Bank of England.

Slavery, the South Sea Bubble, and the Bank of England
The South Sea Company was launched in 1711 as yet another instrument for financing
government war debt. It originated from the desire of the new Tory prime minister, Robert
Harley, to retire considerable short-term debt (nine million pounds) that had accumulated
during the ongoing War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14). For political reasons, Harley
mistrusted the Whig directors of the bank and sought to create a rival to it while also ridding
himself of a financial headache. He had no idea that his new company would soon be a
financial rage. Under the terms of the South Sea Act, those holding this nine million pounds
in state debt could exchange it for shares of the newly incorporated South Sea Company,
which was given a monopoly on British trade to the South Seas. Such a debt-for-equity swap
had already been undertaken by the Bank of England in 1697, when it engrafted eight
hundred thousand pounds of short-term government bonds in exchange for bank stock.

Soon after the South Sea Company’s inception, the war with Spain brought into British
hands the asiento, by which the Spanish government had conferred on merchants exclusive
rights to supply enslaved people to Spain’s American colonies. Now, the British government
controlled this privilege. The Tory government quickly vested it with the South Sea
Company. Under the terms of the agreement, the company was contracted to deliver annually
up to forty-eight hundred “pieces” to Spanish America for a period of thirty years. Inspired
by the profits to be made in the slave trade, English investors now flocked to the Company.
Its shares, which had been floundering in the £70 to £80 range throughout 1712, commenced
a sustained rise, reaching £97 in June 1713.

With these developments, English public debt was more directly tied to slave trading than
ever before. In 1714, its first full year of slaving, the South Sea Company transported 22
percent of all enslaved people carried on English ships, a proportion it more or less
maintained for several years. As it shipped and sold bonded Africans, it prospered
handsomely. The company found new investors, recorded strong profits, and watched its
share price rise to £100 by May 1715, and £115 in 1718.161 Every member of the royal
family subscribed to its stock, as did the lord chancellor and the speaker of the House—all
anticipating the profits of trade in enslaved Africans. Defoe, too, saw great fortune in slaving,
extolling the company’s operations as a boon to the Royal African Company since they
would provide “an Opportunity of Vending great Numbers of Negroes to the Spaniards.”162

The South Sea Company had now joined the Bank of England and the East India Company as
a pillar of England’s financial markets. Yet, it was the fortunes of war that had brought these
profits of slaving. War’s misfortunes might equally undo them. And in 1718, after a clash
with the Royal Navy, Spain terminated the company’s trade with its colonies. This was the
turning point, the beginning of the company’s decline. Yet, many historical accounts,
reluctant to acknowledge that the South Sea Company rose on the backs of enslaved
Africans, ignore or downplay its loss of the asiento in explaining its demise.163 Instead, they
focus entirely on its financial machinations of 1719–20 (to which I turn in a moment).
However, it was only as its core business—slaving—declined that the South Sea Company
resorted to financial shortcuts. As economic historian Carl Wennerlind rightly notes, “It was
only towards the end of 1718, when the company’s access to the slave trade was terminated
… that the company looked to John Law’s financial wizardry in Paris for ideas on how to
make its stocks appreciate without an underlying revenue source.”164



The next phase—that of financial machination—began with a plan to absorb all of the
public debt not held by the Bank of England or the East India Company. Once again, the
company would receive payment for taking on government debt, and it would issue company
stock in return to holders of that debt. Now it was just a matter of the company devising
financial schemes to push up its share price, which jumped to £335 on April 27, from £288
merely two weeks earlier. Rising share prices easily enticed investors to convert their
government debt into company stock. Emboldened by its increasing stock price, the company
then offered a new round of public debt conversion, this time merely requiring of buyers that
they put down margin payments of between 10 and 20 percent of the full share price.
Feverish buying, much of it on margin, now kicked in, and the stock hit £950 at the beginning
of July. A full-scale mania was in swing, and it spilled across the market. In the climate of
financial euphoria, new companies were conjured into being and their shares “hawked up and
down Exchange Alley,” notwithstanding that many of them were “quite blatantly
swindles.”165 By this point, the bubble was also being inflated by foreign speculation, which
had been hugely stimulated by the Mississippi Bubble sweeping French markets.166 Once this
stage had been reached, the South Sea Company was probably purchasing its own stock in
order to keep the wave rising. It then brought things to the bursting point by “lending on
stock”: namely, loaning money for further share purchases against its existing stock (or mere
promises to buy that stock) as the collateral. In effect, it is as if you let people borrow from
you on the “security” of the IOUs they already held with you. In other words, it is as if you
were to extend more credit to people based on the fact that they already owe you money. In
this house of mirrors, ludicrously overvalued stock was backing purchases of additional
inflated shares. By early August 1720, the company had lent over £11 million on the security
of its own stock, or pledges to buy it.167

All bubbles burst, and it was now just a question of when. In late August, the share price
entered a slide. Then, the company’s primary banker, the Hollow Sword Blade Company,
collapsed when its creditors wanted real money, not IOUs. A full-fledged panic ensued. In
the month leading up to September 24, South Sea stock plummeted from £820 to £370. By
early December, it was at £191, having lost 80 percent of its market value in just over three
months. Wealth was being savaged, fortunes lost—including a staggering £20,000 by the
“disinclined to mercy” master of the mint, Isaac Newton.168 Even Defoe, ever the financial
enthusiast, began to doubt the new culture built around “Lady Credit.”169

There was one potential savior on the horizon—the Bank of England—and it held all the
cards that mattered. In October 1722, after tough bargaining, it agreed to purchase £4.2
million worth of South Sea Company stock in return for £200,000 per year in annuity
payments. In other words, in return for ongoing payments, the bank absorbed the bulk of
South Sea Stock and provided cash to owners of the stock, thus calming the market and
providing the company’s stockholders with a return on investment. This was a blatant
financial rescue by the bank, which stabilized things and expanded its capital base, while
reducing that of the company by £4 million.170 The South Sea Company hung on, continuing
to trade in enslaved people for another decade, but the Bank of England no longer had a
serious rival. It had become the uncontested pivot of England’s financial system. When war
returned twenty years later, again with France, so did the government’s need for massive
emergency funding. Once more, the bank, and the bank alone, was the decisive instrument of
war finance.

In 1742, the bank extended an interest-free loan of £1.6 million to finance the latest war,
receiving in return a twenty-one-year extension of its charter. Four years later, it agreed to
fund nearly £1 million in Exchequer bills, and to lend an additional £1 million against the
land and malt taxes. Another £3 million in departmental debts was financed in 1749. Over the



decade, financial markets calmly bought up a £25 million addition to the national debt, nearly
all of it administered by the bank.171 Underlying all of this was the circulation of banknotes,
which the market validated as money on par with gold coins (guineas) long before the state
did. Legal recognition of this would have to wait for Lord Mansfield’s acknowledgement, in
1758, that banknotes “are as much money, as guineas themselves are.”172 But here, the courts
simply recognized what private market actors had long ago affirmed.

Money was now a privately generated credit medium, grounded in the national debt, but
validated in financial markets. As economist Glyn Davies notes, “For the first time in history
money was being substantially created, not ostentatiously and visibly by the sovereign power,
but mundanely by market forces.”173 Moreover, as we’ve seen, money’s essential structure
was now futural—resting primarily not on past labor (embodied in gold or silver) but on
future wealth in the form of as-yet-uncollected tax receipts that would be used to pay interest
on public debt. Of course, it shared this futural structure with all the paper instruments traded
on markets. A stock purchase, after all, amounts in the first instance to a wager that the
money invested will entitle its holder to a cut of future corporate profits (what we now call a
dividend). This is also why financial bubbles, like that surrounding South Sea stock, are an
endemic feature of the futural form of capitalist credit markets. Notwithstanding the
obsessive efforts of market analysts at prediction, the future is inherently uncertain and
unknowable, and capitalist markets regularly overshoot—especially when they are
encouraged to do so by financial institutions, speculative fevers, central bank policy, and so
on.

To ease anxieties about the volatility and instability of bank money and credit
instruments, government insisted that banknotes remain tied, however tenuously, to gold. For
reasons we have seen, this tie was especially important for global finance, where world
money was necessary to the conduct of international trade and payments. But bullion also
played a considerable role in anchoring the domestic monetary system. Indeed, one of the
reasons Parliament decided in 1696 to recoin at existing weights and values, as Locke
recommended, may have been to reinforce paper money. In so doing, it reassured those who
received banknotes (linked to the public debt) that they might always cash them in for coins,
which would embody unchanging quantities of silver or gold. In the eyes of recipients,
therefore, the tying of bank money to stable amounts of precious metal appeared to be a
protection against devaluation.174

This comprised much of the domestic rationale for the so-called “gold standard” in
Britain. Specie—money in the form of metallic coins—did not actually anchor the financial
system, even if most poor people used coins rather than bills. Instead, the financial system
(consisting of markets in government debt, stocks, and other paper instruments) revolved
around banknotes and credit monies issued by country banks, along with private credit
monies, like bills of exchange, circulated by firms. At the beginning of the eighteenth
century, the value of banknotes in circulation amounted to between £1 million and £2 million.
By century’s end, £15 million in Bank of England notes flowed through the economy,
alongside another £10 million issued by country banks, which operated locally.175 As the
monetary system transitioned to this modern credit money, specie served increasingly as a
“legitimating device,” rather than as means of exchange and payment.176 Gold reserves
projected the image of a system resting on the solid foundation of precious metal, even if the
real gravitational center was elsewhere. To be sure, the Bank of England kept significant
stocks of gold and silver coinage as a reserve, in the event of a public loss of confidence in
notes. But at times of war and financial distress, convertibility of notes for specie was
frequently suspended. Indeed, when war with France broke out in 1797, the suspension of
convertibility was to last nearly a quarter century (1797–1821). Yet the financial system



soldiered on with a paper pound. When convertibility was resumed, the government also
accepted what the markets had long ago decided by making gold, not silver, the metallic basis
of the pound.177

This “gold standard” was also meant to have a disciplinary function by linking the
creation of credit money to a physical stock of gold. This, it was argued, would constrain the
production of bank money by enabling holders of notes to cash in for gold whenever the
supply of the former became excessive. We see this rationale in the parliamentary Bullion
Report of 1810, which recommended that the bank’s notes should be convertible to gold.
Concerned about a 45 percent growth in the volume of notes between 1798 and 1809 to cover
the costs of war, the authors of the report argued, “No safe, certain, and constantly adequate
provision against an excess of paper currency … can be found, except in the convertibility of
all such paper into specie.”178 It would be another decade before the state adopted the main
recommendation of the report, which it reaffirmed in the Bank Charter Act of 1844.
However, the operation of this ostensible gold standard, which became international during
its heyday (1821–1914), was much more complicated than theory suggested. Rather than a
more or less automatic market mechanism, it also involved coordinated action by central
banks, albeit not on the scale of central bank action today. Nevertheless, central banks
operated a sort of managed gold standard, led by the Bank of England, in which interest rates,
lending, and the supply of money were deliberately manipulated.179 Yet, the link to gold
remained, and it constrained what central banks could do much of the time (outside of war,
when conversion to gold was frequently suspended). The legal tie to gold did more than
enforce deflationary financial discipline when the production of credit monies had gone too
far. It also enforced wage deflation during periodic depressions, thus providing for the
discipline of labor. By constraining borrowing, higher interest rates had the effect of reducing
purchases and investment across the economy, which translated into growing unemployment
and downward pressure on wages. Adherence to the gold standard thereby imposed monetary
discipline upon labor, reinforcing the power of employers over the working class. And such
wage deflation, it was hoped, would ultimately restore profitability and new investment—
since lower wages eventually make it viable for some capitalist to restart production and
undertake new business spending. In this crucial sense, the gold standard, while it did not
govern the production of money, served as an effective instrument of class war against labor.

The conflicting imperatives that characterized money’s second modal form were
expressed in its hybrid combination of metallic and credit monies, which produced enduring
contradictions. As Marx realized, the Bank of England was called upon to serve two masters:
the capitalist credit system, with its range of paper credit monies that lubricated business and
accelerated accumulation; and the gold-based monetary system, which required on-demand
convertibility of credit money into coins and bullion, and could thus bring the economy to a
crashing halt during a panic. A credit and banking crisis, in which people rushed to convert
all paper currencies into the most secure form of money—gold—would inevitably induce a
drain on the Bank of England’s reserves. In response, the bank would react by raising interest
rates in order to draw gold back into its orbit (either through attracting direct deposits of gold,
or of cash that could be used to buy gold). The reflux of gold to the bank would eventually
cut short the monetary crisis and reimpose wage discipline on workers, albeit at the cost of
exacerbating the economic crisis, since higher interest rates would discourage borrowing to
spend and invest—even though the latter is exactly what a capitalist economy needs to get
out of a slump. Under the classical gold standard, to quote Marx, “as soon as credit is shaken
… all real wealth is supposed to be actually and suddenly transformed into money, into gold
and silver—a crazy demand, but one that necessarily grows out of the system itself.” The



gold standard thus imposed “a metallic barrier” upon the progress of the capitalist economy, a
form of craziness grounded in the second modular form of money.180

Yet this was a distinctively bourgeois form of craziness, since adherence to the gold
standard inflicted social discipline on the working class in all the ways described above. This
is an essential reason why major capitalist powers clung to gold in the early stages of the
Great Depression of the 1930s—the other major reason being that gold functioned as world
money. Eventually, they all found themselves compelled to abandon these “golden fetters,”
but this abandonment came belatedly and reluctantly.181

It would not be until the late decades of the twentieth century that capitalism fully
overcame this metallic barrier. For about a century after 1870, global capitalism revolved
around a gold standard, or a gold exchange standard, linked to credit money. But throughout
its first phase, the classical gold standard also allowed the British pound to serve as a
representative of gold, which gave it a unique function as world money and bestowed upon
the Bank of England a dominant role in coordinating international finance.182

The directing role of the Bank of England derived, of course, from its imperial
supremacy, established during the course of the “Second Hundred Years’ War” (1689–1815).
The global dominance of the British Empire enabled the pound to function as world money
for nearly two hundred years. But just as the pound ascended on the wings of war, its descent,
too, would be war-induced. This time it would take another Thirty Years’ War—comprising
the two World Wars of 1914–45—to reorganize the regime of world money.



CHAPTER 5

Imperial War, Imperial Money

The Dollar’s Rise to Global Dominance

“The dollar is our currency, but it’s your problem.”
—US Treasury Secretary John Connally, 1971

It has been said that “one of the things that makes a nation a nation is its currency.”1 Consider
in this light two of the earliest forms of money in the United States: Virginia’s tobacco
receipts, and notes based on mortgaged land. The first, tobacco money, became legal tender
in 1642 and persisted for nearly two hundred years. The second, currency issued by land
banks, originated in South Carolina in 1712 and would soon be found in eight more American
colonies. The first, of course, is a receipt on the product of slave labor, and the second is
backed by lands appropriated from indigenous peoples. Across these monies, therefore, run
traces of concealed sources of American capitalism: slavery and settler colonialism.

Typically, the historical study of money in the United States is posed in terms of a
number of binary oppositions: paper money versus metallic coins; debtors versus creditors;
state banks versus central banks. Undoubtedly, all of these oppositions are significant and
important. But as explanatory matrices, they all elide fundamental questions of violence,
expropriation, domination, and labor. They wash blood from money. This chapter reframes
the origins of US currencies, beginning instead from their roots in war and subjugation.

Coined Blood: Scalp Bounties and the Violent Economy of Indigenous
Displacement

“You white people get together and measure the earth and then divide it.”

—Too-schul-hul-sote, indigenous “dreamer”2

Land is, of course, foundational to capitalism everywhere. Primitive accumulation pivots on
the theft, enclosure, and parcelization of the earth. But in the Americas, the metamorphosis of
land from communal to private property was accomplished by centuries of war. Looting,
scalping, raping, pillaging, shooting, burning villages—all the techniques of organized
slaughter abetted settler colonialism. This New World marriage of war and economy was
consummated through the displacement and elimination of indigenous peoples. “Territoriality
is settler colonialism’s specific, irreducible element,” notes one scholar. “Settler colonialism
destroys to replace”; its goal is the destruction of indigenous society and its replacement by
settler colonies.3 To ground money in land banks, as did South Carolina, Pennsylvania, New
York, and other states, was to root it in soil drenched with the blood of indigenous peoples.

Discussing banks based on real estate, Benjamin Franklin referred to their currencies as
“coined land.”4 But before it could be coined—turned into a form of money—land had first



to be privatized and commodified. And this was accomplished by way of what military
historian John Grenier calls extirpative war. To extirpate, according to the Oxford English
Dictionary, is to “eradicate or destroy completely.” Indeed, the Latin root is the verb
exstirpare, meaning to rip out from the roots. Precisely this was the nature of the “Indian
Wars” upon which the US state and economy were founded. This foundational violence was
most frequently waged by militarized settlers, marauding groups of land-hungry Europeans.
If anything, this heightened the murderous violence, as “rangers” and armed settlers had no
respect for rules that were presumed to limit the targets or the tactics of military violence.
Grenier’s description of the Indian Wars of 1607–1814 is apt: “For the first 200 years of our
military heritage, then, Americans depended on arts of war that contemporary professional
soldiers supposedly abhorred: razing and destroying enemy villages and fields; killing enemy
women and children; raiding settlements for captives; intimidating and brutalizing enemy
noncombatants; and assassinating enemy leaders.”5

An inflection point arrived with the French and Indian Wars (1755–64), part of the Seven
Years’ War between Britain and France. As much as this conflict catapulted Britain to
unrivaled global supremacy, it also consolidated unrelenting hatred toward Indians among
Americans who fought alongside the British. War against indigenous peoples now became
systematic, at the very time the independent commodity-producing society of the US
Northeast was being subsumed into agrarian capitalist development. Settler colonialism now
consolidated itself in the form of settler capitalism. All “primitive” accumulation of capital,
as Marx reminds us, is based on the violent dispossession of people from the land.6 In the
United States, this sort of primary accumulation was carried out by means of military
expropriation of indigenous peoples, and became more intensive, extensive, and methodical
following the French and Indian Wars.7 It was in this period that Virginia set out to seize
lands as far west as the Mississippi by driving indigenous nations into the US interior, and
when the Carolinas turned to a much more aggressive expansionism. As part of these
processes, American troops destroyed the power of the Cherokee Nation in a campaign of
indiscriminate carnage.8 The American revolt against Britain in 1776 only intensified these
trends.

