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To Redeem Metal with Paper: 
David Hurne’s Philosophy of Money 

LOREN GATCH 

David Hume’s writings on political economy, and on money in particular, 
constitute only a small portion of his encyclopedic work.’ His stature in 
histories of economic thought appears correspondingly modest. In particular, 
Hume is credited by economic historians with having articulated an early 
version of the self-regulating mechanism of classical trade theory, and its 
relation to the quantity theory of money.2 This essay challenges the accepted 
view that money is a minor aspect of Hume’s work. Instead, this essay argues 
that, by interpolating Hume’s limited treatment of money into his wider 
philosophical concerns, money takes on a much wider significance for Hurne’s 
social thought than has been heretofore appreciated. Hume’s analyses of the 
understanding and the passions do point to a central role for money in a 
Humean society. While such a role is only hinted at in Hume’s actual 
discussion of money, his larger epistemological and moral doctrines imply 
that money transactions are the ideal units of social life. Money must become 
the mediator of social relations because a society actuated on Hunieari 
psychological principles would otherwise be an entropic one. This entropy is 
derivable both from Hume’s doctrine of sensationalism and his formulation 
of utilitarian self-interest and sympathy in sensationalist terms. In short, 
implicit in Hume’s thought is something like a Humean philosophy of 
money. 

This argument not only reintroduces money into Hume’s other concerns, 
but highlights a triplet of reversals that are immanent in Humean social 
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thought. First, Hume holds that proper money must be made of a precious 
metal, and that paper currency is at best an  inferior representation of its 
rnetallic original. Yet, as we shall see, Hume’s thought reverses the original 
logic of representation: it is actually representative paper that redeems metal. 
This first reversal leads to a second: far from being a minor and derivative part 
of his work, Hume’s writings on economy and money can actually be read as 
a n  important contribution to his moral and natural philosophy. Finally, 
money as a social institution ostensibly represents but one convention among 
many. Yet i t  is money itself that redeems Hume’s moral vision, in the sense 
that a money consciousness, and monetary experience, provide a way out of 
the civilizational decadence implied by Hume’s reliance upon convention. 

This is a large argument whose contours can only be sketched in the 
following pages. The keys to this interpretation are found at the two points 
\vhere Hume contradicts the putative neutrality of money implied by the 
quantity theory: ( i )  his argument that an expansion (or contraction) of the 
money supply has real effects in the short-to-medium term;-‘ and (ii)  his 
abhorrence of paper money-particularly those fiduciary emissions of the 
government itself. These exceptions to the neutrality postulate of the quantity 
theory harbor the suggestion that the development of social life is identical 
Jvith the progressive monetization of all human relations. In a wider historical 
perspective, this monetization is tantamount to a society-wide loss of control 
over the nature and definition of money that is made palatable by the trans- 
formation of money from a political to a technical issue. 

1.et 11s consider this argument in the following stages. First, we will 
contrast briefly the monetary legacies of Hume and Locke. Given Locke’s 
importance as a theoretician of political liberalism, and the salient role money 
plays in h i s  theories, i t  behooves us to orient our discussion of I-Iume’s 
monetary ideas with a short review of Locke’s, especially since the obvious 
~imilarities between the two thinkers mask deeper differences. l h e n ,  we will 
turn to 1-Iume’s specific monetary ideas. Next, we will situate these ideas in his 
other economic writings. In turn, his monetary and economic doctrines can 
t i ?  inserted into his moral and natural philosophy in such a way as to correct 
lor the degenerative implications of this philosophy. As a result, we can 
appreciate why money would emerge as the central institution of a Humean 
s o  c i e t y . 

Acknowledging the importance of money as a social institution also 
encourages us to look harder a t  such accepted distinctions as that between 
coninierce and virtue, or liberty and authority, that have animated many in- 
tcrprctations of liberal political theory. For if money is not merely a tool of an 
existing economic rationality, but actually structures the very possibility of 
\uch rationality, then we may find embedded in the nature of money itself 
important non-rational underpinnings of the capitalist ethos. In particular, 
i ) u r  conipulsion to place trust in money finds n o  grounding in any utilitarian 
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calculus. 'l'hus, t h e  particular meaning of money for I iurric's ttiouglit p c ~ i i ~ t \  

to  a more  enduring problem with t h e  political significance ot iiiorie)' iii 

modern civilization. 

Locke and Hume: From Consent to  Convention 
While, like Locke, Hume addresses t h e  origins of justice a n d  propArt\', 

money does not  have t h e  same significance in  Hurne's thought  'is i t  d o e j  iii 
Locke's. 'l'here is, i n  Hume's writings, no "smoking g u n "  such  JS thc '  I J I I I O \ I \  
Chapter  I,'ive of I.ocke's Srcunii Treiitise that  has inspired scholars  Irorii I ' ishi t o  

Appleby to regard I.ocke as a theorist of bourgeois capitalisiri. N o r  d i t i  1 l i i r i i c -  

engage in practical polemics such as Locke's contributions t o  t h r  iei.oiii 

debate of ttie late seventeenth century. In contrast, Hurne's ecoiicJiiiic. 

are valued not  for their originality or public effect, but  for their l c x l i c , i t u i i \  

synthesis of ideas first enunciated by other  writers; these essays p \ ' e  t l i c '  CJJ \  

impression o l  having been crafted a t  leisure, a n d  iiitendt.il to l)c ictiiI . i t  

leisure. 
'lo a n  extent ,  this difffring importancc 01 money in their thoiiglit i < i i i  t ) t .  