During the American Revolution and after, federal military forces moved to the forefront
of “Indian removal,” taking over the role previously assumed by armed settler groups. In
1779, George Washington ordered his troops to undertake “the total destruction and
devastation” of the Iroquois Confederacy.9 Forced relocation, bribery, exploitation of debts,
and tribal animosities would all be tools to this end, deployed strategically by President
Jefferson in a campaign of ethnic cleansing in the early 1800s.10 Monstrous chapters were
written with the Louisiana Purchase (1803). Then, the War of 1812 against Britain drove
militarized expropriation to ever-higher levels, creating the conditions for General Andrew
Jackson’s murderous rampages through Georgia, Alabama, and Florida (1812–25), the
conquest of Texas beginning in 1825, and that of New Mexico, Arizona, California, Nevada,
Colorado, and Utah across the 1840s, followed by the systematic “cleansing” of the West
after the Civil War.11 By 1887, indigenous peoples in the United States had been
dispossessed of nearly three billion acres of land, or more than 98 percent of the land mass of
the continental United States, in one of history’s most colossal and merciless processes of
primary capitalist accumulation.12

The commodification of land was sealed in violence against indigenous bodies. And that
violence, both material and symbolic, was directly monetized in the form of scalp bounties.
Rewards for Indian scalps appeared in American colonial laws beginning in the 1670s.
Massachusetts and South Carolina were among the most aggressive promoters, with the
former offering ten pounds sterling for a scalp, about ten times the maximum day wage of a



laborer. Even “pacific” Pennsylvania got into the act, regularly increasing scalp bounties as
years went by.13 This grim commerce also excelled at something slavery pioneered: the
reduction of persons to monetary sums. In the case of scalp bounties, this entailed a New
World corpse economy, a morbid exchange between money and severed human body parts—
scalps.14 Indeed, the currencies issued by colonial land banks were literally secured by
redskins, as American settlers dubbed the bloody corpses they left to rot after scalps had been
claimed. Land bank currencies were thus not merely coined land; they were also coined
blood. And the same applied to most other monies issued by colonial states. A large number
of colonial currencies, after all, were debt notes issued for war finance. And these debts were
paid off with land sales once indigenous peoples had been pushed out of their environments.
“In the final analysis,” remarks one commentator, “most Americans saw currency for what it
was: a measure of the value of land … that states would sell once the shooting stopped.”15 It
is instructive that America’s first major financial crash in 1792 was triggered by the defeat of
the United States Army by Little Turtle and the Indians of the Western Confederacy in what
is now northwestern Ohio. Since military defeat meant no new lands—and thus no land sales
to pay off war debts—it immediately induced economic panic.16

These deep social connections between Indian wars, slavery, and early American banking
are starkly revealed in the life history of America’s first president, George Washington, and
of his friend Thomas Willing, probably the wealthiest man in Philadelphia from the mid-
1790s through the War of 1812. These two men were not merely rapacious individuals. They
were also “personifications of capital,” to use Marx’s term—individuals who personally
embodied the social dynamics and behavioral norms of emergent capitalism.

In late 1755, Willing wrote from Pennsylvania to his cousin in London, inquiring about
investing two thousand pounds in Bank of England stock. Often described as America’s first
banker, Willing was fed up with the lack of vigor with which his colony’s leaders waged war
against indigenous peoples. In the absence of a more aggressive military policy, he turned his
eyes to England’s bank of war finance. A mere four months earlier, this future president of
the Bank of North America (1781–91), and then of the Bank of the United States (1791–
1807), had advertised for sale “a parcel of likely servant men and boys”—bonded laborers
from Ireland, Germany, Wales, and England. It would not be long until enslaved Africans
imported from the West Indies were added to his sales catalog.17

Biography rarely encapsulates the sweep of history with such clarity. Yet, in Willing’s
case, banking, military contracting, slaving, and support for war against indigenous peoples
were bound together in a personal trajectory that traced the path of capitalist development in
colonial America. At the 1795 wedding of Willing’s daughter, attendees included a who’s
who of America’s elite, including its sitting president, George Washington. If the first
president had achieved glory on the battlefield, it was in large measure thanks to gunpowder,
cannons, and thousands of arms provided by Willing to the troops Washington commanded
against the British.18 The friendship between these powerful men also highlights the social
connection between Philadelphia bankers and Virginia planters that underlay early American
capitalism, a connection that was forged ever tighter through war and war finance. And for
Washington personally, it was war that enabled his acquisition of land, and his entrée into the
world of plantation production.

It seems fitting that the future president found his original profession as a surveyor, since
military displacement of Indians generated a huge demand for the mapping of expropriated
land. Like many in his trade, Washington found time to snatch up speculative holdings for
himself, purchasing a thousand acres in the Shenandoah Valley in 1750. Then, before the
decade was out, his marriage to Martha Custis made him one of northern Virginia’s largest
landowners. To these estates he added twenty-five thousand acres, grabbed as reward for



military service, much of it against indigenous peoples in the French and Indian Wars.
Continued war service brought him forty-five thousand acres more in 1773. Yet, none of
these lands were worth much without labor. And on Virginia’s large estates, the work was
done by enslaved people of African descent. Always the social climber, Washington was not
one to brook the practices of his class. At his death, the United States’ first president owned
277 bonded persons.19

Washington excelled in the two practices foundational to planter capitalism: indigenous
displacement and African enslavement. We have observed his 1779 presidential instructions
that the US Army should march on the Iroquois to bring about “the total destruction and
devastation of their settlements.” His officers complied, destroying at least forty Iroquois
towns.20 Just over twenty years later, Congress created the US Land Office, which financed
real estate purchases. Measured in terms of its loan book to borrowers, the Land Office would
soon be the world’s largest bank.21 As Indian wars and indigenous displacement took on
continental dimensions, the United States rushed “like a comet into infinite space,” as one
federalist critic put it.22 Land was now being coined on a scale Franklin would have found
inconceivable. Yet, the inner secret of coined land and of American capitalism’s rush into
infinite space was, as scalp bounties remind us, coined blood.

Revolution, War Finance, Capitalists, and Con Men
War pivots on finance. And it also breeds new forms of it. The American War of
Independence against Britain was no exception. Revolutionary quartermasters, colonels, and
treasurers in the colonies sought weapons, provisions, horses, and basic supplies on a
tremendous scale. During the winter of 1777–78, American soldiers consumed almost 2.3
million pounds of flour and nearly as much beef. In the month of May 1778 alone, the army’s
horses ate two and a half million tons of hay and a quarter-million bushels of grain.23

Arranging the logistics of war economy was the order of the day.
Inevitably, this pushed public credit to the fore, since wartime supplies were needed

before they could be paid for. As they gathered weapons, food, ammunition, and supplies,
colonial officials frantically issued promises to pay at a later date. These pledges, as we have
seen, were ultimately backed by land that would be seized “once the fighting had stopped.”24

But many bills would come due long before then. To manage this, two-thirds of the cost of
the Revolutionary War was funded by the use of bills of credit.25 To the good fortune of the
Americans, a market in these promissory notes developed among investors in Paris and
Amsterdam willing to bet on a victory for the colonial rebels (and on the land seizures that
would accompany it). America’s government could thus receive cash up front in return for
debt notes.

Massachusetts issued its first war bonds in May 1775. The following month, the
Continental Congress started printing a national paper currency, known as continentals.
Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton was soon to propose a national bank with powers to
print notes, coin money, receive deposits, and make private and public loans. A decade later,
this proposal would come to fruition with the creation of the First Bank of the United States
in 1791. But even without a national bank, the Americans found means of war finance in the
form of “floods of paper money,” as future president John Adams was to put it.26 By the time
the shooting had stopped, Congress had issued $226 million in notes, while an additional
$100 million in paper currency had flowed from the states.

Americans had already demonstrated a unique fondness for paper money, much to the
dismay of the imperial metropole, which repeatedly prohibited it (in laws of 1720, 1741, and



1751).27 But the Revolution scaled a new summit. Paper money would reign supreme in the
United States for the next fifty years, notwithstanding widespread fetishism of precious
metals as the only “true” money. And with proliferating paper currency came intensified
monetization and precocious financialization. As in the ancient Greco-Roman world, war was
a medium for monetizing social life—first, through the huge demand for market goods like
provisions and weapons, and second, through wages paid to soldiers, many of them recruited
from largely self-sufficient farms. A feedback loop developed in which government bought
up foodstuffs for soldiers and horses; young men spent their army pay; and farmers, under
pressure to pay off land loans or to acquire more land, pushed foodstuffs to the market.
Meanwhile, rocketing demand for agricultural goods drove up wartime prices, just as wages
rose due to labor shortages, brought on by the absence of farm boys due to military service.
As monetary transactions expanded, so did financial institutions. As early as 1794, when four
chartered banks could be found in the whole of the British Isles, the United States already
hosted eighteen. By 1825, the United States had nearly two and a half times as much banking
capital as did England and Wales. Riding this precocious financialization, bank assets as a
share of aggregate US output rose steadily from 1785—hitting levels in the 1820s
comparable to those that many countries reached only in the 1990s.28

This postrevolutionary surge of banks and paper currency provided fertile ground for an
astonishing rise in the number of swindlers and con men, of the sort later depicted in Herman
Melville’s novella The Confidence Man (1857). Specialists in constructing “pawnshops for
promises,” con men regularly bilked small investors in a plethora of get-rich-quick
schemes.29 In so doing, they contributed to the mistrust of paper money that was such a
powerful force in US financial history. Heading the pack of early nineteenth-century experts
in the art of the con was Boston-based Andrew Dexter Jr., who began building his paper
money machine in 1804. Dexter chose Rhode Island, the mecca of paper money, for the
launch of his innocuous-sounding Farmers Exchange Bank. From there, he churned out tens
of thousands of notes, which he sent as far from their source as possible, thus delaying, if not
preventing, their redemption for specie.30 En route, he set up several more banks, including
one in Detroit and another in Pittsfield, Massachusetts—each an instrument for the
production of baseless banknotes. Amazingly, Dexter’s pyramid scheme thrived for five
years before it all came crashing down. By the time it did, in 1809, the Farmers Exchange had
issued over $760,000 in notes, backed by a mere $86 in specie.31

The panic associated with Dexter’s meltdown was one element in a larger reaction against
paper money and national banks. So intense was the early nineteenth-century revulsion
against paper money that it also brought down the First Bank of the United States (BUS),
which had faced hostility from its inception. Created in 1791 as a component of Alexander
Hamilton’s program for an activist state promoting capitalist development, the Philadelphia-
based BUS was modeled on the Bank of England.32 From the start, powerful Virginia
tobacco planters opposed Hamilton’s national bank. Immersed in an economy where they
controlled finance as well as production of a global export commodity—tobacco—these
planters mistrusted any shift of financial power out of the Old South. Republicans like
Thomas Jefferson inflected this opposition with anti-centralist rhetoric, and in 1801 they
created the US Land Office as an alternative. Then, in the wake of monetary scams and
financial panics, an awkward coalition of agrarian populists, financial capitalists outside
Philadelphia’s Chestnut Street, and working-class radicals all turned their enmity on the bank
and the very idea of central banking. By 1811, the BUS could not muster enough support in
the Senate to get its charter renewed. With the elimination of the BUS’s power to regulate
banking, new banks could now multiply like weeds.



In a single legislative act, Pennsylvania created forty-one new banks in 1814. Three years
later, Kentucky wished forty banks into being, with a nominal capital of ten million dollars—
though in truth, they had not a coin in their treasuries. These were soon known as “caterpillar
banks,” as they were said to gobble everything in their path. A country that had 114 banks in
1811 boasted 256 five years later. Despite official bullionism, the United States was blatantly
a country of footloose paper currencies, a mecca of easy money. The more than two hundred
banks to be found in 1815 reported a combined $82 million in capital, only one-fifth of which
was backed by silver and gold.33 By this time, canal companies, railways, blacksmiths, and
various academies were also issuing a dazzling array of notes that circulated as money.
American capitalism had set off down the road of fragmented finance. Yet, down that road
also lay the potholes of scams and panics that regularly provoked anti-banking fevers, and a
fetish of precious metal.

Indian Hunting, Market Populism, and the Rise of Wall Street
No sooner had the First Bank expired than support for a strong central bank was renewed,
following the trauma of the War of 1812—which saw the British burn down the White
House, provoking a financial panic during which banks suspended conversion of notes into
specie. With public expenditures running two to three times higher than government income,
it required substantial sales of interest-bearing Treasury notes to finance the war. Accepted as
legal tender for all government transactions, including taxes, these notes became a crucial
part of the money supply.34 In 1816, shortly after the war’s end, Congress approved the
launch of the Second Bank of the United States, though it remained little more than an
accessory to the Treasury, the real central bank at the time. But the Second Bank soon found
itself with half of all bank-held specie, and it began to assume many of the coordinating and
regulating functions of a modern central bank. However, its history was plagued by crises,
scandals, and intensifying political opposition. Particularly during the tenure of Nicholas
Biddle as BUS president (1823–36), with the United States in the throes of intensifying
capitalist transformation, the bank became a lightning rod for social grievances against
moneyed interests and Washington officials. The acclaimed Indian killer, Andrew Jackson,
shrewdly mobilized these sentiments on his road to the presidency, fostering a market
populism that extolled economic individualism while condemning monstrous bankers and
bureaucrats. Dynamic capitalist development in the United States was thereby joined to a
fragmented, decentralized, and largely unregulated banking system.

It must be underlined that monetary fragmentation did not significantly hinder capitalist
accumulation in the United States. There has been a widespread tendency, particularly since
the onset of global financialization in the 1970s, to treat finance as the prime mover of
capitalist development, a view that all too easily meshes with neoclassical conceptions of
capitalism as a “money economy” fueled by individual property rights.35 Such perspectives
miss the vital sources of capitalist growth in labor, exploitation, and accumulation of means
of production. For it was as a powerful machinery for harnessing human labor that the US
economy thrived in the decades after 1800, notwithstanding its highly localized financial
system.

A growing body of research has demonstrated that this phase of vigorous capitalist
growth had fundamentally agrarian roots. Far from “revolutionary” market forces overturning
a “conservative” economy and culture based on land,36 American capitalism developed on
the basis of landed production. Where dispossession of indigenous people had been largely
completed, the transition from independent farming to agrarian capitalism occurred in large
measure through household production, rather than via its eradication, as had been the story



in Britain with the expropriation of small tenants. In the US case, family farms were rendered
market-dependent via the effects of land prices, mortgages, and market pressures. Farmers
were increasingly compelled to produce monetizable cash crops in order to make debt and
mortgage payments to government and banks, and to purchase farm implements and
household goods. All of these capitalist relations subjected petty commodity producers to the
imperatives of the market. By the 1830s, farmers in the Ohio Valley, drowning in debt, were
in a state of insurgence against banks in general, and the Second Bank of the United States in
particular.37 If it is true, as historian Jonathan Levy asserts, that “after 1870, mortgage debt
pressured farmers into growing the product that brought in the most cash” in states such as
Kansas, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Nebraska, and the Dakotas, it is also the case that in Ohio and
areas of the Northeast this transition had begun decades earlier.38

Well before the outbreak of the Civil War, a market-integrated, commodity-producing
agriculture held sway in the dominant regions of the US economy, generating monetized
surpluses and increasing demand for manufactured goods.39 This in turn stimulated the large-
scale industrial manufacture of shoes and textiles, especially in Massachusetts; the
development of water-driven mills and cotton-spinning machinery; the concentration of urban
populations; and the expansion of roads, turnpikes, and canals—to be followed by steamboats
and railroads.40 While powerful internal transformations propelled these developments,
European wars again intervened—this time the conflicts of 1793–1815 provoked by the
revolution in France—enabling US shipping to emerge as the world’s premier mover of
world goods, and enticing European investors back to American markets.41 American growth
further heightened the country’s attractive power to immigrants. Population soared from 3.9
million in 1790 to 9.6 million twenty years later, just as capitalist industrialization pushed the
number of cotton mills from fifteen to eighty-seven in the space of four years, at the same
time as the quantity of spindles increased tenfold. Beginning in the 1790s, the corporate form
of organization emerged in the North, soon becoming widespread. By 1861, American states
had incorporated over twenty-two thousand enterprises, making the United States the original
“corporation nation.”42 The precocious rise of the corporation also fostered the growth of
finance, as joint-stock firms took out loans and issued equities, bonds, and other securities.
This was the stimulus for a wave of new banks, whose numbers jumped from four in 1791 to
250 by 1816.43 Banking in the United States was thus a major beneficiary of a feverish
process of social and geographic expansion of commodity production and trade, alongside the
corporatization of American business. None of these processes was unduly hindered by the
fragmented character of US banking.

It would be easy to imagine that the localism of US banking owed much to peculiar forms
of finance in the Southern slave states. But, as much as the market in enslaved people lent
distinctive features to finance in the South, banks there were tightly connected with both
Northern and British mercantile groups. In fact, given that cotton was the world’s most
widely traded commodity by the 1830s, banking in the South was a force for financial
integration, not fragmentation. The same was true for the commerce in enslaved people.