traced to their respective treatments of the  relation between naturc c i i i i l  1111- 

i n a n  artifice. I b r  I,ocke, money is t h e  crucial mechanism by wtiich i ~ i d i ~ ~ ~ d u ~ ~ l \  
differences in their  ability t o  acquire property (particiil~irly difference) i i i  t t i t , r r  

nature-given ahility to reason) can be reiiied and  perpetuated, lrcidii ig to C I I -  

dur ing inequalities of wealth and  power .  In t h e  absence of rnont.y, i r i i l i \  i i i i i i i l \  

are limited in  tlie a m o u n t  of property they can accurniik~tc tiotti b!. ltie \ l i t ) -  

jectivity of value-property is created by the  rnixing of one's latior i v i t t i  t l ic 

resources provided by nature-and by t h e  divinely irispired injurii ' tiori 
waste. The existence of money as a store 0 1  v;ilue a n d  a mcdiiirii ot t . ' \~ t i~1r iqc  

a I1 OW s i [id i vi d i i  ;I I s t o  c i r c (I mven  t these n ;I t i i  r a I I I ni I t s . h I o r e o  v e I , t I I L' I C' k, II I t I i 1 ;: 

inequalities of property are justified, in I.ocke's view, because the  use ot i i i o i i i ~ \  

is based u p o n  a putative, tacit consent-of the same sort t h a t  I t . ~ ~ ~ t i r i i ~ i t . ~ \  

government  i t s e ~ f . ~  
For I~Iuine, t h e  or ig ins  of justice, propertyJ and  money aria ilittert.iit  \ o i i ~ .  

are dcrivalilc from a state of nature; they are preernineiitl>, c o n \  L i i i t i o i i \  t l i , i !  

serve to regulate tiurnan self-interest. A coiiverition is ";I gcric.r,iI J C ' ! ~ \ C  0 1  t l h  
coninion interest" t h a t  is "no t  of the na tu re  ot ;i promise: t o r  i 
themscIvcs. ..arise from hriinan converitioiis."5 Cknventioris \ i ic t i  < I \  l i i L t i i i .  

are the  accretion of artificial, not natural virtue. Convent ions i ' o r r c ' i t  tor 
people's natural inclination to be partial to those closest t o  t h e m .  

[ O ] u r  n a t u r a l  uncultivated ideas of iiiorality, instead ot p r o \  idiris .I 

remedy for ttie partiality of our  affections, do rather i o i i t o r  111 

themselves to that  partiality, and  give i t  a n  iiddition,il forcr & i i i d  

iriflrience. ('I '  489) 
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’I’his remedy 

is not derived from nature, but from urtifice; or more properly speak- 
i n g  nature provides a remedy in the judgment and understanding, 
f o r  what is irregular and incommodious in  the affections. (T 489) 

Indeed, convention not only protects property, but also protects society from 
the proprietary urges of humanity: 

‘I‘his avidity alone, of acquiring goods and possessions for ourselves 
and our nearest friends, is insatiable, perpetual and universal, and 
directly destructive of society. (‘I’ 491-492) 

‘1’0 argue, as does Locke, that conventions are based upon consent, is to beg the 
question of their origins. For acts of comerit, tacit or otherwise, presuppose 
prior states of social concordance whose own origins may be violent or oth- 
e r w i se i r r a t i on a 1, 

‘I’aking ~ n o n e y  as a convention thus seems to reduce its importance in 
IHume’\ thought: For what needs to be explained is not money per  se, but the 
social psychology-the interaction of self-interest and sympathy-that un- 
derlies conventions of all sorts. As Hume at various points declaims, monetary 
conventions are insubstantial realities; against the already beleaguered doc- 
trines of mercantilism that equated money arid wealth, Hume asserts that 
“ ~ i i e n  and commodities are the real strength of any community,” a com- 
munity whose vitality depends upon “ the  industry, morals, and numbers of its 
Il?Ople.”6 I~lurne’s monetary ideas exhibit little of the mercantilist residue that 
is found i n  I ~ c k e ’ s  writings, such as I>ocke’s solicitude for trade surpluses, and 
the supplies ot specie they bring. Unlike Hume, Locke condemned luxury, and 
riever devcloped n complete notion of a flow mechanism that would de- 
termine money supply and prices a t  the international level.7 

l‘hese differences notwithstanding, Locke and Hume cleave to the quan- 
ti ty theory of money. Broadly speaking, this theory holds that the quantity of 
riii)ney can be regarded as ii11 exogenous variable that determines the price 
level; that transactors exhibit a stable demand for money balances; and that 
real KOll~lTiic output is determined independently of the quantity of money 
o r  t h e  level of prices. I n  terms of the social reality of money, the quantity 
theory insists upon a basic distinction between nominal and real phenomena, 
and upon money’s conventionality arid neutrality. Yet both Locke and Hume 
reniained convinced that money must be metallic in character. In 1.ocke’s 
case, we find in the literature different interpretations that link his metallism 
to his political philosophy as well as to his epistemology. I f  rnoney exists in 
the  state of nature, then i t  must be assimilable to the economic laws of value 
that govern all commodity exchange. Money must be a substantive com- 
modity, since hunians consent to the exchange of goods for money as they 



would for a n y  barter transaction. Simply put, money must  be ;I s j x . c i t ‘ \  01 

property. At t h e  same time, a key presupposition of t h e  quant i ty  t t i t ‘ ( i r \ .  ot 

money holds that  money is not  a commodi ty  like any  other :  i t 5  s p c ~ i ~ i l  \ t c i t t i \  

ii) t h e  univers,il equivalent in ecorioinic exchange places it a p a r t  troiii t l i r  \ I~ 

cissitudes of supply a n d  ilernancf that  govern the  \~,iluc of otlitzr, i i i ) i i -  

i n  o 11 c t a r y coin 111 o ti i t i es . 
Given t h i s  dual character of money,  a vexing probleni emerge5 I Ioi\ L J I I  

o n e  distinguish between changes in  t h e  relative values of specitic coiiiiiioLl- 

ities, a n d  c,hanges in the value of money itsclr! In effect, rrioiie!,’\ \ t a i u \  I~ 

commodi ty  interferes with its function as a means of exch;lngc.” I tir L>III\- 

teiriological counterpart of this problem ;ilso emerges iroiii t t i t ‘  p r c > 1 ) o l i t i c J  

character ot Iocke’s concept of money.  I f  money crnergo  t r o i i i  J s\’ , tc>iii  0 1  

c o ~ i s e ~ i s u a I  coininodi ty  exchange, then  it must  have a subst ; i i i t i \~i~ h r i > i \ .  . \ I  t ! i ;  

same tiiiic, rnoney’s exchange function raises it o u t  o f  the  siiJic’rc, ( 1 1  c o i i i -  

niodity circulation, imparting to i t  a n  irreducibly abstract, soci,il i hCir~ict t~i  I [ 1 

that  extent ,  money assumes, in Locke’s terms, a “inixed mode” t ‘ x i s tc r i i t ,  t i i t i t  

imparts to t h e  very meaning of money a conceptual in~t;ibility ~vhic~t i  ~ i i i c l r i  - 

mines its role in sustaining a political economy of property.“’ 

Hunie’s Monetary Ecoriornics 
Ilurne’s discussions of rnoriey, arid ot its rcliitiori t i )  ccorioriiic t i \  I ! \  

occur in several essiiys tirst published under the  title i’uiilic-lii / l i > ~ o i i i \ ~  \ [ 1 Y i . :  
In them 1 tuine propounds a quant i ty  theory of iiioney, , i w > r t i i i g  t l i ‘ i t  t l i t .  

prices oi commodit ies  are always proportioned to the  plenty of iiioiic.) . ”  I t i \ \  

proportionality reflects t h e  essenti,illy neutral character of ri ioiic’y I l u i i ~ t ,  

stresses the  rule ot riioney as ii coriventiorial medium of cxctiarijii.: i t  1 5  

only t h e  instruinent which men h2L.e agreed upon to taciIittitc t l i t ’  

exchange uf o n e  commodi ty  l o r  another .  It is none  of the  rvtic.cl\  0 1  

trade: I t  is t h e  oil which renders t h e  iiiotioii of t h e  Lvtir.el> i i i o r c ’  

smooth  and  easy. (“Of Money,” 3 3 )  

In reaction t o  riicrcantilist doctrines that  characterized ‘in ear1it.r 
rnercia 1 capi tali s i n ,  H time dis t i  rigtiishes between nioiiey i ind ii t>‘i 1 I t i .  

ot ~ ~ 1 1 1 1 -  

[M]oney  is no th ing  but t h e  representation of labor a n d  comiiioii i t iz\ .  
a n d  serves only as n method of rating or estimating thtxiii . . . .  i t  i r i i i  

have n o  effect, either good o r  bad, taking a nation within itselt: L i i i \ ’  

more thiiri it would m;ike ;in alteration on  a riierchaiit’s I)ocih\ .  i t  iii- 

stead of t h e  AI(ALIIAh’ method of notat ion,  which require, IC’LV c I i L i i -  

scters, h e  should make use of t h e  IlOh.1 A N ,  which reclt i irc,s :I g r r< i t  
many.  (“Of Money,” 37) 
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In contrast to money, wealth is created through labor, the productivity of 
which depends upon the “manners and customs of the people” (“Of Money,“ 
11). 

‘l‘his distinction between money and wealth informs Hurne’s discussions 
of interest rates and the balance of trade, as well. Under mercantilist doctrines, 
the conflation of money and wealth led to a concern with the amount of 
specie circulating within a country. Mercantilism typically conceived of in- 
ternational economic relations in zero-sum terms; thus, national mercantilist 
tiscal and trade policies advocated the maintenance of a constant trade surplus 
(with concomitant restrictions on imports) with the aim of retaining the 
greatest possible stock of precious metals circulating within national boun- 
daries.” Uy treating money as epiphenomena1 to real economic activity, 
Hume argues that the rate of interest depends not upon the simple quantity 
of money in circulation, but upon the health of industry and commerce, as it 
is reflected in the supply and demand for capital (which, under the quantity 
theory, is independent of the nominal amount of specie in circulation) and in 
the level of profit prevailing in the economy (“Of Interest,” 49). In contrast to 
the inercantilist obsession with treasure, “interest is the barometer of the state, 
a n d  its lowness is a sign almost infallible of the flourishing condition of a 
11 eo p 1 e ” ( “ 0 f I n t er es t , ” 5 5). 

‘The absolute amount of money circulating within a country is un- 
important, since the relative prices of real commodities can always be reduced 
t u  n single common denominator. Under conditions of free trade, Hume holds 
that the flow of specie between countries tends to promote an  international 
equilibrium that preserves national money supplies “proportional to the art 
a n d  industry of each nation” (“Of the Balance of Trade,” 63). Exogenous in- 
creases in a nation’s money supply would be dissipated, as the proportional 
inflation predicted by the quantity theory priced the goods of that country 
iiimve prices prevailing in its neighbors. This differential would enable imports 
to undercut local goods, resulting in a trade deficit and outflow of specie. This 
outfiow would cause a compensatory domestic deflation, bringing the price 
ot domestic goods back down to internationally competitive levels. Just as 
flowing watt‘r seeks a common level under the pull of gravity, so will the in- 
ternational flow of specie collect at uniform levels across countries as goods 
convcrge towards a single, world-market price.12 

While any given price level does not influence real economic phenomena, 
I iunie modifies his view of the neutrality of money in two respects. First, he 
ti)8pothesi7es that changes in the money supply will have real, intermediate 
effects upon economic activity before adjustments to the price level fully work 
their way throughout the economy. Since an  increase in the supply of precious 
metals takes some time to suffuse throughout the economy (starting from the 
point o f  entry), prices on the whole will not react immediately to ac- 
coinmodate this increase. An intervening period of ‘money illusion’ ensues, 
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r i3straint  c~riforced by tlie relatively constant  stocks of precious metals. Public 
c r e d its i 11 11 ii r t i c I i I :i r 

tniiish gold a n d  silver from tlie most considerable coniiiierce o f  the 
t a t e ,  red lice the  rii t o  c o m m o n  ci rculn ti on [ i .e., to rioii-1ncone tary 

coinniodities of fluctuating price], iind by tha t  means  render all 
prci \ ’ is ions arid labour dearer t h a n  otherwisc t h e y  would be. (“Of 
l’iiblic Credit,” 93, 95). 