Enslaved people were the largest capital investment in the Southern economy, and slave
trading was a powerfully rationalized business. Bonded persons were widely used as
collateral in debt transactions, from the purchase of shares in Louisiana banks to the
contracting of a mortgage. In the Louisiana parish of East Feliciana, enslaved people secured
80 percent of antebellum mortgages.44 In addition to collateralizing investments, enslaved
people comprised one of the commodities most actively bought and sold across the South,
and banks were keen to provide funds to businesses engaged in buying and selling bonded
persons. In the case of the Bank of North Carolina, perhaps two-thirds of its loans were made



to slave traders.45 Significantly, those states in the Deep South that imported the most
enslaved people—and thus had the most active markets in bonded persons—were also the
most monetized. So much did slave markets foster banking that by 1840, Louisiana,
Mississippi, Alabama, and Florida were circulating more bank money per capita than any
other US states.46 In this respect, as in many others, there was nothing premodern about the
Southern economy.47

As indicated, Southern slave-based banking was thoroughly integrated into financial
markets in the eastern United States, as well as the global market based in London.
Baltimore’s premier merchant bank, Alexander Brown & Sons, eventually the nation’s
second-largest mercantile exchange, connected investors in Liverpool, London, South
America, Africa, and beyond to the purchase and sale of cotton and enslaved people.48

Lending in the Mississippi Valley Cotton Belt was dominated by the Second Bank of the
United States, thus incorporating slave and cotton finance into the monetary circuits of
America’s de facto central bank.49 Many banks originating in the South, like the
Consolidated Association of Planters of Louisiana, issued loans backed by collateralized
enslaved people (loans financed by selling bonds to Baring Brothers of London).50 Slave
trader Jean Baptiste Moussier, working out of New Orleans, partnered with a Virginia bank to
build an interlocking slave-trading network that featured branches in New York, London, Le
Havre, and New Orleans.51 Banking in the American South was thus integral to international
capital flows that dealt in financialized instruments secured by enslaved bodies.

Notwithstanding its regional specificities, therefore, Southern finance was not the source
of the uniquely fragmented character of US banking. More significant was the way in which
intra-elite regional conflicts converged with popular grievances against the “market
revolution.” The latter was articulated into a market populism that channeled subaltern
protest into the political insurgency of Andrew Jackson.

With Philadelphia bankers controlling both the First and Second Banks of the United
States, financiers in cities such as New York, Baltimore, Boston, Richmond, and New
Orleans frequently bristled at the privileges conferred on their competitors in the City of
Brotherly Love. They eagerly joined the chorus declaiming the monopoly powers of
Philadelphia bankers, a chorus that grew amid the heightened social tensions over gender,
race, and class inequality that accompanied the “market revolution” of the early nineteenth
century.52

Andrew Jackson would be the ultimate beneficiary of the anti-elite sentiments of this
period. The first presidential candidate of non-gentry background, Jackson was the offspring
of rough-and-tumble Scotch-Irish immigrants who populated the Carolina backcountry.
Theirs was a culture of patriarchy and white supremacy, and Jackson himself owned fifteen
enslaved people by the time he was thirty. An abject failure as a planter, merchant, and land
speculator, the violent and short-tempered Jackson found his calling as a killer of indigenous
people. The War of 1812 was a turning point for the Indian hunter, as it was part of a pivot by
the United States toward more concerted practices of conquest, expansion, and ethnic
cleansing. Jackson played a decisive role here, massacring indigenous peoples while seizing a
fifth of Georgia and three-fifths of Alabama in the process—twenty-three million acres in
all.53 Presidents Monroe and Adams would now turn Indian eviction, dispossession, and
relocation into systematic state policy.54 But it was Jackson’s conquest of Florida (1813–18)
—which he snatched in a frenzy of slaughter from the Creeks, the Seminoles, and defiant
African Americans (as well as the imperial claims of Spain)—that raised militarized
displacement to unprecedented heights, while cementing his political reputation. When a
group of congressional leaders turned against him for effectively declaring war against Spain



on his own, Jackson rode to Washington and rallied supporters to reject resolutions
condemning him, galvanizing the movement that carried him to the White House in the
election of 1828. Blatantly anti-Indian aggression and belligerent continental expansion were
now the order of the day, symbolized in the decision of the new state of Mississippi, created
on the ancestral lands of the Choctaws, to name its capital “Jackson.”

Jackson’s violently anti-indigenous sentiments were entirely wanting in originality. Even
his wedding of bellicose expansionism to an anti-elite discourse that targeted the Second
Bank of the United States lacked inventiveness. After all, hostility to banks was emblematic
of democratic politics in the first decades of the nineteenth century. Farmers struggling with
mortgages, working-class radicals protesting exploitation of labor, and Jeffersonian
Republicans displacing their qualms about slavery—these groups and others singled out
banks for special reproach. The six new states that joined the union between 1816 and 1820
—Indiana, Maine, Illinois, Mississippi, Alabama, and Missouri—all adopted comparatively
democratic constitutions (subject to predictable racial and gender exclusions). They also all
noticeably constrained banking.55 No doubt, Jackson’s hostility to bankers was genuine. But
it was also shrewd politics, for it enabled him to channel subaltern grievances of farmers and
workers—who were undergoing the pressures of capitalist transition—into an expansionist
program of indigenous displacement that glorified the virtues of the white male yeoman
farmer and artisan. Class antagonisms could thus be mobilized against entrenched privilege
of the sort represented by the Philadelphia bankers who dominated the Second BUS, while
glorifying a market individualism based on white male producers. The strident campaign
Jackson waged against the Second BUS during his second presidential term (1833–37),
which included withdrawing all its federal deposits in 1833, effectively destroyed the
institution, whose charter was not renewed in 1836. Yet, as much as this appeared as a
victory for popular forces, the destruction of the bank was in fact largely “a blow at an older
set of capitalists by a newer, more numerous set…. Destruction of the bank ended federal
regulation of bank credit and shifted the money center of the country from Chestnut Street to
Wall Street.”56

In addition to shifting the center of financial power, the demise of the Second Bank, like
that of its predecessor, opened the floodgates to pell-mell creation of new banks and new
paper monies. There was an irony here, since Jackson was a “hard money” man, as manifest
in the “specie circular” he and his Treasury secretary issued in 1836, which directed federal
land agents to accept only silver and gold in payment for relatively large parcels of public
lands. Yet, an expanding US capitalism could not function on the limited monetary resources
of gold and silver bullion and coin. So, having destroyed the effective central bank of the
United States, the hard-money president unwittingly oversaw a manic proliferation of paper,
much of it produced by so-called wildcat banks, operating on next to no capital and prey to
counterfeiters (that is, when they were not generating funny money themselves).

A total of 379 banks had produced paper money by the time Jackson made his concerted
moves against the Second Bank in 1832. The number leapt to 596 in 1836, the year renewal
of the bank’s charter was denied, and it jumped again to 711 in 1840.57 By 1860, some seven
thousand different banknotes could be found circulating in the United States, courtesy of one
thousand six hundred state banks. Traveling alongside those were up to four thousand
counterfeit issues.58 There may be some poetic license in describing the United States as a
“nation of counterfeiters” at this point. But it is certainly fair to say that waves of frauds,
scams, and wildcat banks, and a dizzying proliferation of paper money generated profound
anxieties. Rather than providing a trusted means of exchange and social interaction, money
inspired abiding uncertainties about financial institutions, bankers, politicians, the salesperson
in the shop, and the medicine man and his elixir. A society overflowing with people (and



currency) that pretended to be something other than what they were nourished
epistemological doubt. As in Melville’s The Confidence Man, everyone’s identity seemed in
doubt, never mind the veracity of their stories or the authenticity of the wares they peddled.
Systematic suspicion appeared to be an entirely rational attitude.

It is all too convenient, however, to conclude that the market magically conjured up a
dynamic order out of this financial chaos. In reality, it was the antebellum US state that
produced financial order, by providing a greater degree of monetary regulation than most
historians have appreciated. True, American capitalism lacked a typical central bank at the
time. But the independent Treasury fulfilled many of its functions. We have already seen the
decisive role of Treasury notes during the War of 1812; and these were also widely deployed
in response to the Panic of 1837 in order to stimulate the economy, and later, to cover deficits
incurred during the Mexican-American War (1847). In providing monetary stimulus during
panics and in financing wartime deficits, the Treasury performed key central bank functions.
Congress authorized such practices in both 1840 and 1846, when it passed Independent
Treasury Acts as an alternative to sanctioning a national bank.59

Notwithstanding the regulating role of the Treasury, financial fragmentation had more
than a few defects. Not only was it a complicated business to properly assess the relative
values of hundreds of different banknotes, but the plethora of largely unregulated banks also
fostered scams and frauds. The latter contributed to speculative bubbles and painful panics
like the 1837 crash, and its successor twenty years later.60 Moreover, market populism’s
hostility to central banking and capitalist developmentalism—which promoted state-
supported infrastructure, like roads, canals, and railways—was far from optimal for the
common interests of capital. A bureaucratically centralized state capable of military defense
and expansion, the management of economic crises, the construction of transport
infrastructure, the domination of labor, and the suppression of oppressed groups is very much
in capital’s general interests, so long as its interventions do not impinge upon the rights of
property and the “liberties” of business. Such a state is an integral aspect of the capital
relation, expressing and managing the forms of alienation unique to capitalist society and the
conflicts it generates through institutions of impersonal power. Excessively fragmented state
powers are generally suboptimal to this project, and they carry the risk that conflicts between
regionalized part-sovereigns can become militarized.61 This was to be the story of the United
States in the 1850s and 1860s, when aggressive expansionism on the part of the slavocracy
provoked armed conflict. And from that conflict was born a new centralization of money and
power.

Blood on the Fields: Civil War and the Making of American Money

“Success in crushing the rebellion and maintaining the Union is much more a financial than a military question.”

—Ohio Senator John Sherman, 186362

War makes states, just as it makes money. In the American case, it was the Civil War (1861–
65) that “nationalized” the state and the banking system—a metamorphosis that began,
predictably, with war finance.63

On April 13, 1861, Fort Sumter fell to Confederate soldiers from South Carolina
defending the slavocracy. Full-fledged war was now unavoidable. Within weeks, President
Lincoln ordered up 83,000 troops for the army and navy—numbers that would soon represent
mere drops in the buckets of blood. When Congress met in July, the president requested “at



least four hundred thousand men and four hundred millions of dollars.”64 No US government
had ever imagined something on this scale, never mind implemented it. At the time Sumter
fell, Lincoln commanded 16,000 troops. He was now requesting 250 times as many. Before
1861 was out, he would have 600,000 soldiers in uniform. Six months later he would add half
as many again—all prior to the self-recruitment of nearly 200,000 African Americans into the
Union Army.65 As new troops swelled the ranks of the army, war costs skyrocketed. During
Lincoln’s first fiscal year, which closed on June 30, 1861, US government expenditures
totaled $67 million. A year later they had climbed to $475 million, topping out at $1.3 billion
in 1865—a level they did not reach again for over fifty years.66

While the Union government managed to improve and augment its revenue collection,
taxes could not possibly keep pace with the mushrooming costs of war. Lincoln’s tax
revenues comprised only about one-quarter of what his government spent. The rest had to be
covered by borrowing (selling bonds), or by printing money and declaring it legal tender.
And even this required significant increases in taxes, since bonds can be sold only if creditors
believe in government’s capacity to makes its interest payments. But war could not have been
waged, never mind won, without innovative debt instruments and new forms of money. And
these were underwritten by a tremendous expansion of state powers.

It has rightly been said that two critical acts of 1862 “advanced the national government’s
powers far beyond what had ever been ascribed to it before.”67 One, the Revenue Act of July
1862, enshrined federal powers of taxation, laid the basis for income tax, and radically
expanded the powers of the federal government—all critical to the maintenance of the state’s
credit in money markets. But it was an earlier bill, the Legal Tender Act of February 1862,
that had inadvertently launched a revolution in money and finance.

From the early days of the Civil War, the Union had been issuing Treasury notes as a
means to raise funds. One version of these, known as demand notes, did not pay interest and
was used widely as currency for everyday payments. But the Treasury secretary, Samuel
Chase (another gold and silver bug), resisted making these notes legal tender. Doing so would
have made paper equivalent to bullion, fully usable in all monetary transactions, and would
thereby have eliminated many difficulties of war finance. Unwilling to take this course—
which would eventually become inevitable—Chase instead clung to the idea of gold as real
money. In selling his Treasury notes, therefore, he insisted that banks buy them with specie.
Yet, this meant no legal expansion of the money supply. All it meant was that gold moved to
the government from the banks, with the latter holding Treasury notes in return. In not
making its notes legal tender, the government failed to increase the circulating medium with
infusions of state credit money. The results were predictable: within months of war,
commercial bank purchases of Treasury notes had exhausted their supplies of gold. With gold
disappearing, government suppliers went unpaid, and Treasury notes were heavily discounted
in money markets (since, in the midst of a gold shortage, sellers would accept amounts of
gold much smaller than the face value of their notes). Something had to give.

Once again, war dictated monetary innovation. If the war was to be prosecuted, the sacred
status of precious metal would have to be sacrificed, and paper made as good as gold—
simply by fiat of the state.68 Unpalatable as this might have been to many politicians, it was
either that or the collapse of war finance. Introducing debate on the Legal Tender Act on
January 28, 1862, Representative E. G. Spaulding declared the bill “a war measure.” He
continued, “In carrying on this existing war … it is necessary to exercise all the sovereign
power of the government to sustain itself.”69 Contra Jefferson and the republican tradition,
this meant the constitutional right of the federal government to create fiat money. In a further
repudiation of the Jeffersonian vision, the war state ushered in an unprecedented
enhancement of federal power. Supporting the Legal Tender bill, Radical Republican



Thaddeus Stevens intoned, “If no other means were left to save the Republic from
destruction, I believe we have the power under the Constitution and according to its express
provision, to declare a dictator.”70 And if Congress possessed the right to appoint a dictator in
times of national emergency, it most certainly had the authority to create a national currency.
And so, the famous notes known as greenbacks were born, backed by nothing more than the
state’s promises to pay—but enforced as legal tender by an act of government.

Lincoln signed the Legal Tender Act into law on February 25, 1862. All individuals were
required to accept both the $100 million in new greenbacks the government was furiously
printing, as well as the existing $50 million in demand notes. While greenbacks had a
predecessor in Treasury notes, their scale gave them a colossally greater impact. Treasury
notes had been of marginal importance, fluctuating in volume between $3 million and $20
million. Before the war was over, more than $450 million in greenbacks were in circulation.
Alongside those went $300 million in national banknotes, which were backed by US
government bonds. At one level, the US government now had something equivalent to the
currency issued by the Bank of England—legal tender notes backed by the credit of the state.
But whereas pound notes were legally convertible into gold, Lincoln’s government went a
major step further, in imitation of British wartime practice, by prohibiting convertibility of
greenbacks for specie—a suspension that would in fact persist for seventeen years, long past
the end of the conflict. The United States was thus operating with fiat money, pure and
simple. Nevertheless, as the New York Times reported on April 14, 1862, greenbacks were
immediately accepted with “universal confidence” and “esteemed in all respects the
equivalent of gold.” Four weeks later, the paper announced that the new legal tender notes
had won acceptance as “universal currency.”71

Many commentators were befuddled as to how this could be so. In May, the Economist
declared the success of the greenbacks to be incomprehensible. Yet Karl Marx, observing the
situation from London, was not in the least surprised. The triumph of “the paper operations of
the Yankees,” he wrote, derived from three social factors: confidence in Lincoln’s
government and its cause; the desperate need for currency in the US West; and the Union’s
favorable balance of trade.72 He might have added that the latter—a result of the North’s
advantage in international trade—was a product of the vitality of its agrarian and industrial
capitalism. In 1860, for instance, 110,000 manufacturing enterprises were active in the North,
compared to 18,000 in the South. The South possessed no machine shops that could build
marine engines for its navy, while during the war the Union constructed 671 warships, 236 of
them steam-powered vessels. Its industrial base enabled the North to manufacture 1.7 million
rifles; the South produced barely any. Rather than being sent into disarray by civil war, the
Northern economy surged industrially, as Congress provided massive land grants to launch
the Union Pacific and Central Pacific railways. Railroad expansion stimulated domestic steel
production, and the first commercial steel using the Bessemer process appeared in 1864.
Output in industries such as iron ore, machine tools, wool, and lumber jumped two to three
times between 1861 and 1865. And while the Southern economy sputtered, productivity rose
in the North in both agriculture and manufactures, a key reason that “Northern soldiers were
probably better fed and supplied than any army in history.”73

An expanding economy supplied the army and underpinned war finance, via taxes and
secure borrowing. Indeed, the industrial and commercial power of the North (and its capacity
to raise taxes) conferred on it the capacity to finance war with fiat money. Even a tripling of
the money supply from 1860 to 1865 did not create monetary instability. In the Confederacy,
on the other hand, the more than $1.5 billion in notes (“graybacks”) pumped into circulation
plummeted in value rapidly—not only because they were not legal tender, but also due to
economic dislocation and financial disorder. By 1864, one Confederate officer related that



graybacks had “ceased to have even a nominal value.”74 In some respects, the North’s victory
was sealed on its factories and farms, its railway lines and steel mills. Notwithstanding
strategic bungling and political hesitations on the part of the Union, its economic resources
enabled it to wage war for as long as proved necessary. As financial scholar Bray Hammond
observed: “In the North an industrial system gave assurance of the necessary production of
supplies, and required mainly a reform in the system of payments. In the South, a reform of
the system of payments would accomplish nothing, the means of production being at want.”75

That industrial system was the economic foundation of Northern victory. In political-military
terms, however, it was the self-emancipating activity of African Americans, including the
“general strike of the slaves” and the entry of two hundred thousand black troops into the
Union Army, that would prove decisive.76 But whereas black insurgency would be broken in
the Reconstruction era, the key wartime monetary transformations that underwrote military
success would persist, sometimes in modified forms, in the capitalist economic expansion
that followed Union victory.

These transformations required, however, that the banking system be “nationalized,” and
the state banks brought to heel. The federal government would thus have to become the
regulator of the American financial system. Lincoln pushed this process in a letter of January
19, 1863, which advocated “a uniform currency”—rather than the cacophony of hundreds of
contending bills and notes—to be supplied by a new system of federally constituted banks.
This letter, intriguingly, was a reply to the “workingmen of Manchester,” in which the
president felt obliged to assert the vigor with which his government was developing the state
powers necessary to win the Civil War.77 The real heavy lifting on the banking front was
done, however, by Ohio Senator John Sherman.