‘I l i r e  c;iveats about the  nature  and  workings 01 riioney undc r  ttic ciuari- 
t i t ) .  ttiei)r\’ express 11iirnc’s uiiresolveti priority as t o  money’s funct ion:  is i t  
p i - i i i i . i i i I ~ ~  ;I niediiirii of exchange or ;I store of value? The quant i ty  theory of 

i t 5  conventional exchange role; wha t  particular material func-  
t i i i i is  :IS ~iioric.): m a y  depend lipon historical vicissitude. As ;I mere facilitator 
0 1  ciiirioniic exchange, money, according to the quant i ty  theory,  need not 
l ~ : i \ . ~ ,  ariy siit~st;iritial reality. Yet, I-iiiine prefers precious metals for their in- 
trinsic \ v o r t h .  Indeed,  the use of public credits as money is hardly Hiiiiie’s most 
\ ctieiiient grounds for denouncing  such credit. Using   in characteristically 
5 l r c i i i g  Idriguage, I iiime paints  a dystopiaii  portrait of ii society corrupted by 
I iri,iil;itiiig p.iI)cr credits. I t  is ;I por t r , i i t  easily recogniznhle l iy  ariy Iiitc nirie- 
t t,c,i i t I i c t’ I 1 t 11 r) ..I I i i  e r i ca 11 t ’0 11 ii I i 5 t , 0 v c r i r i d  i i  1 g en c e i n go vc I i i  III c 11 t c r ed i t , 
i I u i i i e  c w i i t e i i d b ,  tends to draw people a n d  resources to the capital, as t h e  po- 
l i t i c n l  ;itithorities corniiicind a n  ever-greater share of private wealth. Gold a n d  
\ i I \  ?I i I i5appv: i r  t r o i I i  circulntioii. n’e;ilth is transferred to a n  indoleiit rcntier 
L l L i 5 s ,  i~1iii .h consists of “~riei i ,  \ v h o  have no  connexioiis with the stilt?, w h o  
i L i i i  cii jo) t l i t> i r  revenue i n  a n y  p a r t  of the globe in which they chuse t o  re- 
\ i dc  . . . . ”  :\s \vc ,a l t t i  iiioves into ~ i g n  hands,  disparities widen between the  
i i c h  t rid p c i o r .  1 Iuine propliesie. ittier t h e  nat ion must destroy public credit, 
L I I  pLitilic z r c i l i t  i v i l l  destroy the  i i a t i o n ”  (“Of Public Credit,” 98, 102). 

I Ic)w i < i i i  1 % ~  reconcile 1 l i m e ’ s  metallisin with t h e  iieutrnlity postulates of 
tlie q u : i n t i t > ’  theor),? h’loreover, what  do L L ’ ~  make of the  fact t h a t ,  scarccly a 
d e z a i l  ;liter ttie t i r s t  edition of the  I’oiititrzi / ) i s m i r . s c ~ s ,  Huriic hi~riself l ina l ly  

I i i ~ ~ r s c i i i ~ I l  firi;iricial security th‘iiiks to t imely speculiitioiis i n  t h c  very 
g i i \ . e r i i i i i i ’ r i t  p;iptlr ttiat tie Iiaci earlier depIored’!’ ’ m as )<Lime simply “crying 
i \ c i l ! ”  a i io i i t  ttie LISC of public credit, ns some scholars have suggested?13 J .  G .  
:I l ’oc.oik l i a 5  sei’ii in  H u n i t ’ s  reiwlsion against  public credit a concern for the 
~cIt-,qt!rirr‘iting iristnbility of comrnerci,il society; according to this  a rgumen t ,  
I I i i i i i t  !t~Lireii t i i a t  tlie spread of coiiiiiierce \ ~ o u l d  uriciermiii i~ those regii1;itive 
i’ ir t i iel  t l i c i t  ~ . o i i l d  otherwise check t h e  accuniuliitioii oi sovereign 
o l ~ l i g : i t i o i i ~ . ’ 5  \lore rcccntly, Istviin H o n t  has  argued that  Hrirne’s  growing 
i i p p ( ~ i s i t i o n  t i i  t h e  expins ion  of put)lic credit reflected his worries about  its 
I I i I t> r 11 ,i t i o 11 ;i I i rii p1 i c;i t ions f o r  G rent I3 r i t ai r i  : An ex p a n  d in  g 11 ub I i c credit 
cii:itili.d tiit’ w i i r i t r y  to  i> inhark  u r i  i rnpr~ident  toreign adventiircs,  a t  the  same  





i~xch , ing i~ .  t iunie  conceives of this passion as part of a n  iterative model of 
iiiiinaii happiness tha t  is composed of “action, pleasure, and  indolence.’’ 
\ c t ions  are pursued for t h e  sake of pleasures, which reside either in discrete 
fic).ils or in t h e  performance of the  actions thernselvcs. Indolence, 

like slvep, is requisite as a n  indulgence t o  t h e  weakness of h u m a n  
nature, which cannot  support a n  uninterrupted course of business or 
pleasure. (“Of Ikf inement  in  t h e  Arts,” 21) 

’1% e cu 1 t i v n  t i o  11 of lu xu r y a rid eco no in ic x l v a  n cc m e  11 t f l o  u r i s t i  in r c- 
ciprc)c<iI relation. Industry and  the  rncchanical arts develop when m e n  can 
labor t i )  produce beyond what  is required by bare necessity; without  t h e  pos- 
5itiilities afforded by  industry, people 

have n o  tempta t ion . .  , to encrease their skill and  industry; since they 
cannot  e x c h n g e  that  superfliiity for a n y  commodities which may 
serve either to their pleasure or vanity. A habit of indolence natiirally 
pre\,riils. (“Of Commerce,”  10) 

I.oreigii trade represents a n  additional opportuni ty  for this synergy 

I t  rouses inen from their indolence. and  presenting t h e  gayer a n d  
i i i o r t ‘  opulent  part of t h e  nat ion with objects of luxury, which they 
ncver before dreamed of, raises in t h e m  a desire of a more splendid 
~ v a y  of life t h a n  their ancestors enjoyed. (“Of Commerce,’’ 14) 

‘l’lic pursuit of luxury not  only represents the original stimulus to  ec- 
uiioiiiic development ,  but  is a precondition for t h e  use of money itself. Money 
and  l u x u r y  develop in reciprocal relation. Money serves as a mechanism for 
iii\Tidious comparison tha t  awakens t h e  taste for luxury by giving m e n  the  
i.oiiceptiinl tools t o  discrirninate a m o n g  values; in  turn,  pecuniary exchange 
iie\.elops f i r s t  a n d  foremost at t h e  margins of subsistence economies, where 
i i i c i i  exchange their household surpluses. Far from fostering moral corruption, 
the  i ) i i r L i i i t  0 1  luxury contritiutes to ethical and  political life. 

‘I‘liiis i ) i d r i ~ h y ~  kiiowli.ilxe and Iiicriiiiiiit)’ are linked together by  a n  
i~idissoluble  chain,  a n d  are found,  from experience as welt as reason, 
to  t ie  peculiar to t h e  more polished, and,  what  are commonly  
tieriominnted, t h e  more  luxurious ages. (“Of Refinement in t h e  Ar ts ,”  
2 3 )  

Indeed, the  progress of cominerce a n d  industry offers its own corrective to the 
i ies i r t  for luxury  that  stimulates it. Once  habituated to  action, people come to 
wek such exercise for its o w n  sake. 



'l'here i s  no craving or d e m a ~ i d  of the h u m a n  iriind iiiorc c c i r i s t ~ r i r  

and  inwtiable t h a n  that tor exercise and  employrnent; ,init t l i i >  dc\ i rc  
seems the foundat ion of riiost oi o u r  pass ions  iind p u r s u i t \  



produces, “have gained an increasing and finally an inexorable power over the 
lives of nieii as at no  previous period in h i ~ t o r y . ” ’ ~  Having himself forsaken 
;j r;itioiialist epistemology on empirical grounds, Hume’s own moral teachings 
point t o  an enti-state of human society in which the possibility for action on 
the basis of critical rationality is smothered by successive snowfalls of con- 
vention. This terminal condition is one of moral entropy, in which the im- 
pc‘tus of sympathy has exhausted itself. Why do  people do anything? From 
habit. L Y h y  do they observe habit? Froin habit, and so on. Despite h i s  initial 
grounding of conventions such as justice and property in “a general sense of 
the common interest,” any coininon perception of such utilitarianism must 
needs fade with the development of society. 

H u In e ’ s U t i 1 it ar ia n Sensation a1 ism 
What is the genesis and trajectory of this entropic development? Its roots 

rnay lie imputed from Hume’s sensationalist doctrine. Ideas are grounded in 
iinpressions. Impressions are ontologically prior to ideas; the latter are mere 
“copies” of the former. Ideas produce copies of ideas, as “impressions of re- 
flexion.” There exists a continuum of decreasing “vivacity” from impressions 
t o  ideas. The strength of the relations between ideas can vary according to the 
ciegrw of resemblance, contiguity o r  interposition of objects between cause 
a n d  effect. 

/ I t  their epistemological foundation, comparison and sympathy con- 
htitiite Janus-twins of difference and identity. “All  kinds of reasoning consist 
i n  nothing hut a comparison, and a discovery of these relations, either con- 
5tant or inconstant, which two or more objects bear to each other” (T 73). 
I lowever, “no objects will admit of comparison, but what have some degree 
of resemblance” ( I ’  14); “no  ideas can affect each other, either by comparison, 
o r  b y  the jxissions they separately produce, unless they be united together by 
sc)iiie relation” (T 380) .  

Hume’s moral teaching not only separates reason from volition in the 
kv i l l ,  hut privileges sympathy over understanding in the analysis of social re- 
lations, even a s  Iduine orients sympathy to the individual’s felt experience of 
self. “In sympathy there is an evident conversion of an idea into an impres- 
sion. This conversion arises from the relation of objects to ourself. Ourself is 
intiinately present to us” (T 320). Since human beings resemble each other, 

. . .  this resemblance must very much contribute to make us enter into 
the sentiments of others, and embrace them with facility and pleas- 
ure.. . .The stronger the relation betwixt ourselves and any object, the 
rnore easily does the imagination make the transition, and convey to 
the related idea the vivacity of conception, with which we always 
form the idea of our own person. (‘I‘ 318) 

HUME STUDIE~ 



can  cnt i re ly  convert a n  idea into a n  impression, and  coii\'t '\ ~ 1 1 ~ .  \ . I -  

vacity of ttie latter i n to  the former, s~ perfectly ;is to l o s e  iiotiiiiig ot 

i t  in the t r a n s i t i o n .  ('I '  320) 

11 passion is iiii original cxistrrice, o r ,  i f  you ivill, n i o d ~ t i ~ , i t ~ o i i  irt 

existence, clrid contains not ally representative qu;ility, \ v l i i i l i  i c ~ i ~ i l c ~ i  \ 

it  a copy of a n y  other  existence or i~iodif icat ion.  ( ' I '  4 1.5) 

On the  other  I ia i id ,  the  "efficiency" of sympathet ic  coiivvrsioii3 ( i t  id~. , i i  i i i t c  

inipres,ions it\elt relie5 upon t h e  degree of reseiiiblarice i ~ ~ i i i  c ~ i i i t i g ~ i ~ t \  p : ~  
vailing between objects. Ot t h e  elements ot k lume's m o r a l  p l i ~ l o ~ o p l i ~ ,  o i i l i  

the passions t.ritliire t rans lat ion without a reduction in ,trengtii.  I lo\\ L.\ < ' I ,  [ t ic 

opportiinities lor such translatiori d imin i sh  i n  a social lite t 1 i ; i t  1 5  i r i c r c < i \ i i i < ! \  

s tructured I i y  convention. 
I t  ttie s i ~ e  i i i i i i  complexity of society diminish t h e  torci.5 ot i i i i [ i ~ , i \ l ~ i i i ~ l , i ~ ~  

a n d  syinpathy,  w h a t  prompts people t o  cont inue respecting ~ i ) i i ; i l  c o i l \  c i i -  

t ion? Hume invokes custom as  t h e  ul t imate  deterininant of I i u n i , i i i  J C ~ I ( J I I  \. 