Nothing fosters state centralization like war, and it was not long before Sherman laid out
a program to nationalize and centralize government authority. The Ohio Republican steered
through the Senate a bill inaugurating a system of national banks, pronouncing, “The policy
of this country ought to be to make everything as national as possible, to nationalize our
country.”78 Commitment to defeating the Confederacy now made political and economic
fragmentation anathema. And Sherman happily took the lead among the centralizers. When
many state banks continued to print their own notes rather than switch over to greenbacks, he
launched a tax offensive against them. When his initial 2 percent tax did not bring the state
banks to heel, he pushed through legislation raising it to 10 percent. The government was
now dictating what would and would not function as money. Determined to annihilate the
notes issued by state banks, Sherman invoked constitutional powers. “It was the intention of
the framers of the Constitution,” he urged, “to destroy absolutely all paper money, except that
issued by the United States.”79 Early the next year, as the 10 percent tax on currency-issuing
state banks took effect, large numbers of these banks quickly nationalized themselves,
relinquishing their own currencies and agreeing to exclusive use of greenbacks and national
banknotes.80 American finance thus revolved around two national currencies, both issued by
government—United States notes (greenbacks) and national notes tied to government bonds.
American money was now genuinely the product of the national state.81

Not Yet World Money: The Dollar, Gold, and the Creation of the Federal
Reserve
If American money was now national, it was still a long way from being global. For the
dollar to become a principal currency of international business, multiple transformations
would be necessary—economic, political, and institutional. Over the half century that



followed the Civil War, these would all be put in place. Yet the processes of change were
typically piecemeal and confused, sometimes outright ludicrous. Having created a national
fiat money, America’s rulers now tried to get rid of it by restoring convertibility of banknotes
to gold. Yet so ham-fisted were the efforts that it took them nearly fifteen years to pull it off.

Immediately after the Civil War, the government began retiring and destroying
greenbacks, just as economic growth turned up and state revenues leapt higher. The money
supply thus contracted, while demand for money rose in response to the rising volume of
transactions. The result was predictable: as the money stock declined by about 7 percent a
year, so prices dropped by 8 percent annually from 1866–68.82 Declining prices are almost
always disastrous under capitalism, as investors and individuals postpone purchases and
investments in order to take advantage of the lower prices expected next week, next month,
next year. The economic effects were worst in the South and West of the United States,
which were cash-starved long before hostilities between the Union and the Confederacy had
ended. These regions strenuously opposed the resumption of dollar–gold convertibility and
frequently advocated for silver to become an additional component (sometimes the primary
one) of the money supply. Yet, notwithstanding widespread public hostility, the party of
resumption eventually prevailed, though it was not until 1879 that the convertibility of dollars
for gold came into effect.

The ruling-class push for resumption owed something to a concern that government fiat
money might get recklessly out of control—with the stuff being churned out at a rate that
would fuel price inflation. But the most farsighted capitalists had an additional concern. They
knew that while a state might impose whatever it liked as legal tender within its borders, it
had no such authority in world markets. In short, they understood, to recall Hobbes’s words,
that there had still to be some “measure of the value of all things else between Nations.”83 It
followed that if the United States was to be a top-tier player in international markets, it
needed a currency that carried global legitimacy, one that might become a recognized
instrument of global finance.

We live in an age that is bedazzled by finance. It is essential to remind ourselves,
therefore, that what brought about the internationalization of the dollar was a dynamic
process of capital accumulation in industry, agriculture, and transportation. Agricultural
expansion remained vital to these developments after the Civil War, although it was now
increasingly integrated with finance and burgeoning manufacturing industries. During the
1870s, farm acreage grew by 44 percent. This extensive growth dovetailed with increases in
the productivity of agricultural labor to generate often-staggering rises in output. “Between
1866 and 1886 the corn produced in Kansas rose from 30 million bushels to 750 million. In
1880 the wheat crop of North Dakota was not quite 3 million bushels. In 1887 it passed 60
million. These figures had no historical precedent.”84 Between the end of the Civil War
(1865) and the 1898 Spanish-American War, US wheat production jumped by more than 250
percent, and the output of corn by over 220 percent.85 All of this was tied, of course, to
industrial transformations of the landscape: canals and waterways, steamboats, the telegraph,
and—most dramatically—the railways. Over the course of the 1850s, the national railroad
system more than tripled in size, from nine thousand miles of track to thirty thousand. And no
city benefited more than Chicago, by this time a hub of railways, grain trading, meatpacking,
and finance.86

The expropriation of land from indigenous peoples also lay at the heart of Chicago’s rise.
On the backs of that dispossession came a half century of truly remarkable growth beginning
in the 1830s. Again, military conflict was crucial. During the Crimean War (1853–56), US
wheat exports to Europe soared; Chicago’s wheat shipments tripled. The city’s board of trade
had been organized in 1848, the same year that telegraphs reached the city, enabling rapid



dissemination of price information and deeper financial integration with New York, the most
important business center in the country. The city’s evolution into a railway hub expanded all
its networks of industry and commerce, and by 1852, two rail lines linked Chicago to New
York. Then, the Civil War worked its economic transformations. The Union Army’s
insatiable appetite for oats and pork kindled huge rises in production and exchange of these
goods. As demand soared, Chicago’s nine largest railroad companies joined with the city’s
Pork Packers’ Association to develop the mammoth Union Stock Yard and Transit Company.
Building thirty miles of drainage, and siphoning half a million gallons of fresh water per day,
the consortium operated ten miles of feed troughs. This industrial system covered sixty acres
of city land and funneled one hundred tons of hay (as well as corn) each day to five hundred
pens. These titanic increases in the production and exchange of grain, animals, and packed
meat also excited a plethora of speculative trades, as financiers gambled on the ups and
downs of prices. This was the origin of futures trading, as the Chicago Board of Trade
pioneered markets in financial pseudo-commodities based on bets about future prices (a
development to which we shall return). Fittingly, it was in 1865, the year the Civil War
ended, that the CBT introduced standardized rules governing futures trading.87

Complex financial markets developed in tandem with so-called financial banking, which
enabled businesses to procure loans backed by securities—primarily stocks—rather than
simple promises to repay, such as promissory notes or commercial paper. In the decade after
1896, loans by New York banks and trust companies secured by stock exchange collateral
jumped by over 200 percent, rising three times as fast as loans tied to an enterprise’s
commercial paper. Within a few years, roughly 60 percent of the loans made by New York
banks were backed by negotiable securities.88 Not only did US capitalism witness, as we
have seen, the most widespread adoption of the corporate form; it also developed some of the
most intricately structured financial markets in the world.

What was emerging in the United States, as illustrated in the case of Chicago, was a
dynamic symbiosis between agriculture and manufacturing, in which finance served as a
leavening agent. Between 1869 and 1883, the American economy grew faster than ever
before, at a rate of about 9 percent a year. Railroads were at the heart of this boom, with more
than one hundred sixty-two thousand miles of track laid in the forty years after 1860.89 By
1890—twenty-five years after the end of the Civil War—US capitalism produced more steel
than did Great Britain. And a decade later, its total manufacturing output had also overtaken
that of Britain. Meanwhile, the American economy had entered a phase of furious
concentration and centralization of capital. Huge conglomerates emerged, like the Standard
Oil Trust (1892), the US Steel Company (1901), and General Motors (1908). By 1902, there
were nearly one hundred industrial firms with capitalizations in excess of ten million dollars
—a size that was extraordinarily rare just a decade earlier. So overweening was the power of
giant corporations that by 1909 nearly two-thirds of all manufacturing workers labored for
fewer than 5 percent of all industrial enterprises.90

The dynamism of post–Civil War American capitalism and its growing financial
sophistication positioned the US economy for a jump to global status. Booming exports of
manufactures and semifinished goods delivered a favorable balance of trade virtually every
year after 1873. But this rise posed significant questions about the US monetary order.
Among other things, global power in capitalist society works through world money.
Capitalism involves a hierarchy of monies—from those with the most limited range of
exchangeability (e.g., tokens accepted only at a particular store) to those of universal
equivalence—in which the more limited have less social force than the most general. In Great
Britain under the gold standard, for instance, country banks issued their own currencies
backed by the private notes of London banks and Bank of England notes, while using gold



reserves as reserve assets. London banks, in turn, held a combination of Bank of England
notes and gold, while the Bank of England’s official reserves consisted entirely of gold. Gold
thus sat atop the monetary pyramid in Britain; and as world capitalism went to the gold
standard, the yellow metal became the ultimate expression of world money. This is not to say
that gold was the medium of everyday commerce; banknotes and coins typically played that
role. Rather, gold was the measure of world value as well as its embodiment (as the store of
global value). It was the means of comparing national prices and earnings and, thereby, of
globally measuring what one nation-state owed another in the course of world trade and
investment flows (tallied via each state’s balance of payments with every other). Great
Britain had fixed the price of an ounce of gold at £4.247, while the US government set its
value at $20.671. This determined a rate of exchange between dollars and pounds based on
gold. Each major currency had a gold value, which provided for straightforward conversions
of one currency into another through the medium of gold. “It was almost as if the gold-
standard world possessed a single international money,” remarks one historian.91 There is in
fact no “as if” about it. Gold was the ultimate means of payment in international transactions
—the only one that was fully universal.92 Assessing the role of gold in 1870, the majority
report of a US congressional committee pronounced, “For all purposes of internal trade, gold
is not money … but for all purposes of foreign commerce it is our only currency.”93

However, at the end of the Civil War, the United States was not on the gold standard: it
had a pure fiat money until 1879.94 And even after its return to gold, strong forces continually
pressed for a silver standard, or a bimetallic standard (gold and silver). Indeed, the Silver
Purchase Act of 1890 remonetized silver by requiring the government to undertake regular
purchases of the metal as a way to augment the money supply. Yet, bimetallic standards are
inherently fraught, as developments in private markets shift the relative values of each metal
away from their official government values. This inevitably leads to a drain of one metal at
the expense of the other, as speculators exploit deviations of market prices from the official
rate of conversion (which is often set in law) between the two metals. If the market price for
silver is worth 5 percent less than the government rate, for instance, then investors—
including foreign ones—will trade silver for gold at government windows (and pocket the
extra 5 percent in gold). In the 1890s, this would have meant a persistent drain of gold away
from the United States, moving it, sooner or later, to a silver standard for its currency as gold
reserves declined. However, those sections of American business that were eyeing a jump to
global status knew that their project required a dollar tied exclusively to gold.

The urgency of committing the dollar to gold became more pressing in 1871, as the
international gold standard gained momentum. Having militarily defeated France, German
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck took his newly unified state onto gold. This quickly forced
France onto the gold standard, as well. In rapid order, four other European nations converted
to gold, as did Japan, India, Russia, and Argentina throughout the 1890s, followed in the next
decade by Austria-Hungary, Mexico, Brazil, and Thailand. As the gold standard became
genuinely international, Britain, its originator, established itself as the center of world
finance. Indeed, governments and investors the world over had more confidence in the
pound’s convertibility into gold than they had regarding any other currency—a confidence
that was supremely practical, given Britain’s leading position in the global economy.

From early on, British capitalism had developed surpluses above its own domestic
investment needs, and much of this could be profitably loaned to international borrowers. In
addition, it had an empire for the circulation of its currency, and dominions that could be
bullied into buttressing sterling when necessary. If London was the center of global finance,
this also meant that its gold standard was the de facto foundation of world money—and thus,
crucially, that gold was now the basis of war finance. For any government entering the late-



nineteenth-century scramble for empire, or even simply building its armed forces for defense
against aggressors, gold was essential as payment for weapons, ships, armored vehicles,
aircraft, provisions, cotton and linen for uniforms, and iron—increasingly the world’s key
industrial material. It is no accident, therefore, that the internationalization of the gold
standard occurred in the decades leading to the First World War, when military budgets were
soaring amid colonial scrambles. Total military expenditures for Britain, Germany, Russia,
Austria-Hungary, France, and Italy more than tripled between 1880 and 1914, as the imperial
powers lurched toward war. Observing these trends, while his own country engaged in a pell-
mell military buildup, one astute Japanese analyst wrote: “Bismarck said there are only two
things: iron and blood. I, on the other hand, believe that there are only iron and gold.”95

This substitution of gold for blood goes, of course, to the very heart of the argument I
have been developing. As the blood of the modern state, gold was the medium of imperial
life. It thus underwrote the sorcery of death-as-life—necropolitics—practiced by states as war
machines.96 Gold, the means of war finance, had become the circuitry of world power. As
lifeblood of the military commonwealth, it was the instrument for making real blood flow
across the world’s oceans and battlefields.

Cognizant of this, US President Grover Cleveland warned Congress in 1893 that a
monetary system orbiting around silver would mean the United States could “no longer claim
a place among nations of the first class.”97 Congressman Josiah Patterson of Tennessee
expressed the same idea, in the parlance of everyday ruling-class bigotry: to move to a silver
standard, he pronounced, would position the United States “not with the enlightened nations
of Christendom, but side by side with China, with the republic of Mexico, with the republics
of Central and South America, and every other semicivilized country on the globe.”98

Adoption of the gold standard became the measure of all things wholesome—civilization,
global standing, war, and empire.

To be sure, the gold standard served important domestic functions. Among other things, it
limited just how expansionary central banks could be with the money supply, since the
requirement to convert currency to gold upon demand constrained profligate tendencies, real
or imagined. (For instance, an excessively rapid expansion of currency might provoke a bank
run that could exhaust the gold reserves.) But most importantly, with the emergence of an
international gold standard from 1873–90, global capitalism had acquired a singular form of
world money—and American capitalists were intent that their system should revolve around
it. After passage of the Silver Purchase Act of 1890, which threatened to move America off
gold, they spearheaded a campaign to secure the supremacy of the yellow metal. As much as
they invoked domestic reasons for this, American business leaders were also insistent about
its necessity for war finance. America’s extensive global investments, explained Treasury
Secretary Lyman Gage, required “a well-supplied war chest with an impregnable credit”—
and impregnable credit meant a dollar as good as gold.99

In fact, war once again proved a turning point. In 1898, US capital turned its sights on
Spain, a colonial power in terminal decline. Offering little real resistance to American
military aggression, Spain handed over its colonies in the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto
Rico, while Cuba was made a US protectorate.100 American capitalism was now asserting
itself as the rising imperial power of the era. But it still needed to establish itself as a
heavyweight in the sphere of world trade, investment, and finance. Twenty-four months after
Spain was vanquished, the Gold Standard Act of 1900 was passed. The dollar was now
officially tied to gold and backed by a $150 million gold reserve at the Treasury.101

Expansionist dreams had carried the day. But they were far from exhausted.



While consolidation of the gold standard would be critical to the projection of power
abroad, so would the institutional capacities to manage crises and panics. In fact, with the
latter in mind, corporate America had been promoting a US central bank since the early
1890s, as the transition to mammoth firms exacerbated tendencies toward overproduction.
The growth of output prompted by giant corporations, deploying new productivity-boosting
technologies, pushed prices into a downward movement. Between 1875 and 1896, for
instance, US prices dropped by an average of 1.7 percent each year.102 Compounding these
trends were financial crises like that of 1893, in which four hundred banks collapsed, all of
which reinforced the big business campaign for a central bank with powers of countercyclical
crisis management.103 But progress toward central banking was slow, in part because some
sections of capital distrusted any state initiative that seemed too readily influenced by popular
forces. Then the Panic of 1907 struck, rocking markets and severely damaging the
international reputation of America’s financial system.

The crisis broke out in October of that year, with a run on the Knickerbocker Trust
Company, which then suspended all cash withdrawals (whether currency or gold). Within
days, as panic spread, major banks in New York and Chicago did the same. Overnight,
companies could not meet payrolls, and commercial and personal credit dried up. Cash was
now at a premium, with some brokers receiving up to a 4 percent surcharge on every dollar
they provided.104 As individuals and financial institutions hoarded cash, interest rates on
stock exchange call loans—overnight loans secured by shares—leapt to 70 percent. Hoping
to alleviate the panic, Treasury Secretary George Courtelyou pumped $25 million into New
York banks. He may as well have been fighting wildfire with a water pistol. Only when stock
prices had dropped sufficiently was the downturn arrested by the appearance of large inflows
of gold from European investors (looking to take advantage of falling share prices). Six
months later, Congress authorized the Treasury to create up to $500 million in emergency
currency to relieve future panics.105 But progress toward fashioning a central bank remained
erratic. And when it was finally accomplished with the Federal Reserve Act of 1913, it was
too late to address the trauma that seized global financial markets with the outbreak of world
war in August 1914.

Global Slaughter, the Second Thirty Years’ War, and the Triumph of the Dollar

“In Europe they mobilize armies and navies. In America we mobilize bank reserves.”
—Minnesota Senator Knute Nelson, August 1914106

By the time war erupted, the US economy had become the world’s largest, responsible for
one-third of global industrial output—nearly as much as that of Britain, France, and Germany
combined. Yet, notwithstanding its industrial heft, America was a lightweight in world
financial markets. There, Britain reigned supreme. When countries needed to raise money,
they sought out British pounds, which were effectively as good as gold. Even the German
mark and the French franc received more use as a means of international payment than did
the dollar. Certainly, some countries tapped US markets for loans, though rarely were the
bonds issued in New York denominated in dollars, given the US currency’s lack of global
reach.107 But this mismatch between industrial and financial power would not last. The game-
changer, once again, was war—and war finance.

In fact, America’s rise to financial supremacy would take a mere six months of war. And
this time, gold would work in its favor.



One after another, the belligerent states of 1914 were forced to suspend gold
convertibility, as the demands of war finance exhausted their supplies. France, Germany, and
Russia did so in August, the first month of the conflict. The reason was basic: gold was the
most universally accepted means of paying for the weapons, raw materials, and foodstuffs
essential to sustaining armed forces. Warring states would no longer part with the precious
metal except for the purchase of war materials. Each and every soldier and sailor had to be
trained, equipped, clothed, fed, and transported to bases and fronts. They needed to be
supported by armored vehicles, ships, and planes. Once the shooting started, for instance,
France required up to two hundred thousand shells daily, nearly seventeen times its prewar
output.108 Given the scale of mobilization, which went on for nearly five years, the primary
combatants were starved for cash, while America, which would wait three years before
entering the conflict, was flush with loanable funds. This is why Minnesota Senator Knute
Nelson could declare, “In Europe they mobilize armies and navies. In America we mobilize
bank reserves.” And this time America’s leaders, intent on achieving global status, refused to
be pushed off the gold standard. That would be the difference maker.

Adhering to gold was far from easy. As Europe moved to war in late July 1914, its
governments feverishly stockpiled bullion. To do so, they began selling their US financial
assets, like stocks and bonds, and cashing in the dollars they received for US gold, which was
immediately shipped across the ocean (or sometimes to Canada, in the case of Britain).
During the final week of July, $25 million in gold was drained from America’s reserves in
this way. This seemed bad enough. But the drain had actually started earlier, with $9 million
in gold exports in May, rising to $44 million a month later. Altogether, $83 million worth of
US gold had been siphoned to Europe, even before the shooting started. Worse, in 1914
European investors owned $4 billion worth of US railway stocks alone—all of which could
be liquidated and turned into gold in due time.109 Of course, the American government could
take the dollar off gold for the duration of the war, but this posed two problems. First,
America was not at war (and would stay out of the fighting for three more years), and war
was the only accepted rationale for suspending dollar–gold convertibility. Second,
notwithstanding its entry into the conflict, Britain was committed to maintaining the gold
standard in order to preserve the unique role of the pound as a world currency, and that of
London as the center of world finance. For the United States to close the gold window would
be an admission that it could not compete with sterling as a world money, setting back New
York’s emergence as a site of world finance. All of this compelled America’s leaders to cling
to gold. Expressing a growing bourgeois consensus, Benjamin Strong, first president of the
Federal Reserve Bank of New York, vowed to make the dollar “an international currency” by
building “confidence in the redeemability of dollars in gold at all times.”110 Among other
things, this also implied a growing global role for American banks, and to this end the
Federal Reserve Act authorized US national banks with at least $1 million to set up foreign
branches, a privilege of which the largest quickly availed themselves.111 Yet, the global
expansion of American banks rested on the stability of the dollar. And as gold exited the
United States in record amounts, that stability seemed precarious.

Treasury Secretary William McAdoo had a plan, however. He would shut down Wall
Street, rather than see the United States go off gold. This would close off the main avenue by
which European investors could sell their American stock holdings for gold. If European
investors had nowhere to sell their US financial assets, exports of US gold could be
considerably constrained. So, he arranged for the New York Stock Exchange to close its
doors on July 31, 1914. And closed it would remain for the next four months.112 At the same
time, McAdoo knew that in shutting down Wall Street, he was simply buying time.
Eventually, the market would have to be reopened. The key was to pump out exports,



particularly of grain and cotton, to European states desperate to feed and clothe their troops.
This would stop the gold outflow, since the belligerents would need the precious metal to pay
for American goods. By autumn, US exports were booming, the value of the dollar was
ticking upward, and European states were hurrying to New York to borrow money. Gold was
no longer flowing out, while foreign money was pouring in. By the time the United States
entered the global conflagration in 1917, foreign governments had raised more than $2.5
billion in wartime funds by selling dollar-denominated securities in New York.113 The dollar
had now displaced sterling as the global currency of choice. By the early 1920s, interest rates
were lower in New York than in London, which encouraged governments and investors to
continue to do business there. At long last, American capitalism had mastered money’s
second modal form—central bank currency backed by government debt and redeemable in
gold.

By most measures, America had become the premier capitalist economy in the world by
1915. But its formal ascendance to imperial hegemon, the power that dominates global
politics and economics, would not transpire for another thirty years. This reminds us that the
organization of hegemonic power involves complex social processes. Between immediate
events and the longue durée of centuries, argued French historian Fernand Braudel, there
occur cycles or conjunctures that work themselves out over a decade or a quarter century.114

The thirty-year period consisting of the two World Wars (1914–19 and 1939–45), in whose
interregnum occurred a global depression, might be seen as just such a conjuncture. Only out
of the turmoil of trench warfare, blood-soaked fields, revolutions and civil wars, fascism, and
the atom bomb would there emerge a new global hierarchy based on American power—and
the US dollar.115

It is incumbent to say a few things here about the total wars of the first half of the
twentieth century. These were conflicts characterized by the industrialization of killing, the
use of machine technology—tanks, modern battleships, bomber aircraft, chemical weapons,
and the atom bomb—in order to murder and destroy. To rework Walter Benjamin’s
expression, we have here the eruption into world history of mechanically reproducible
death.116 More than sixteen million people probably perished in the first global conflagration,
vindicating Rosa Luxemburg’s verdict that “shamed, dishonored, wading in blood and
dripping with filth—thus stands bourgeois society.”117 Reflecting a decade later on “the
nights of annihilation of the last war,” Benjamin contemplated the ominous mobilization of
means of destruction that reshaped the earth: “Human multitudes, gases, electrical forces
were hurled into the open country, high frequency currents coursed through the landscape,
new constellations rose in the sky, aerial space and oceans thundered with propellers, and
everywhere sacrificial shafts were dug in Mother Earth.”118

The shock registered by the brutalities of total war unsettled and traumatized its
combatants as well as its victims. Even a dedicated imperialist like Winston Churchill
registered its dreadful features in a speech given after World War I. “The Great War differed
from all ancient wars in the power of the combatants and their fearful agencies of
destruction,” he declared, continuing, “Every effort was made to starve whole nations into
submission without regard to age or sex…. Bombs from the air were cast down
indiscriminately. Poison gas in many forms stifled or seared the soldiers. Liquid fire was
projected upon their bodies. Men fell from the air in flames, or were smothered, often slowly,
in the dark recesses of the sea…. Europe and large parts of Africa and Asia became one huge
battlefield.”119



Twenty years later, the science and technology of destruction had become frighteningly
more powerful as the Second World War exterminated at least sixty million people, fully 3
percent of the world population. And now a second feature of total war—the systematic
killing (genocide) and displacement of civilian populations—came fully into its own,
producing the industrialized death camp (Auschwitz), and giving rise to the new human
categories of refugees and the stateless.120

Total war was “the largest enterprise hitherto known to man,” wrote Marxist historian
Eric Hobsbawm.121 It required colossal efforts to coordinate food production and distribution,
armaments manufacture, rationing of goods, worldwide transportation and communication,
financial management, mobilization of “manpower,” patrol of the oceans and the skies,
movement of troops, and orchestrated destruction and killing on a planetary scale. In the
interregnum between the two concentrated periods of global slaughter, capitalism underwent
its most devastating slump, the Great Depression of the 1930s, reminding us why millions
came to reject a system that seemed capable of nothing but murder and economic hardship.

The story of the Depression has been told many times. The drama is usually associated
with the great stock market crash in New York, beginning in October 1929.122 In fact,
“business was in trouble long before the crash.”123 Profits and output had started to turn
down prior to the meltdown on Wall Street. But the latter thoroughly destroyed personal
fortunes and traumatized the financial system. Four thousand banks collapsed in the United
States. By 1933, US gross national product had dropped by nearly a third, and one person in
every four in the labor force was unemployed. The American economy was particularly hard
hit by the slump, but it was far from isolated. Seventeen other countries saw bank panics and
collapses, and one after another, each went off the gold standard. The United States ended
gold convertibility for domestic purposes with the Gold Reserve Act of 1934, though it
retained the yellow metal for settlement of international transactions.124 Trade protectionism
and currency devaluations induced a massive contraction in world trade, which underwent a
decline of more than a third by 1932. Plummeting prices, particularly for raw materials and
agricultural commodities, hammered nations like Canada, Argentina, and Australia. After
more than five years of persistent decline, it seemed the bottom had been touched. Output and
investment started to grow, unemployment eased a bit. Then, in 1937, the bottom fell out
once more.125 But this new slump would not drag on like that of 1929–35. What ended it was
war—total war to be precise, and human carnage on a planetary scale.

That capitalism should thrive on destruction comes as no surprise. The frantic production
of tanks, fighter aircraft, jeeps, battleships, millions of rifles, and millions of uniforms—and
the iron, steel, electrical goods, and more that all these required—catapulted economies out of
depression. As economist John Kenneth Galbraith observed, “The Great Depression of the
thirties never came to an end. It merely disappeared in the great mobilization of the
forties.”126 Yet, it was not just troops who were mobilized; so was capital. And as with the
troops, it was the state that did the mobilizing. World capitalism revived, in other words, on
the back of a state-directed war economy.

Following the decade of depression, the American gross national product grew by 65
percent from 1939 to 1944. Industrial production expanded more rapidly than during any
other period in US history. Driving all of this was military demand: production of war goods
catapulted from 2 percent to 40 percent of all output over the same five-year period.127 By
1943, the US government was initiating 90 percent of all investment, and the arms sector was
generating half of all output.128 Factories were humming, and farms were working flat out to
meet military demand.



But as much as war revived world capitalism, its effects were highly uneven. And there
was no greater beneficiary of this unevenness than Uncle Sam. To begin with, the United
States did not enter the war until late 1941, more than two and a half years after the rest of its
allies. Yet, while it remained outside the conflict, it nonetheless profited from it—producing
ever more goods for its European trading partners, and providing them loans. Even when it
did enter the brutal fray, the United States did not experience the massive physical and
industrial decimation that accompanied the human slaughter elsewhere.

Japan, for instance, lost one-quarter of its factories and a third of its industrial equipment
as a result of the carnage. Italy’s steel industry saw a quarter of its capacity destroyed, while
Germany suffered damage to 17 percent of its stock of fixed capital. Meanwhile, one-tenth of
France’s industrial stock was wiped out.129 While economies like these were ravaged by war,
the United States boomed. At the commencement of hostilities in 1939, the US economy was
about one-half the combined size of those of Europe, Japan, and the Soviet Union. Six years
later, when war at last ended, it was larger than all of them combined. By that point, the
United States accounted for half of global industrial production and held almost three-
quarters of the world’s supplies of gold. Lifted ever higher on oceans of blood, the United
States now dominated the international economy. And the dollar was its unrivaled world
money.

The Great Boom, Vietnam’s Unraveling, and Global Fiat Money
Once the bombs had stopped falling, the losers’ countries occupied, and the victors’ lust for
conquest (temporarily) satisfied, world capitalism entered a sustained quarter-century
expansion (1948–73). The contrast with the previous period—three decades of war and world
depression—could scarcely have been starker. To be sure, there were cyclical fluctuations
across the Great Boom, with periodic domestic recessions. But overall, global capitalism
experienced a period of high growth rates, robust profits and investment, low unemployment,
expanding world trade, and generally rising living standards. This “golden age” for Western
economies had its brutal undersides of course: imperial interventions, racist violence, the
Cold War arms race, an intensified regulation of gender and sexuality. Yet, Western
economies just kept humming.

World manufacturing output quadrupled between the early 1950s and the early 1970s,
while world trade in manufactures leapt ten times higher. The stock of plant, machinery, and
equipment per worker more than doubled, driving labor productivity forward at record pace.
Food production rose more quickly than did world population, with grain yields doubling
over a thirty-year period. Rates of economic growth hit record highs in every major capitalist
nation, with the exceptions of Great Britain and the United States.130 As labor militancy was
contained and pro-business policies consolidated, the era of high profits created the space for
governments to expand social provision (“the welfare state”) without compromising capital
accumulation. A myth of social harmony triumphed, according to which capital, labor, and
the unemployed could prosper together in a new managed capitalism. John Kenneth
Galbraith, not known for recycling conventional wisdom, suggested, in his 1958 book The
Affluent Society, that since the problem of wealth-creation had been solved, the social
challenge was now to manage affluence and share the wealth.131

Although often described as the “Keynesian era,” the boom had considerably less to do
with the influence of British economist John Maynard Keynes than is often supposed. What
fueled expansion was not deft fiscal and monetary management so much as the maintenance
of high rates of profitability. Through a complex algebra—whose variables included the
impacts of wartime destruction of capital, the stimulating effects of permanent arms budgets,



the mobilization of new technologies, the containment of labor insurgency, and the
reconstitution of reserve armies of labor132—capitalism seemed to have found a new growth
trajectory that would forever eliminate crises and depressions.

Floating atop the boom, coordinating its flows, was the almighty dollar. After climbing
into the top tier during the First World War, the supremacy of the greenback became
incontestable after the second global conflagration. Dollar hegemony was enshrined when
Western leaders gathered at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, in the summer of 1944 to
hammer out a new monetary regime.133 Contrary to a present-day myth, this conference was
anything but a harmonious gathering of responsible leaders seeking the common good.
Bretton Woods was another exercise in great-power politics, with the United States refusing
proposals from Keynes, the British representative, in order to impose dollar supremacy. The
global economy would henceforth revolve around the dollar as the world’s primary reserve
currency. All major currencies would be pegged at fixed rates to the dollar, which in turn was
to be tied to gold at a ratio of thirty-five dollars to an ounce. Like the British monetary
system, this was a gold exchange standard. The dollar was to be the basis of monetary
payments, albeit with the understanding that central banks could exchange the latter for gold.
To stabilize the global structure, exchange rates of other currencies would be held fairly
steady to the dollar by the use of capital controls, which would prevent so-called “hot” flows
of money. The major powers also agreed to finance a new institution, the International
Monetary Fund, empowered to provide loans in the event of currency crises should a member
country encounter severe balance-of-payments difficulties.

Ironically, in light of what would later transpire, the main challenge to this arrangement in
the early years of postwar boom was a dollar shortage in Europe. By mid-1947, the United
States was running a twenty-billion-dollar export surplus—goods that could only be paid for
by America’s trade partners with dollars or gold, each of which was in short supply due to
their massive concentration in US hands. Without an outflow of dollars to Europe and Japan
to support international trade and capital flows, the dollar-based system risked seizing up.
The conundrum was at first evaded when the American government announced the Marshall
Plan and its program of aid to Europe. But it was the decision to rearm Europe, and to
provide military aid to this end, that really turned the tide. And this decision crystallized into
strategic policy direction when war commenced in 1950 on the Korean Peninsula. This policy
was accelerated in the face of the election of left-leaning governments in France and Italy,
worker revolts in countries like Japan, and fears that the end of war would induce another
wave of working-class and socialist insurgence. As arms spending soared, and the American
state shifted to “Military Keynesianism” at home and continuous military assistance to allies
abroad, an outflow of dollars lubricated the gears of the world economy.134 But US
corporations were soon to augment these outflows by increasing their offshore investments in
order to build multinational operations and thereby profit from sales in rebounding European
economies. The “solution” initially provided by militarism was now amplified by corporate
globalization. The result was a consolidation of the new regime of world money, as a
persistent US balance-of-payments deficit (driven by overseas military spending and aid),
alongside foreign investment, generated the dollar liquidity essential to the smooth working
of the world economy. Yet, so long as America had a surplus on its merchandise trade,
foreign-held dollars were welcomed as payment for US-produced goods.

But this postwar balance would not last. It was no longer the case, after all, that the
United States mobilized bank reserves while others mobilized armies. As the imperial
hegemon, America was paying for troops and tanks, bombs and aircraft, and for ever more
expensive ballistic missiles. Simultaneously, it was exporting dollars to maintain foreign
bases, and to feed, clothe, house, and pay wages to soldiers overseas—all costs that rose with



the escalation of the war in Vietnam. In 1964, America’s debts to foreign central banks
exceeded its gold reserves for the first time in the postwar period, due to a balance-of-
payments deficit that stemmed from Vietnam-driven foreign spending. Official government
figures estimated that overseas military spending by the United States equaled $3.7 billion
during the following three years (1965–67). Yet these figures excluded a $2.1 billion outflow
due to military grant agreements—consisting of military goods and services paid for by the
American government and delivered as gifts to client states—during these years.135 These
“gifts” would grow by more than a billion dollars by 1971, when the dollar crisis erupted. By
that point, US military outlays abroad exceeded its foreign sales of armaments by almost $3
billion, with some analysts estimating that the foreign costs of empire amounted to $8 billion
per year.136 The dollar outflow—and the weakening position of the greenback that
accompanied it—was thus directly connected to the costs of war and empire. To be sure, the
US state believed in the necessity of such imperial expenditures. But, the empire itself
appeared to be in decline at the time, nowhere more so than in Vietnam, where it was losing
the war despite ongoing military escalation. As the rest of the world watched the gyrations of
the dollar and the humbling of America’s war machine at the hands of Vietnam’s national
liberation movement, the US empire underwent a credibility crisis.137 A vice president of
Citibank insightfully informed a Congressional committee in 1970, “Hegemony, not
liquidity, is what the dollar problem is all about.”138 While that may not have been the whole
story, it was a crucial part of it.

Underlying this challenge to hegemony was American capitalism’s relative economic
decline. While the US government spent extravagantly on empire, its domestic economy
performed much more sluggishly than did the very economies that had seemed so weak and
broken in 1945. America’s listless progress can be seen in growth rates of the “capital stock”
in manufacturing—the accumulation of plants, machines, and equipment. During the critical
fifteen-year period from 1955 to 1970, US capital stock in industry grew by 57 percent. In
Europe, it grew twice as rapidly (116 percent), while in Japan it rose an incredible nine times
faster (500 percent). By 1972, American business had spent several years at the bottom of the
rankings of industrial nations for reinvestment of corporate earnings.139 The United States
was thus among the least dynamic of the major capitalist economies. As a result, it now
began to lose markets, especially for manufactured goods, to up-and-coming rivals. To make
matters immeasurably worse, the so-called Great Boom was winding down, ordaining the
downfall of the Bretton Woods system.

The decline of the Great Boom was driven by the overaccumulation of capital and a
downward movement in the general rate of profit that commenced around 1968.140 But like
all economic slowdowns, the effects were borne unevenly. This time, having lost ground to
its main competitors, American capitalism endured some of the harshest blows, among them
a full-fledged dollar crisis.