i icoplt~ rt'jit 'at a n y  ;iction, i t  i)ecornes easier to  pertorm; moreover, once the 
i i o \ . t> l t \ ,  01 ttie action t;ides, i t s  

pI t ,< i>i i ic>  ot 1,icility does not s c  riiiich consist i n  a n y  ferment oi tlie 
\ ~ ) i i i t ~ ,  '15 i r i  their  orderly niotion; which will sornetiiiie5 tw w 
p o i v c ' r i i i l  <is cveri to c o n v c a r t  pain into pleasure, a n d  give 11s ti relish in 
t i i i i c '  t o r  \vli;it ;it first w a s  iiiost h a r s h  and  disagreeable. (I' 423) 

I n  I lu i i i i , ' s  ii1or;il visionJ ttie project of civiliratiori is t t i c  progressive ac- 
i) r . 1'0 1x1 r ii p ti r;i se 

1 l t~gc l ,  t l i i s  prolcct rvoulci  reprcserit t h e  realiz;itioii, n o t  of I k n w n  in history, 
t ) i i t  oi ( ' i i s t o i i i .  ;\t the same tiriir, t h e  triuiripli of Custorn ~ v o u l d  seem to starid 
, I I  \ c i r i c i r i c v  i x  i t t i  the iiynnriiic of J utilitarian value system. 'Hie progressive 
i t>tineiiient of society implies ;I growing disjuncture tietween t h e  behavioral 
~ ' i i i  I i i ~ i ~ t i o i i  0 1  social  convent ion anti the  behavioral f l u i d i t ) ,  clernarided by 
i I I c i i i  (1 i \.id i i  J 1 ' s 11 i i  rsii i t of ti eiio 11 i s i n .  ' l 't i i s d is j 11 11 ct 11 re co ii I d tip society i 11 to 
j i  "goi,crii:it)ility crisis." b'or, strictly spraking, utilitarian beh;ivior seeks not  
h i i i i p l l ,  to ci\,oid p i i n  and pursue pleasure, hut to stimulate t h e  psychic sntis- 
t , i i t i o i i  atteniliiiit u p o n  n sampling of the  difference between t h e  two. 

I iiiiiie ac.hno\vledges thi5 dinlectic ot  pain and  pleasure in his ;iccount of 
rii,ilite , i n d  cii \ 'y.  As liurne olxcr\.es of tlie physical w o r l d ,  

11 i 11 i i I ci t I ( 1 I i o i w i i  \'e 11 t I o 11 [is t li cl r cgii I a t (I I o t 11 L I  m;i 11 b r  h 

i t i i )  qu, i l i t>.  o i  tiiirii:in sensory experience finds i t s  counterpar t  i n  t h e  iriter- 
A t i \  t' c o i i i p i r i ~ o i i ~  th;it comprise hiim,iri social experience. klalice a n d  envy 
J I '  ' &I hiiiit  t i t  [ i i t \ '  reverst" ('I' 375):  



Sel f :  



i t o p s  \ t i o r t  01 atfirniing avarice as a diniension of the personality to the  
c.\clusiori 01 o ther  concerns. Avarice is a n  extreme experience, a n d  Hume’s 
moral philosophy avoids extremities.I9 However, despite this  disapproval of 
.ivnrice, the  convent ion of money appears peculiarly suited t o  correct for the  
rn t rupy  implied tiy I l ime’s  thought .  As we observed above, Hrirne stresses the  
piirel). instrumental character ot  money,  “agreed u p o n  to facilitate the 
e\cliangc of o n e  commodi ty  for another”  (“Of Money,” 33). Yet w h y  should 
n o t  inoricy itself be subject to  Hume’s ubiquitous principle, “ tha t  every 
elnot ion,  which precedes or at tends a passion, is easily converted in to  i t”  (‘I’ 
423, erriph;isis removed)? H u i n e  accepts, wi thout  examinat ion,  the  fact that 
people nttritiutc a n  intrinsic value to gold and  silver, even as his quant i ty  
theor), aftirnis the  neutrality of money,  and t h e  indifference of its substance 
to real ec.ononiii. relations. In Huine’s own terms, where would this intrinsic 
\ , , i l u a t i o n  originate, i f  not  trom a conversion of the  original exchange-value 
ot money into a use-value, i.e., into a valuation of gold and  silver as desirable 
111 arid ot theniselves? Convent ions are  nothing inore t h a n  empirical 
rt>grilnrities, i.e., when 

thi .  sense of interest has  become c o m m o n  t o  a11 our fellows, a n d  gives 
u s  ;I confidence of the future regularity of their conduct  . . .  In like 
1ii; i i i i ier  d o  gold a n d  silver become t h e  coininon ~iieasiires of 
rxcliangc., a n d  are esteem’d sufficient payment  for what  is of a 
tiuriiirrd times their value. (’I’ 490). 

I;? aiiiilog)’ to the  relation between ideas a n d  impressions, once  credit (paper) 
inoney,  through use, is converted into a p h e n o m e n o n  valuable in a n d  of itself, 
its syinlmlic power is no longer restrained by its tie to precious metals: i t  
;is5tiiiics thc  status of “impressions of reflexion,” a n d  t h u s  a n  independent  
e x i h t e n c r .  l):ilier money,  in effect, coiiies to  redeeni t h e  metal upon which i t  
\vn s or 1 g i 11 ;I I I y based . 

According to Hunie’s theory of the  passions, this conversion is a plausible 
1x1 i 1 e \ t o n c o t eco no inic d e w  lop iiie 11 t . Furthermore, t h e  qua I i t i es of In on ey as 
:I 11 n 11s t r;i i‘t esc  ti a 11 ge-va I lie wo i i  I d be a n  idea 1 (1 n i t  of (1 ti I i ta r in  n tii scri in ina  t ion 
( 3 5  “ccust-tienefit analysis”), as well iis a n  entirely efficient vehicle for the 
trarisiiiission of sympathy.  One u n i t  of currency is idcritical to another ;  thus, 
t h e  trcin>lntion of all huinan values into monetary ones would preserve 
rc,latioiij ot ,iii5oiute rtsemblarice, even as the  infinite divisibility of money 

t I o r  11 s ii 11 i 11 c.\ 11 ii 11 s t i ti 1 e re so 11 r ce for ever in o r e disc r i ni in at i 11 g c o 111 par i so 11s. 
I t  vvert’ u r i i t  of currency is identical to  another ,  then a n y  given u n i t  exists in 
; i n  iiiiriiedinte, functional contiguity t o  ;iny other ,  even i t  those two units are 
i o r n i n l l y  separated by great distance: ’I’lieoretically, t h e  use of a dollar in  the 
United States will affect t h e  value of a dollar in Ilangkok. Moreover, the 
phenonienoi i  of interest rates recognizes t h e  contiguity of money across time: 



the  interterripor;il valuation of nioriey, as the  opportuni ty  i ' u L t  L j t  d r i L , i r L L :  

gratification, permits the  translation of all future uses of r-noncy i n t i )  '1 prc\ziit,  
d i sco u n t ed va I u e . 

Money t h u s  ;innitiilates space arid time. I t  iinifie\ use- ,iiid i . \ ~ l i ~ i i i : r -  

viilue. It  is a l so  t h e  ideal medium f o r  ;I ilialectic;il syiittit.si5 ot ttic. o p p ) \ i ! ~ ~  ~ i i  

between identity and  difference that tinilcrlies, yet enerv;ite>, 1 1 u i i i t " \  ! i i L , l  i \  

o f  the  passions. l'he use of money forestalls decadence. l i i d c w ,  i i c i !  p i \ r  . I I I \  

money  will do.  I t  takes a piirticular kind of money-paper i i i o i i ~ ~ ~ ~ - ~ ~ I  t t i c ,  \o i !  

that  does not represent some underlying a inount  of precious riiet'ii. l iut \ \ , t i i t  t i  

s tands a 5  a sinirilncrurri ok value itself. I'tie \.cry sort ot i l lontl \  t l i , i t  I i i i i i i r  

dtxspises in his e c o n o m i c  essays i, precisely tliat \vl i ic i i  m o h t  r r \ ~ ~ i i i I i l ~ , \  I I I L  
faculty ot sy i i ipa thy .  I3oth the  exercise ot syiiilxitti)~, :inti  the  u j t '  ot 1 u ' t . i  

money,  are  practices that  transcend the  logic of represcntatiori t h a t  o t l i L . i \ t  i \ ~  

governs tliime's doctrines of sen5ation and  understanding.  Seen i i i  t t i i \  l i g i i !  

money n o  longer languishes in t h e  shadows cast h y  I H u n i t ~ ' 5  l:irxt,i ~ i i t i r ~ i l  J I I ~ !  

epistemological concerns.  fkithcr, money caii be read txich i n t c i  ! I i o \ c  L o i i L  ( ' 1 1  \ 

111 ii ivay t h a t  reconciles them.  
In its modern form, money h a s  ;issuiried an  entirely ~ ~ ~ ~ i i l x i l i ~  L . \ i \ t c , i i L c  

a t  t h e  end of a n  historical trajectory of development from 5 ~ i I i \ t ~ i i ~ ~  !o 
I'aper money has supplanted its iiietallic original i n  t i i t >  i O L I I \ L .  0 1  

socioeconoiiiic development; in turn,  the  functiorializ;itioii 0 1  i i i o i i c . 1  - i t \  

historical shitt from a substantive cornmodit); t o  abstract p u r c 1 i : i ~ i i i ~  p~~~~ - 

cr-has iindi.rcut ttie need ;inti ratioiisle tor retaining ;in) '  r t ' l ) r r l r i i t L i [ i k  I I : , I .  

connect ion between the  circulation ot nionet;iry val11es aiid so i i ic '  i i i i d c . r h  I::: 
"real" commodi ty  value. In its developed character as irisu11~t;inti~iI l i i i i i  t i \ ) i i  

money 110 longer represents anyth ing  but  itself. '4 dol1,ir I S  i i i i , r c > l \ .  ( I  l i c i l ) i l i t \  
ot the national central  bank,  to tie redeemed, reflexively, by a n o t h r i  d o l l ~ r  

In l~tiimcan terms, ;iii entirely fiduciary circulation lorriis t t i c  i i i o i i t ~ ~ ~ i  \ 

couriterpnrt to a real economy of passion. For both f i t luc ia r~~ i i i i j n i ' \  ~ i i ~ !  

I tunican passion are non-representative entities; ;IS sucli ,  tlir.? ,ire i i i i i i i i i i i r  1 8  I 

the  atteriiiatioiis of \raliie a n d  vivacity inherent  in thc. r ~ i ~ i i ~ I i ~ . i t i ~ ~ i i \  I 

utilitarian seiis;itionalism. Modern money as  the basic un i t  of \ o c  iLi l  i i i L ' . i i i i i ~ :  

forestalls ttie entropic dec;iy of social value t t i ; i t  inheres i i i  I l u r i i c  \ \ \  b t c . 1 1 1  

Indecil, despite I lurnc . '~  re,erv,itions aga ins t  av<irit,c>! 3 partiiiil,ir j i C i \ \ i o i i  I(  1 

money emerge, as the  signal, self-validating experienct, ol I l i i i i i L , ~ i i i  

psychology, representing t h e  most profound synthesis ot ~e l f - in tc~r r \ t  L i i i L i  

sympathy:  self-interested, because the  accurriiilation of inone). 2 5  L i i i  c i i t i  i i i  

i t s e l f  occurs ~ i t h ~ u t  concern for the  welfare of others; a n d  k'et j > . i i i p L i t t i c ~ t i i  

lx~i.;iuse this accurnulation ucc-urs without regard tor orip's OM'II s c i i j u ~ l  I ~ c ~ L . c ! \  

Avarice is t h u s  t l i n t  singular ide;il ot  tic egoisrii,  a t  oiict' x~ll-e~igr~~~~iii~ 
selt-denying. I r i  t h i s  t i r i a l  seiise does iiioney both rcdeeui i luiiic \ !tic"iAi!t 



i r o r i i  its rntropic  irnplications, arid point  towards the possibility of a Humean 
pliilowptiy o f  i i toney. 