As early as 1960, while Europe and Japan recovered, the reserves of dollars held overseas
exceeded America’s supply of gold. Had all those dollars been converted for the precious
metal, the United States would have been abruptly forced off the gold exchange standard.
Instead, US governments enforced a series of stopgap measures, some of them at odds with
the spirit of Bretton Woods. As early as 1961, Americans were prohibited from holding gold
outside the country. Then, European governments were strong-armed into contributing to a
Gold Pool, and pressed to refrain from converting dollars to gold. Shortly after, American
residents were barred from collecting gold coins. But none of these ad hoc moves could offset
the structural trend: the United States was now importing more goods than it exported, and
shipping out billions to finance overseas military spending, while covering the shortfall with
a currency in which its trade partners were drowning.



It was one thing for the United States to have a deficit in its overall balance of payments;
but this was now joined by a deficit in merchandise trade. By 1969, the American economy
was running a four-billion-dollar shortfall on trade in consumer goods. And two years later,
its overall trade balance turned negative.141 The world was now awash with billions of
dollars that many of its holders simply did not need. So long as they bowed to US pressure
and abstained from demanding gold, America’s trading partners were accepting useless IOUs
in exchange for the real goods and services they supplied to the United States. And by
exchanging inconvertible IOUs for goods and services, as one economic analyst noted, the
US was effectively appropriating “from the dollar receiving countries an equivalent amount
of their surplus value for its own use.”142 To make matters worse, the era of escalating war in
Vietnam was also one of steadily rising price inflation. The real buying power of the dollar—
the actual material goods it could purchase—declined persistently. To hold dollars was thus
to hang on to a depreciating asset, one that could buy less and less. French President Georges
Pompidou openly grumbled about having to use as a global measure of value “a national
currency that constantly loses value.”143 The dollar was no longer as good as gold—but it
could still be redeemed for the precious metal by foreign central banks. Notwithstanding US
threats, foreign governments and investors rushed to do just that. By 1968, more than 40
percent of the US gold reserves had left the country.144 On a single day in March of that year,
some four hundred million dollars was presented for conversion.145

As the precious metal exited its vaults over the course of 1968, the American government
ceased providing gold to private dollar holders at the official price of thirty-five dollars per
ounce. But the real bombshell exploded in 1971. On August 15 of that year, President
Richard Nixon slammed shut the gold window. No longer would the US Treasury provide
bullion for dollars, even to foreign central banks. The foundations of Bretton Woods had
collapsed. Initially, this move sent shock waves through government and financial circles.
Told that Nixon was contemplating going off the gold exchange standard, one Treasury
official “leaned forward, put his face in his hands, and whispered, ‘My God!’”146 Yet
Treasury Secretary John Connally was prepared to play hardball. When warned by Federal
Reserve President Arthur Burns that other nations would retaliate against the United States’
unilateral move, Connally replied: “Let ’em. What can they do?”147 Very little, as it turned
out.

The initial effect of the US abdication of gold convertibility was to volatilize currency
values. The Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates between currencies crumpled as
the United States bullied its trade partners—particularly Germany and Japan—into revaluing
the deutsche mark and the yen. (The former appreciated by 13.6 percent; the latter by nearly
17 percent.) This was simultaneously a devaluation of the dollar—one that was meant to
assist American exports and the balance of trade, as US-based goods would now be cheaper
in Germany and Japan (since every dollar for which a US good was sold would require fewer
deutsche marks and yen). Over the first two years after Nixon closed the gold window, the
dollar declined by 25 percent relative to the yen, deutsche mark, British pound, and French
franc.148 For a time, there was an effort to restabilize currencies at a new series of fixed rates
of exchange. But with ever-larger global flows of funds, particularly of dollars held outside
the US (known as Eurodollars) that eluded control by central banks, every attempt to fix
exchange rates broke down, as speculators bet against currencies they perceived as
overvalued, while gambling on those they expected to rise.

In earlier days, governments might have used capital controls to block the movement of
speculative finance in and out of currency markets. But those days were long gone. The
stunning growth of the Eurodollar market (to which we return shortly) meant that billions
moved in a monetary space outside the sphere of state regulation. The buying and selling of



currencies now became a world growth industry. In 1973, the daily turnover in foreign
exchange (forex) markets amounted to $15 billion; by 2007 it had grown more than two
hundred times, to $3.2 trillion per day. Meanwhile, the daily turnover in nontraditional forex
markets also exploded, reaching $4.2 trillion in 2007.149 With financial movements this
massive, there was no way that governments could set the value of currencies. Having
abandoned a world money anchored to gold, capitalism found itself in a new era of floating
exchange rates—which changed every day under the influence of massive flows of finance
across global markets. So unstable were monetary values that one world leader referred to the
new monetary regime as “a floating non-system.”150 And this nonsystem, as I have argued
elsewhere, fostered a proliferation of new financial instruments—particularly financial
derivatives—that were meant to hedge the risks associated with volatile money, but that
actually had the effect of heightening instability by producing even more complex means of
speculation. The global financial crisis of 2008–2009 was in part a dramatic expression of
these very volatilities.151 Lurking behind this monetary instability was the reality of a dollar
that had become a global fiat money.

It is important to emphasize here that fiat refers only to the ability of the state to enforce
the acceptance of its currency—not to impose its value. The latter is determined in the long
run by the relative productivity of the capital within the nation-state in question. And this is
approximated by the rate of exchange a national currency maintains with others (and with the
world of commodities).

The inherent paradox of a currency that serves as world money is that it is both a credit
money produced by a single nation-state and a global means for measuring value and making
international payments. The system works most effectively when the imperial hegemon
spends extensively outside its borders—thereby furnishing the system with liquidity—while
also maintaining decided advantages in the production of vital goods and services, so that
holders of the world money require it for ongoing transactions. This was the story of the
dollar for the quarter century from 1945 to 1970. But once the United States lost its decisive
strength in world manufacturing, dollars became little more than inconvertible IOUs
accumulating in the hands of its major trading partners. Henceforth, the outflow of dollars in
order to police world capitalism became an economic liability. This is what produced the run
on US gold reserves—better, after all, to get gold for your dollars if you don’t need
American-produced cars or electronics. Yet the run on US gold could only be a stopgap. By
the summer of 1971, gold was exiting the United States at a rate of thirty-five billion dollars
per year. Sooner rather than later, America’s gold reserves would dry up. Nixon’s decision to
close the gold window simply recognized the inevitable. Foreign governments objected
vociferously to America’s unilateral abdication of dollar convertibility, to which Nixon’s
Treasury secretary retorted, “It’s our currency but it’s your problem.”152 Indeed it was.

Reconstituting Imperial Money after Gold
The overwhelming assumption during the 1970s was that the US dollar was in unambiguous
decline. On the Left, this was generally joined to the view that the downfall of the dollar was
a manifestation of the breakdown of the American empire.153

Nearly half a century later, it is clear that such predictions were skewed. Yes, the dollar-
gold standard collapsed, and the global economy endured a decade of profound turmoil. But
something quite novel—and with which theory has generally not caught up—emerged in its
place: imperial fiat money. Consider that, more than four decades after it was taken off gold,

•the dollar is used in 85 percent of all foreign exchange transactions;



•it is the medium in which the world’s central banks hold nearly two-thirds of their
currency reserves;

•it is the currency in which over half of the world’s exports are priced;
•and it is the money in which roughly two-thirds of international bank loans are

denominated.
In short, notwithstanding its detachment from gold or America’s enduring and massive

payments deficits, a reconstituted dollar dominates the world economy. And with that
domination we find ourselves in the age of the third modal form of money—one in which a
national fiat money, untethered to any sort of physical commodity, operates as world money.
I refer to this as global fiat money.154

We can readily understand this changed modality by returning to the earlier discussion of
Bank of England notes. These, as we observed, were essentially private monetary instruments
based on government debt. What prevented them from being pure fiat money was the bank’s
obligation to redeem them for gold or silver at a guaranteed rate. During wars, however, the
Bank of England often suspended convertibility, just as Lincoln’s government did during the
Civil War. Throughout those periods, money was backed by nothing more than state debt and
the government’s injunction that these currencies had to be accepted as legal tender (the latter
making them fiat monies).

What distinguishes the period after 1973, when Nixon announced that there would be no
return to a gold-based dollar, is that inconvertible fiat money was made permanent. The
emergence of this third modal form has sometimes been described as the de-commodification
of money, which is both formally correct and substantively misleading. Officially, the dollar
is no longer exchangeable with gold at a fixed rate guaranteed by the US state. In this sense,
we have moved beyond commodity money. At the same time, however, the dollar can be
readily exchanged for gold or any other commodity at prevailing market rates. In this sense,
the dollar is entirely convertible with gold (as it is with any other commodity). What is
described as the “de-commodification” of money thus actually refers to its de-anchoring from
a fixed rate of exchange with gold. Rather than money becoming inconvertible, then, it is
more accurate to say that it has become destabilized in a regime of floating exchange rates.

Nevertheless, the shift to a floating regime for world money was a system-altering
transformation, and it continues to pose significant theoretical challenges for critical political
economy, not least because the complete de-linking of world money from a fixed commodity
is without precedent. For instance, one mainstream economist, writing in the late 1970s,
argued that “commodity money is the only type of money that, at present time, can be said to
have passed the test of history in market economies … it is only since 1973 that the absence
of any link to the commodity world is claimed to be a normal feature of the monetary system.
It will take several more decades before we can tell whether the Western world has finally
embarked, as so often proclaimed, on a new era of non-commodity money.”155 Those several
decades have now passed, and non-commodity money rules the world. All critical and radical
theory is obliged to come to terms with this metamorphosis. Yet, it must be said that many
efforts to make sense of this mutation in world money have been distinctly incapacitating.

Perhaps the most significant of these is a decidedly unhelpful position often associated
with deconstruction and poststructuralism. Recall two texts with which I have taken issue in
previous chapters. One intoned that “the economic base or mode of production” of modern
societies is “a financial abyss.” Another urged that finance “is a particularly interpretive and
textual practice.”156 In the same vein, a recent work declared that “money is in itself nothing
but representation.”157 Whether acknowledged or not, all of these formulations are responses
to the severing of fixed convertibility of the dollar for gold. Ostensibly freed from any



referent (such as gold), money is proclaimed to be purely self-referential. Rather than
epitomizing something else, national currency is said to reflect nothing more than itself,
leading us into a monetary house of mirrors.

These analyses are products of an influential line of commentary on the post-1973 era that
has diluted critical thinking. I am referring, in particular, to “economic” analysis that has
gone under the banner of postmodern criticism, emblematized by Jacques Derrida’s Given
Time, whose central arguments about money and (post)modern economics have been widely
reproduced. Derrida informs us in that text that we now live “in the age of value as monetary
sign.” He does not mean this in the commonplace sense that all money has a symbolic form
—as coin, paper currency, or digital inscription. Derrida intends us to understand that money
represents nothing but itself, that there is nothing that sustains it or to which it refers. It
follows that capital (accumulated money and its effects) is infinitely self-reproducing because
it issues “from a simulacrum, from a copy of a copy (phantasma).”158 There is no “real” here;
there is no sphere of labor and capital to which money is tethered. We are simply inside the
simulacrum, trapped by an image capable of endlessly proliferating. Derrida’s argument
dovetails with the pronouncements of postmodern theorist Jean Baudrillard who, in addition
to declaring that the First Gulf War did not happen, has also proclaimed that we live in a
“virtual economy emancipated from real economics,” one that has arrived at “the end of
labor. The end of production. The end of political economy.” In this virtual economy without
labor or production, “money is now the only genuine artificial satellite,” endlessly orbiting
around itself.159 While it might be tempting to pass over ludicrous pronouncements of this
sort, their pervasive and disabling influence demands critical engagement. After all, if these
were accurate depictions of our world, then it would make very little sense to be concerned
about sweatshop labor, precarious work, or bonded migrant laborers, as these would comprise
outmoded references to a now-obsolete world—one that vanished with the end of labor,
production, and political economy.160

Equally unhelpful is the Lacan-inspired claim that, as much as we are all exploited by it,
money in fact “does not exist.”161 Weirdly, this argument dovetails with right-wing
libertarian attacks on modern “funny money,” so-called because it lacks a commodity basis.
Referencing the pledge on a British five-pound note that “the Bank of England promises to
pay the bearer on demand the sum of five pounds,” one pundit asks, “Five pounds of what?”
The answer, post–gold standard, is entirely circular. Since the Bank of England is not
offering a fixed exchange with gold or any other commodity, all it can really do is replace
one five-pound note with another.162 Of course, this commentator ignores the simple fact that
the note in question is legally validated by the state as exchangeable for five pounds worth of
any market good, including gold. It has, in other words, infinite convertibility in the world of
commodities, which is no small thing for a hungry person.

A central problem with such analyses is that they tend to describe the post-1973 monetary
order in terms of a dematerialization of money. These tendencies have been strengthened by
the digitization of money, which resulted, by the early 2000s, in actual cash composing
merely 3 percent of the money stock.163 Yet, intangible money still has material force. To
think otherwise is to adopt a philosophically naive view in which something must be tangible
and/or visible to be material—a position that would make gravity an immaterial force.164

Running through such interpretations, as I have argued elsewhere, is a mode of thought that
uncritically reproduces the fetish character of commodities and money by taking the
immediate form of appearance of a phenomenon—in this case non-commodity money—as
the basis for knowledge claims. Yet, in an alienated social world, things appear in forms that
systematically mystify their grounding in human practical activity. The responsibility of
critical theory is to de-fetishize by deciphering the practical foundations of mystifying social



phenomena, including money, in alienated forms of social praxis—not least because this
opens the possibility that they might be transcended by way of dis-alienating praxis.165

In invisibilizing the world of production and reproduction, the positions I have been
canvassing abdicate the work of critique and eliminate any coherent basis for a
transformative politics.166 By occluding the world of labor, analyses of this type obscure the
immense expansion of wage labor on a world scale over the neoliberal period (since the late
1970s). The global paid working class effectively doubled over about a quarter century, from
roughly 1.5 billion to 3 billion wage workers.167 At the heart of this great doubling was the
drawing of hundreds of millions of newly dispossessed laborers in Asia, especially China,
into capitalist production.168 Indeed, the new forms of money and finance we see today are
integrally related to this expansion of capital accumulation and the working class on a world
scale. To note this, however, is not to invite radical theory to pretend that nothing has
changed, and that all is well with inherited concepts. These are major challenges—ones we
cannot shirk as we build comprehensive accounts of the changed and changing shape of late
capitalism.

At the same time, it is equally unhelpful to treat such changes as simple negations.
Particularly disabling in this respect are ostensibly Marxist accounts that conclude that in the
absence of commodity money, the classical laws of motion of capitalism are no longer in
play. In this perspective, across the twentieth century—and particularly since 1973—
capitalism has been in “managed decline” as a consequence of the detachment of money from
gold.169 This, however, is to confuse transformation with decline. Rather than decipher the
historical renovations of late capitalism, such positions confuse mutations with exits from
capitalism’s laws of motion. In place of explicating system-wide transformations, which
would involve working through the dialectics of continuity and discontinuity they exhibit,
such positions instead declare that the latest stage does not conform to a frozen image of an
earlier one. In so doing, such analyses abdicate the dialectical injunction to grasp phenomena
in their becoming.170 As an organic system, capitalism is in incessant motion; it repeatedly
sheds one historical form in its movement into another. And since the starting point for
dialectical theory is that which has actually happened, rather than formal models, our
challenge is to illuminate as best we can the actual social-historical process.171

World Finance and Imperial Debt
Let us instead explore the ways in which global fiat money expresses a specific matrix of
international capitalist relations. Put in the analytical framework we have been developing,
this requires a delineation of the multidimensional configuration of classes, states, empire,
war making, and world finance characteristic of the post–Vietnam War era. If the dollar has
been reconstituted as a new modal form of world money, this speaks to a dynamic nexus of
capitalist power in which an imperial fiat money can operate as the regulator of a historically
specific arrangement of the capitalist mode of production on a world scale. To be sure, all
such arrangements are inherently contradictory; they manifest fractures and fault lines (some
of which I discuss below). At the same time, imperial fiat money has been sufficiently
functional as to regulate the global reproduction of capital. With this in mind, let us return to
the historical situation after 1973.

Writing about the post-1973 advent of “pure paper money,” radical geographer David
Harvey observes that when money supply is “liberated from any physical production
constraints … the power of the state then becomes much more relevant, because political and
legal backing must replace the backing provided by the money commodity.”172 There is a



valuable insight here. After all, what backs the US dollar today is not gold, but government
debt (US Treasury bills and bonds, in particular) and government fiat, the state’s declaration
that a given currency is legal tender. Of course, this is not entirely new. Nevertheless, even
the British pound, which also rested atop state liabilities, was simultaneously governed by the
“metallic barrier” described by Marx, particularly in its functions as world money.
Convertibility of pounds to gold limited the production and circulation of private credit
money, from notes created by country banks to corporate IOUs. During a crisis in credit
markets, holders of IOUs and banknotes would rush to exchange them for gold—the highest
and most universal form of money. As much as a Bank of England note was a claim to a
share of future state taxes that would repay its borrowing (and thus “anchored” by fictitious
or futural capital), such notes were also officially linked to past labor in the form of bars of
gold or metallic coins. This dual temporality of money tied notes based on future wealth to
existing products of past labor (gold bars and coins). Within the hierarchy of money, gold
loomed above pound notes, as became clear every time a panic induced a stampede for the
precious metal. Bank of England notes thus possessed a hybrid structure characteristic of
money’s second modal form, linked as they were to future returns on loans to the state, which
could generally be converted into gold as product of past labor.

What is distinctive of money in its third modal form is that, released from its formal ties
to gold, it obeys neither of its former masters: not the credit system nor bullion. With the
constraints imposed by the latter now removed, we move in a world of full-fledged credit
money. “In contemporary economies, then,” economist Duncan Foley points out, “a fictitious
capital, the liability of the state, rather than a produced commodity, functions as the measure
of value.”173

When I receive a US dollar, I accept a note based exclusively on future payments derived
from government revenues. Of course, since the state has made this note legal tender, within
the United States I am obliged, like everyone else, to take it as a means of payment. This
gives the dollar a universal validity within the national economy. But why should US
government debt be a functional basis of world money? Why, in other words, should foreign
central banks and international investors find an exclusively debt-backed dollar an acceptable
and legitimate means of regulation and coordination of world payments and finance?

One tempting answer is that the United States has largely forced the dollar on the rest of
the world. And this cannot be entirely disregarded. After all, the United States reaps an
enormous advantage in being able to provide “decommodified” money for the world’s goods
and services. Over $500 billion in US currency circulates outside the United States, for which
foreigners have had to provide an equivalent in goods and services. In addition to well over
half of all dollars circulating outside the United States—and thus representing cost-free
imports to the US economy (that is, IOUs that are never cashed in)—as of the late 1990s,
three-quarters of each year’s new dollars stayed abroad.174 Equally significant, by early 2018
foreign governments had accumulated $6.25 trillion in US Treasury securities. Dollar-
receiving countries, in other words, unable to convert their dollar holdings into a higher form
of money—like gold—have often used them to purchase American government debt, as well
as other US assets. In essence, they have loaned back to the US state the very dollars
Americans have spent to import goods and services, or to purchase foreign assets. The effect
of this arrangement is to exempt the United States from a balance-of-payments constraint.
Rather than having to boost exports or cut imports (and domestic consumption) in the event
of sustained deficits in its payments with the rest of the world, the United States can simply
issue IOUs that are redeemable primarily for its own government debt.175 This is indeed an
“exorbitant privilege,” as a former French finance minister complained.176 It amounts to
allowing the United States—and it alone—to issue as means of global payment IOUs that in



principle never have to be repaid. As a former top official at the Bank of France complained
in the 1960s, “If I had an agreement with my tailor that whatever money I pay him he returns
to me the very same day as a loan, I would have no objection at all to ordering more suits
from him.”177

Because of this arrangement, since the mid-1980s the United States has been the world’s
largest capital importer, taking in anywhere from two-thirds to three-quarters of global
investment funds. For the United States as a national unit, dollar inflows are really refluxes of
dollar outflows meant to cover its payment deficits with the world. IOUs thus finance
America’s deficits with the rest of the world while subsequently returning to sustain its public
debt (Treasury bills and bonds). Yet, we should pause before simply characterizing the
United States today as an imperialist debtor country that reproduces itself by sucking up
enormous inflows of foreign capital. An overriding focus on the “exorbitant privileges” that
come from issuing dollars invites the too-hasty conclusion that we live in the age of US
“super imperialism.”178

This sort of analysis seems to gain credence from the fact that among those states
recycling dollars into US Treasury securities are many that rely heavily on American military
aid and protection—Japan, South Korea, and several Gulf states. Significant as these
arrangements are, we lose critical depth if we imagine a part, the American state, as greater
(i.e., more determinant) than the whole, the global capitalist system. Notwithstanding the
power of the US state, it remains ultimately determined by the world system of which it is an
integral part.179 In the capitalist world economy that emerged from the downfall of Bretton
Woods, the enduring dominance of the dollar, and of US financial markets, is itself a function
not just of the needs of the American state, but of the general needs of global capital,
however much these involve dynamic contradictions. With respect to the operation of the law
of value on a world scale—the ultimate regulator of all capitalist production and profitability
—the system requires benchmarks that facilitate measures of value, risk, and profitability,
and that enforce monetary discipline over labor. The dollar and the US Treasury securities
that underpin it have proved crucial in these regards.

And all of this has much to do with two key points we have made: first, that the decline of
the Bretton Woods system had its roots in the internationalization of production and
investment driven by US multinational corporations (more on this below); and, second, that
these processes, combined with heightened capital mobility, led to a geographic expansion of
capitalist accumulation and the emergence of a much more global working class. Rather than
capitalism having witnessed a global slowdown of investment and accumulation—a
misapprehension based on a focus on domestic data in the historic capitalist core—there has
instead been a geographic restructuring of investment and accumulation, with the highest
rates taking place in so-called newly industrializing countries. Moreover, once we introduce
foreign direct investment flows and the earnings they generate into the picture, the United
States no longer appears simply as an imperialist debtor country.180 For, as Brett Fieberger
and Cédric Durand have shown, the income the US economy earns from its overseas
investments more than outweighs the payments it makes on other deficits with the rest of the
world—and the same is true for Germany, France, and Japan.181 It is the flow of surplus
value from overseas investment that “rebalances” the finance of the main imperialist powers.
In this context, one of the key things the US dollar has done is to provide a highly liquid
world money in an age of exceptional globalization of production, investment, and exchange.
It is precisely this that has made the dollar significantly “functional” for world capitalism.
Nevertheless, its role in providing a world measure of value and a highly liquid means of
payment and exchange also involves contradictory dynamics—indeed, ones that might
ultimately upset the very global structure it is meant to support.



World Money in the Age of Floating Currencies and Financial Turbulence
The new role of the dollar was prefigured in the growth of Eurodollar markets across the
1960s. These Euromarkets represented dollarized spaces outside the control and regulation of
the US state, or any other. Greenbacks deposited overseas, especially in banks in the City of
London, were beyond the authority of the American state and also evaded regulation by
foreign central banks. At first, these markets were meant as a place where Russian-bloc
governments could park dollars. However, it was the financial needs and operations of
American-based multinational enterprises that really fueled Eurodollar growth. These
transnational firms, driving a boom in foreign direct investment, regularly raised funds
outside the United States, just as they often deposited profits in offshore dollar accounts.
Across the 1960s, as industrial capital broke out of the largely national forms it had assumed
since the Great Depression, US banks followed them into these offshore markets. Indicative
of this globalizing trend was the growth of international trade, which expanded 40 percent
more rapidly than did world output. Ever-larger shares of commodities were thus being
produced for global markets, rather than for local ones. But even more striking, as
corporations outgrew national markets, was the growth of foreign direct investment, which
expanded twice as fast as gross domestic product.182 But as much as dollar outflows for
foreign investment by US multinationals sparked the new era of capital mobility, it was
America’s Vietnam War–fueled deficits that caused the offshore dollar market to explode. As
US deficits soared, requiring the American economy to ship dollars overseas, total deposits in
the Eurodollar market expanded more than fifty times over between 1960 and 1970, rocketing
from roughly $1 billion to $57 billion. Following the breakdown of the dollar–gold exchange
system, a further explosion pushed Eurodollar holdings over $1 trillion by 1983.183

When the Bretton Woods system of dollar–gold convertibility and fixed exchange rates
collapsed after 1971, the global monetary regime essentially adapted itself to the deregulated
norms of the Eurodollar market. In so doing, it caught up with spatio-structural
transformations in productive capital—in particular, the rise of a global manufacturing
system and the foreign direct investment that sustained it. This process of adaptation was
piecemeal, haphazard, and largely unplanned. Indeed, it seems clear that the managers of the
US state did not grasp how the reconfiguration of money and finance might rebuild US
financial power.184 But the legal and institutional adjustments introduced by the US state in
the post–Bretton Woods era obeyed a clear logic: the deregulation and internationalization of
finance in conformity with the new world of global manufacturing and production.185 Viewed
as an overarching historical process, what the US state did in the decade after 1973 was to
redesign American finance in keeping with the already-multinational configuration of
industrial capital. To be sure, new forms of imperial hegemony were constructed in the
process. But, and this is a point downplayed by those who incline to a theory of American
super-imperialism, US rulers were able to do this in large measure because the arc of
transformation was conducive to global capital in general. As economic geographer Neil
Smith observed, “However powerful US capital and the American state are … globalization
is not the same as Americanization. Ruling classes around the world are heavily invested in
globalization for their own interests.”186

If the rise of globalized manufacturing was the dominant economic story of the 1960s,
financial globalization was the saga of the 1970s. Fueling this transformation was an
explosion in foreign exchange trading. As currencies became unmoored from gold and fixed
rates of exchange, new levels of risk and uncertainty entered financial calculations. For
instance, currency devaluations could cause profits made by a multinational enterprise in one
country to effectively disappear when repatriated to banks in the home country. For this



reason, multinational corporations, banks among them, sought to protect their earnings by
shifting out of depreciating currencies and into appreciating ones (or by trying to correctly
anticipate such movements). Once currencies began to float, monetary volatility produced an
eruption in foreign exchange (forex) trading—which jumped ten times over (from $15 billion
to $150 billion per day) between 1973 and 1985. By this time, however, currency trading had
become a profitable business as an end in itself, and all kinds of institutions developed
financial models designed to profit from the smallest of currency fluctuations. For most of
these, forex trading became a mode of gambling, the placing of currency bets in the roaring
markets of casino capitalism. As table 5.1 indicates, daily forex trading zoomed to $1.2
trillion in 1995, adding another $2 trillion a day by 2007 (when it hit $3.2 trillion), only to
surpass $5 trillion a day by 2016. Throughout this rise, speculative activity utterly eclipsed
the buying and selling of currencies for the actual needs of business.187 Whereas 80 percent
of forex transactions were tied to regular business activities in 1975, and merely 20 percent to
speculation, by the early 1990s speculative trading had come to account for 97 percent of
forex transactions—a level it has sustained since then.188

Table 5.1: Daily Turnover in Foreign Exchange Markets (selected years 1973–2016)

Year Amount

1973 $15 billion

1980 $80 billion

1985 $150 billion

1995 $1.2 trillion

2004 $1.9 trillion

2007 $3.2 trillion

2016 $5.1 trillion

Source: Bank for International Settlements, Triennial Central Bank Survey, multiple years

While all this was transpiring, one government after another recognized the writing on the
wall and signed on to the so-called “financial revolution” of the 1980s and 1990s. After all, if
governments endeavored to regulate the national space, firms could simply enter “stateless”
zones like the Eurodollar market, where borrowing was often cheaper and less constrained by
regulations. In order to retain financial business, nation-states inclined to the rules of the
game simply mimicked these stateless spaces by deregulating finance and eliminating capital
controls. As financial deregulation caught wind, gross capital outflows from the fourteen
largest industrial economies jumped from an average of about $65 billion a year in the late
1970s to $460 billion per year by 1989.189 Capital now flowed more readily across borders
than at any time since before the Great Depression of the 1930s, as the global investment
activities of multinational firms were complemented by globalizing finance. Increasingly, the
US domestic economy was a chief beneficiary. During the 1980s, after the American
economy had been restructured and stabilized, capital flows into the United States, especially
for purchases of US bonds and equities, grew twenty times over in real terms.190 Where
capital outflows driven by US multinationals had propelled economic globalization in the
1950s and 1960s, capital inflows now joined continuing outflows as part of the complex
financial architecture of the dollar-based regime of global fiat money.

It wasn’t just that capital was flowing more feely around the globe, however. It was also
that financial assets were increasing as a share of world gross domestic product. As the
McKinsey Global Institute has shown, the global stock of financial assets relative to world
GDP began mounting steadily in the 1990s from a level equal to 15 percent of world gross



domestic product in 1995 to 103 percent of global GDP by 2007.191 This is one aspect of the
phenomenon often described as financialization. Yet, we need to remind ourselves that much
of this international movement of finance was for productive investment in the global South,
not simply for speculative activity.192

Nonetheless, there has been an increase in speculative movements of capital, as well. Too
often, however, pundits lose sight of the degree to which this was fueled by tremendous
growth in the world money supply once the dollar was delinked from gold. Figure 5.1
illustrates the growth in the base money supply (known as MZM, for “money of zero
maturity”) in the United States since the late 1950s. Particularly evident is the formidable
expansion of the US monetary base after 1980, when the American economy was stabilized
following the “dollar crises” of 1968–73, and the inflationary decade of the 1970s.

Figure 5.1: MZM Money Stock

Freed from its “metallic barrier,” as figure 5.1 demonstrates, the money supply could now
grow without the constraining effects of a fixed exchange rate with gold. Monetary growth on
this scale also fostered new dynamics of price formation: no longer tied to the market value
of gold, prices became much more responsive to the quantity of money and the velocity with
which it circulated.193 This generates a tendency toward permanent price inflation under
money’s third modal form, at least during periods of expansion—and this is one reason why
central banks moved toward “inflation targeting,” in hopes of achieving predictable yet
modest price increases.194

Not only do governments and big business wish to avoid excessive volatility, which can
render pricing and investment highly unpredictable. They also seek to avoid explosive strike
waves of the sort that occurred between 1965 and 1976 in response to mounting rates of
inflation, which were eroding real wages. Under the gold standard, labor could be disciplined
when, in the face of currency decline and a rush to gold, the central bank raised interest rates
in order to draw gold back to its coffers. Rising interest rates in a moment of financial crisis
tended to induce deep slumps that, in pushing hundreds of thousands out of work, acted to
reduce wages and worker militancy. In the post–Bretton Woods monetary order, however,
central bank policy has substituted for the disciplinary effects of the gold standard. Through
control over the interest rate charged to commercial banks (the discount rate), central bankers



assume the enforcement role previously performed by the treasury in its obligation to convert
notes into gold. This took one of its most dramatic forms in the punishing deployment of
record-high interest rates by the Federal Reserve under Paul Volcker in the late 1970s and
early 1980s. Draconian levels of interest drove down the annual inflation rate in the United
States from 14 to 3 percent, and restored global investor confidence in the dollar—all at the
price of a bruising world recession.195

More recently, the German central bank, the Bundesbank, has attempted to impose a
similar sort of financial discipline on the Eurozone, notwithstanding the anti-stimulative
effects of such policy in the midst of a global slump.196 The irony is that since the onset of
the 2007 downturn, central banks have struggled to avoid deflation of the sort that has ailed
Japan since the 1990s, where it has produced chronic stagnation. Generating inflation, rather
than curbing it, became the order of the day in a period of slump. The sort of obsession with
financial discipline displayed by German governments is not, in these circumstances, geared
toward fighting inflation. Instead, it is about the exercise of class discipline over labor—the
use of austerity as a means to compress wages in the interests of profitability.197

Notwithstanding the commitment of central banks to modest inflation and economic
discipline, however, the international monetary stock has in fact exploded since gold (as
shown in figure 5.1), and this has been one source of continued financial turbulence. At issue
here is the inability of central banks to control the production of money. This reality has
exposed the monetarist fallacy about controlling the money supply. For the fact is that private
banks today create about 95 percent of all money, with central banks issuing merely 5
percent.198 Contrary to most economic theory, the bulk of money originates as bank credit, in
loans to borrowers (for investments, mortgages, credit card payments, student loans, etc.).
When my local bank agrees to provide me with a line of credit or mortgage of one hundred
thousand dollars, it does not actually go and find already-existing dollars somewhere to lend
me. Instead, it creates the money ex nihilo. It simply registers that amount digitally in an
account bearing my name. I can now proceed to spend that money by promising to make
payments from future earnings. This means that my bank has pre-validated my debt as full-
fledged money.199 In other words, it has increased the money supply by one hundred
thousand dollars—an amount I have merely promised to repay—with the stroke of a few keys
on a keyboard. Of course, my mortgage or line of credit is small potatoes compared to the
billions that are being created every day to satisfy the borrowing needs of corporations
(financial and nonfinancial), investors, and governments.

All of this private credit-money creation typically proceeds smoothly until a downturn in
the economy or a financial shock induces a credit crisis. At that moment, it becomes clear
that much of the bank credit money that had been created (such as my line of credit),
alongside much of the stockpile of private nonbank credit instruments (corporate bonds,
commercial paper, etc.) is as worthless as the IOUs passed by a penniless person. It then turns
out that pre-validation—the treatment of a loan as full-fledged money—has involved a
considerable amount of pseudo-validation, and much of this debt capital is exposed as largely
fictitious, as mortgage-backed securities and other collateralized debt obligations (CDOs)
were in 2007–2009. At such moments, there ensues a stampede to “safety,” represented by
the world’s most valued currencies—and gold. And where financial institutions have been
buying and selling toxic fictitious capitals to one another, the effects of a credit crunch can be
calamitous, as they were in 2007–2009, when a global financial meltdown rocked the
international banking system.200

When such crises occur outside the imperial centers of the system, local economies are
frequently forced to endure the devastations of “structural adjustment,” in order to borrow to
pay off creditors and thus exit the crisis. Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, Thailand, Malaysia,



Iceland, Latvia, Greece, and many others have had such programs inflicted on them by
international financial institutions. But when panic shakes the core of the system, the rules
abruptly change. Rather than cutting its debt, as most states are compelled to do, the US
imperial state massively expanded its borrowing throughout the crisis that commenced in
2008. Operating as the world central bank, the US Federal Reserve intervened to monetize
trillions of dollars of pre-validated credit money created by private banks, alongside trillions
of toxic assets produced by banks, “shadow banks,” and other institutions. Figure 5.2
captures the the dramatic growth of assets owned by the US Federal Reserve banks, which
more than quintupled between 2008 and 2014 as the central bank monetized holdings
throughout the global credit system.201

Figure 5.2: Total Assets of US Federal Reserve Banks

To understand the economic processes involved in the monetization of private credit
monies like this, let us compare the current modal form of money with its second form. To be
sure, money was also produced as private credit notes under the second modal form. The
Bank of England, after all, was a private bank at its inception. And outside London, country
banks were also empowered to print banknotes. But that second modal form of money was
hybrid, as Marx argued. Not only did it obey the dictates of the credit system; it had another
master: gold. A credit crunch thus induced a scramble to convert all other forms of money to
gold, which was even more valued than Bank of England notes. What had been pre-validated
(private bank credit money) had now to be post-validated; it had to be subjected to the test of
conversion into the most universal form of money, gold. At such moments, fictitious capitals
had to find their equivalent in past labor—a test that much credit money failed. Given the
relative scarcity of gold (the product of past labor), the financial system invariably underwent
a forced deflation, involving price declines, bankruptcies, wage cuts, and so on, as a range of
fictitious capitals (paper claims to future wealth) were repudiated and suffered massive
devaluation. The money supply would then contract, as it did during the bank failures of the
1930s, and would be brought into a more appropriate proportion to the existing reserves of
gold. Of course, this often took place by way of a devastating slump.

Removed from the gold constraint, however, central banks today can easily reflate in the
face of a credit crunch. This means pushing down interest rates in order to encourage
borrowing (which, as we have seen, is a form of monetary expansion) and to directly expand
the money supply. (Often this is accomplished by giving commercial banks “high-powered
money”—central bank cash—in exchange for their toxic paper assets.) Put slightly



differently, central banks can act to preserve the values pre-validated by private banks (as
credit money) since they are under no requirement to convert them to gold. Removed from
the metallic barrier, a central bank can offer high-powered money for debased credit money
virtually without limit—which is why the money supply just keeps expanding. And this
means, of course, that financialization continues in the face of financial crisis. In fact, the
panic of 2008–2009 proved just how malleable central bank policy could be in that regard, as
trillions upon trillions were pumped into a financial system in the throes of a global
meltdown, and “quantitative easing” was used as if there were no limit to the production of
money.202 As early as November 2011, the US Federal Reserve alone had already pumped
over $13 trillion into the rescue of the global banking system—even before the Fed
introduced its formal quantitative easing programs.203 And China’s massive bailout and
stimulus program, along with more modest interventions by the Eurozone, added many
trillions more to the global rescue package.

Fault Lines and Histories as yet Unwritten
As we have seen, the Great Depression of 1929–39 was the paradigmatic expression of crisis
under the gold standard, where slumps were deep and enduring, involving massive
destruction of capital—in the form of widespread business bankruptcies—and mass
unemployment. Global capitalism drifted off the gold standard during that crisis, never to
fully return (the gold–dollar exchange standard devised in 1944 was already a half step in the
direction of a post-gold monetary order). The world financial meltdown that broke out in
2007, triggering a global slump, is symptomatic of the new pattern of capitalist crisis under
the third modal form of money.

Unconstrained by a metallic barrier, the third modal form enables central banks to
monetize private credit monies, in ways discussed above, in order to avert a 1930s-style
slump. However, this tends to block the purge of inefficient capitals on the massive scale
necessary to open vistas for new waves of investment and accumulation.204 As a result, the
decade of economic recovery after 2009 was the slowest on record, due, in particular, to
sluggish capital investment.205 While profitability was restored in the United States after
2009 thanks to the squeezing of workers—by way of layoffs, precarious forms of
employment, speedups, and wage compression—followed by corporate tax cuts, no sustained
investment boom has been generated, nor is one likely in the absence of a deep slump that
destroys the least efficient capitals.

A classic capitalist downturn induces widespread industrial restructuring, with plant
closures, bankruptcies, and job loss on a tremendous scale. But when central banks drive
down interest rates and offer high-powered money for devalued assets, then slumps are
arrested—and severe restructuring forestalled. The “cleansing” function of a depression—
Joseph Schumpeter’s “creative destruction”206—is thereby stalled. But without the
disappearance of the weakest capitals, the stage is not cleared for new rounds of deep and
sustained investment. The result is a sluggish economy awash in cheap money: relative
economic stagnation combined with repeated bubbles in financial investments like stocks,
collateralized mortgage obligations, emerging market debt, “junk” bonds, and so on. Late
capitalism under the third modal form of money thus experiences both ongoing
financialization and a recurring pattern of speculative fevers and bursting bubbles. Indeed,
that pattern is now well established: the so-called Third World debt crisis of 1982, the
Mexican meltdown of 1994–95, the Asian crisis of 1997, Russia’s credit crunch and the
collapse of Long Term Capital Management in 1998, the bursting of the dot-com bubble in
2000–2001, and the global financial slump of 2007–2009, to name the most significant.



All of this returns us to the role of the dollar as world money. In the midst of these
shocks, as financial institutions tumble and billions worth of fictitious capital evaporates,
there is a rush to safe assets. One of these is gold. But more than anything else, it is the
world’s most liquid dollar-based assets—US Treasury securities—that serve as capital’s safe
haven. For this reason, says economist François Chesnais, “US treasury securities come the
nearest to being what Marx called ‘hard cash’, i.e., they are the closest thing today to what
gold was in the past.”207

But US government securities serve as more than a shelter from the storm. They also
function as a critical measure of value and profitability. Having the deepest and most liquid
market in the world, along with low credit risk (the US state has never defaulted on its debts
and it can always produce more dollars), US Treasury securities provide a benchmark against
which all other risks can be measured. This is not to say that the interest rate on Treasuries
determines profit rates.208 Far from it. But once those rates are structurally determined, the
degree of assessed risk a financial investment carries can be expressed in the premium that
must be paid above the interest rate on Treasury assets. So long as US public debt
instruments play these essential roles—as safe haven and as benchmark measure of value,
risk, and profitability—then a dollar-based international monetary system will have a
rudimentary functionality for global capital, notwithstanding the system’s inner tensions and
contradictions. To be sure, other currencies could operate to fulfill these roles, and the euro,
in particular, has demonstrated some traction in this regard, albeit on a more limited (and
largely regional) scale. But the Eurozone’s financial markets are not at all as deep and liquid
as those of the United States, and the European Central Bank is a long way from playing the
part of a world central bank; that has been unique to the US Federal Reserve.

Yet this should not mislead us into assuming that the dollar-based world monetary order
is solid and impervious to change. On the contrary, this regime is characterized by two axes
of conflict that might yet undo dollar hegemony in the third modal form. The first of these is
inter-capitalist tensions that provoke rival blocs to search for alternatives to the dollar as
world money. The second, and ultimately the most crucial, is the set of class tensions running
through the financialized regime of late capitalist dollar hegemony. While these
contradictions are inscribed within the very relations of the global fiat money regime, their
resolution is not. Their working out will be determined only in the course of real social-
historical contestations. With that in mind, let us take each of these axes of conflict in turn.

The “exorbitant privilege” that accrues to the US state as producer of global fiat money
frustrated other major capitalist states, even before Treasury Secretary John Connally
declared, in 1971, “It’s our currency, but it’s your problem.” The formation of the euro as a
global currency was in large measure about escaping that problem. By creating another
transnational currency—the euro is now the second-largest reserve currency in the world—
and one that dominates trade in Europe, the Eurozone reduced the volume of formally
inconvertible American IOUs it is forced to accept in the course of international trade and
finance.209 Notwithstanding all the economic and institutional turmoil of the Eurozone since
2009, the social logic of the euro project is to reduce the bounds of dollar hegemony.

More recently, China has started to move down a similar track, albeit one “with Chinese
characteristics.” In 2016, the yuan was recognized as a world currency by the International
Monetary Fund, which incorporated it into the basket of currencies that make up IMF
“special drawing rights.”210 Two years later, the Chinese government relaxed restrictions on
banking and finance, making it much easier for foreign banks and nonfinancial corporations
to buy and sell yuan and invest in China’s banking sector. At roughly the same time, China’s
leaders launched the Shanghai oil futures market, where all prices are denominated in
yuan.211 All of these moves are designed to position the yuan as a more genuinely global



currency.212 And while the dollar will not be dethroned in short order, it is significant that the
yuan bloc, as measured by analysts at the International Monetary Fund, is now the world’s
second-largest currency zone.213

There can be little doubt that the global financial crisis of 2007–2009 gave a fillip in this
direction. In the throes of the panic, Chinese holdings of US financial assets began to melt
down. China’s leaders then directly intervened with US officials to ensure that mortgage
lenders Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac would be backstopped by the American state. This was
the context in which Gao Xiqing—manager of China’s enormous sovereign wealth fund
(with over $200 billion in foreign assets), alumnus of Duke University Law School, and a
former Wall Street lawyer—issued a powerful rebuke to the United States:

This generation of Americans is so used to your supremacy…. It hurts to think, Okay, now we have to be on equal
footing to other people…. The simple truth today is that your economy is built on the global economy. And it’s built
on the support, the gratuitous support, of a lot of countries. So why don’t you … be nice to the countries that lend
you money. Talk to the Chinese! Talk to the Middle Easterners! And pull your troops back!

Rhetorically charged as this statement was, it also implied a deliberate program: the
redesign of global financial institutions. Discussing foreign ownership of US assets, Gao
continued, “If China has $2 trillion, Japan has almost $2 trillion, and Russia has some, then
… get all the relevant people together and think up what people are calling a second Bretton
Woods system.”214 Such statements suggest that China’s financial liberalization is part of a
campaign to push world capitalism toward a new set of monetary arrangements in which at
least three major currencies—the dollar, the euro, and the yuan—would coexist as world
monies, effectively sharing the monetary throne in the interests of pluralizing global finance.
At the time of writing, China has cut deals with oil companies in Russia, Iran, and Venezuela
to accept the yuan in payment for China’s foreign purchases of oil.215 As the world’s largest
importer, China’s move here will incrementally reshape global currency markets. So will its
$1 trillion One Belt, One Road initiative, which will link it more powerfully with economies
across Europe, Africa, and Asia. The program has also recently been supplemented by the
formation of the Shanghai Cooperation Council, which will integrate the Chinese economy
ever more closely with those of Russia, India, and Pakistan.

China’s track toward monetary diversification is fueled by the enduring dilemma posed
for capitalism’s most dynamic trading nations by a dollar-based regime of global fiat money:
in payment for goods, they are forced to accumulate dollars that have little use other than to
purchase American financial assets. What’s more, those very assets are inherently unstable
under a world monetary regime rife with endemic financial speculation, asset bubbles, and
financial crises. Every panic threatens the very dollar-based assets that US trade partners
purchase with America’s IOUs—and such panics are endemic to a world awash with
formally inconvertible greenbacks. This is what China discovered in 2008 when the debt it
purchased in government-sponsored enterprises like Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac began to
implode.

However, it is one thing for China to want a new Bretton Woods–type agreement to
redesign the global monetary system, and quite another for it to get it. As discussed above,
American representatives used their global dominance to force through that “agreement.”
And if there is one lesson of the history we have tracked across this book, it is that wars are
often the fearsome engines of “regime change” in the domain of world money. As one analyst
rightly notes, “What will resolve the current tension is a power grab by a new stakeholder
determined to have its way.”216 It is difficult to foresee a scenario in which the American
government would tolerate such a power grab and accept the dethroning of the dollar without
extremely bitter conflict, involving at least the threat of war. Certainly, that threat might



forestall “a new stakeholder determined to have its way.” But that simply leaves us with a
bloody US empire, intent on belligerent assertion of its state power. Whatever the future
holds in this regard, it can only be a repetition of the vicious cycle of blood for money—that
is, unless the system of money as second nature is overturned.

To be sure, the prospects for such an upheaval often appear remote. Indeed, late
capitalism not only threatens humankind with an intensification of violence and war, but also
with catastrophic climate change. Understandably, many are filled with despair in the face of
such dangers. But, as Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch observed, this is in part because
capitalist society drapes the future in its own incapacity to promote human development.217

“On bourgeois ground,” he wrote, “change is impossible anyway even if it were desired. In
fact, bourgeois interest would like to draw every other interest opposed to it into its own
failure; so, in order to drain the new life, it makes its own agony apparently fundamental,
apparently ontological. The futility of bourgeois existence is extended to be that of the human
situation in general, of existence per se.”218 Invoking the principle of hope, Bloch reminds us
that critical-revolutionary thought seeks out forces of world transformation that are struggling
to form themselves on the current terrain of violence and domination. This gesture is in tune
with Marx’s insistence that in capitalist society, radical powers of subversion are always
burrowing, often undetected, beneath the surface. In seeking out traces of those forces, he
reminds us, “we recognize our old friend, our old mole, who knows so well how to work
underground, suddenly to appear: the revolution.”219

As of this writing, intimations of the old mole’s burrowing can be detected on a variety of
terrains. One can sense them in the growing restiveness of China’s massive industrial
working class.220 They can be discerned in the recent, if shortlived, seizures of city squares—
from Occupy Wall Street, to Tahrir Square in Cairo, to Taksim Gezi Park in Istanbul, to the
insurgent streets of Sudan, Chile, Ecuador, and Lebanon—in the name of the struggle against
austerity and inequality. And it can be seen in community uprisings like those in Ferguson,
Missouri, with their insistence that Black Lives Matter, and in the International Women’s
Strikes and climate justice rebellions in country after country. The mole’s subterranean
movement can be glimpsed in the new global waves of feminist, anti-racist, queer,
environmental, and migrant justice struggles. And it can be detected in the revival of
teachers’ strikes and the rebirth of socialism in the United States.221 It cannot be known if our
old friend, the revolution, will triumph in the coming decades. If not, the socialist Left will
have to remake itself for new conditions. It may seem at times that this is a thankless task.
But in a world entrapped in the rule of war and money, it is helpful to recall the words of a
central character in Tony Kushner’s play A Bright Room Called Day:

Pick any era in history, Agnes.
What is really beautiful about that era?
The way the rich lived?
No.
The way the poor lived?
No.
The dreams of the Left
are always beautiful.
The imagining of a better world
the damnation of the present one
This faith,
this luminescent anger,
these alone

are worthy of being called human.222



Conclusion

If to be human is to suffer we are not human to suffer only
this is why I think so often, these days, of the great river
of this meaning that goes forward between banks of herbs and weeds
and animals that graze and slake their thirst and people that sow and reap
and even of great tombs and small dwellings of the dead.
This flowing that follows its course and is not so different from human blood
from the eyes of men when they look straight ahead without fear in their hearts

—George Seferis, “An Old Man on the River Bank” (1942)

The poor have suffered. The blood has flowed. Everywhere, the bleeding has occurred in the
service of war, empire, slavery, and money. Yet, as George Seferis notes in the passage
above, “we are not human to suffer only.” Beyond suffering, there is joy, love, community,
festivity, defiance, celebration. All of this nourishes what Walter Benjamin called a “tradition
of the oppressed”—of solidarity and insurgence—that sustains stories and practices at odds
with those of the conquerors.1 And in that space reside resources of hope and intimations of
utopia.

As much as recorded history has resembled Hegel’s “slaughter-bench,” it has also been
something more, something that overspills the bounds of oppression.2 There are currents of
human life that move outside the circuits of money and violence. This is a flow that “follows
its course and is not so different from human blood.” If the common meal was the first
money, a communal ceremony bound to sustenance of life, it has long lost that hallowed
character. Like blood, communal wealth was meant to flow, circulate, and nourish. The
original material and semiotic link between blood and money may be located at this juncture.

But for too long, human blood has been bound to the circuits of money and power. And
all the while, this bondage has fueled the depredations of class domination. “They seize
possessions by force, and order has been destroyed. There is no longer an equitable
distribution,” wrote Theognis. Money had become an instrument of dispossession and a
means of war. When Cicero exulted over the “120,000 sesterces on the platform” in front of
him, he expressed this perverse power of money over persons.3 Capitalism elevated these
reifying forces to unprecedented heights. So much so that, in the words of the young Marx,
money turned “real human and natural powers into purely abstract representations”—coin,
paper notes, and financial derivatives.4 And these abstract representations, derived from the
“sacred hunger for gold,” continue to consume blood and life.5

Ancient democracy was meant to break this power. It was intended to instate the
sovereignty of the people over that of wealth, and to undo slavery and oppression. This was
the spirit in which Solon declared:

I brought back to their god-given homeland Athens
many who had been sold, one unjustly,
another justly, others fleeing
from dire necessity …
Others here held in shameful slavery



Trembling at their masters whims

I freed.6

But ancient democracy could not overturn the domination of life by property. The ties of
the Greek polis to slavery, patriarchy, and empire simply allowed too much license for the
dominion of money over blood. And so, the cycle of violence and oppression continued,
reconfiguring itself some centuries ago into the form of modern capitalism. With it came
cyclonic storms and destruction. “On a ship at sea: a tempestuous noise of thunder and
lightning heard,” wrote Shakespeare.7 While the tempest raged, the oceans filled with blood
—and the bones of the enslaved.

But many arrived on the other side, their blood mixing with tobacco, indigo, coffee,
sugar, cotton … and money—always the money. Their owners sought to render them socially
dead, to remake them as zombie laborers. But their songs, their stories, their freedom dreams
preserved the zombie’s hidden power: awakening.8

“Are we not your Money?” asked the enslaved person in Tryon’s Friendly Advice to the
Gentelmen [sic] Planters of the East and West Indies (1684).9 Indeed, they were. As one
Saint-Domingue planter remarked in the face of slave uprisings, “It is in these slaves that our
fortunes exist.”10 This was both their suffering—and their power. For in those whose labor
generates the wealth of this world resides an immense capacity to remake it. And on the sugar
plantations of Saint-Domingue, enslaved people lived and worked in communities of
hundreds, making them, as C. L. R. James noted, “closer to a modern proletariat than any
group of workers in existence at the time.”11 Their potential for collective insurgence, for
turning the world upside down, haunted their masters’ dreams—as would the name Toussaint
Louverture.12 Deny it as they might, the oppressors sensed the capacity of the enslaved for
that dialectical reversal which brings liberation.13

Today, the memories of those freedom struggles constitute resources for the struggles of
the oppressed. They are signposts on the road to a life “without fear in their hearts,” to again
cite George Seferis.14 They are Benjamin’s reserves of the “courage, humor, cunning and
fortitude” that keep alive the tradition of the oppressed.15 They nourish the “faith” and “the
luminescent anger” that Kushner describes as “worthy of being called human.” They are the
reason why the image of liberation will not die, notwithstanding a world of violence, hunger,
bondage, and catastrophic climate change.

“I hear a drum beating on the far bank of the river. A breeze stirs and catches it. The resonant
pounding is borne on the wind.”16 In his 1802 sonnet to Toussaint Louverture, William
Wordsworth called that breeze “the common wind.”17 It speaks of hope and resistance. Of a
world without war and cruelty. Of an end to the chains of oppression.

It whispers, No more blood for money.
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