( ; o I 1 c 1 us i o 11 : M o 11 e y I1 lusio 11 and Com m crcial Virtue 
I i i t w  Iiropertics inoriey, a n d  1e;itures of money psychology, are 

~ t t r i l > u t c s  of a pcrfect market. ‘l’hat this perfect market does not  actually 
/ > I ? \  < i i t  s i i i ipll ,  retlccts the incomplete monetization of the world economy 
u i i i i v r  the  avgis  o f  a single world currency, a n d  the consequent  lack of a 
iiriitied n,orlci capi ta l  market. T h i s  un i ty  did not  exist in Hiiine’s time, a n d  
i i i t o r i n ; i t i o i i  tei.hnologies are only i iow beginning to make this possible; 
lioL\evci, t h e  hyciraiilic rnet;iphor H L I I T I ~  uses to characterize the  self- 
r i i  I t i i t  g q 11 i I i b ri ~i ni of i  11 t er 11 at ion a I trade could conceivably acco riirrioda t e 
tlic ttiversiori of a11 flows of social incaning in to  monetary channels  e tched 
irito ;I capitalist world civilization. 

)’ct such ‘1 generalization 01 monetary experiencc transforms the  
\ i q n i t i i  <iiici> ot I Iuriic’s t i ~ ~ i r a u l i c  iiiet,iphor. Ii these t.xtrapolntioris of IIiinie’s 
tttuitxttt a r t ’  pl:iiisilile, then Hunie’\ exceptions to the quant i ty  theory of 
I 11 o 11 e\’ ;i r c i i  o t i r r a t i o 11 :i 1 ii 11 o 111 a I i es . 1 i i  s t ea d, they ii 11 tic i p ii t c t 11 e q11 i n t essen ce 
01 i iioiierii riionct;iry cxperience. In this experiencc, money illusion presents 
i i o t  ioiiic ternporary aberration but  the very precondition ol monetary con-  
~ ~ - ~ o i i s i i c s ~ ,  ariii ttius o i  economic rationality itself.?’ 

I , l ~ e ~ ~ , t i c r ~ >  in  his writings, we find t h a t  fHiirne himself acknowledges this 
i l l ~ ~ ~ i \ ~ c  pvtentiiil of money.  In his History of Et ix /m7d ,  f lume suggests three 
I O I  in) 01 n i o n e > ~  illusion. ‘l‘he first f o r i i i  of illusion, he avers, is t h a t  resulting 
t r o i i i  sirtiple p r i i i w l y  ilebaseinent, or “ t h e  change of denorniniitiori, by which 

1 5  ttie ti;i,iest illusion to pierce, as is Mitnessed by t h e  recurrent operations of 
( ; iwsi i , i in’s  liiw, or the  not ion t h a t  b a d  money drives out t h e  good. Indeed, i t  
\\‘:IS the  relati\’c absence of money illusion of this sort that  precipitated the 
iiiorictciry crisi) ot the lOYOs, when clipped coin replaced full-weight pieces in 
cii-cul\itioii. l’he second form arises from 

~ i o ~ i i t i 1  h a s  l i e e n  reduced to thc  third p a r t  of its ancient weight in  silver. 

t l iv  c-liangc in va lue  by the  grentcr plenty of money,  which h a s  
rt~diiccii t h e  same  weight of sil\,czr t o  ten times less value, compared to  
ix) i i  1111 o i i  i t i  cs; a II d con  seq ii e r i  t 1 y a po 11 11 c l  s t er I i  n g t o  the t t i  i  r t i e t h part 
o t  tlir aricicrtt \Ialuc. 

I l i i j  i l l u i i i i n  is no th ing  more  t h a n  t h a t  tillip to economic activity described in 
ttica ~>ss‘iy “Ot Xloiiey.” As such, this foriri of illusion has real cffects, but  is iilso 
t c > i t i p o r ; i r > . .  I lie third f o r m  of inoncy illusion emerges when we at tempt  to 
c o m p i r c  the  same kingdom a t  different stages of civilization. For when 
L o n i p : i r i i i g  n r u d e r  with a more advanced civilization, we may misconstrue the  
\,cilLiv 0 1  m o n e y  because of “ t h e  fewer people and  less industry which  were 





t h e s e  roles lie enduring oppositions of economic interest: debtor versus cred- 
itor, entrepreneur versus rentier, t h e  promise of t h e  future versus t h e  obliga- 
tions to the  past, Given that  money has become a n  entirely socialized artifact, 
it then  requires a corresponding reserve of artificial virtue t o  back it up;  t o  
I i ia in ta in  money’s integrity in t h e  face of economic factions tha t  might  seek 
c o n t r o l  of t h e  government  in order to  manipulate  t h e  supply of money.  In 
t-f ! t‘c t , t I i e in o d er n in  s t i t  u t i o n of s ta t  e-i s s u ed ~ f i  d u c i a ry c i rcu I a t io n m cj 11 e t izes 
tlie \‘cry legitimacy of t h e  political order. We thereby place our  trust in virtue, 
lust a s  we place our  virtue in trust. 

‘ l ‘hc persistence of such trust compels us to acknowledge t h e  reality of 
riioney illusion-riot as a pathological syndrome, but as a manifestation of 
inuiicy s \,irtue. T h e  facets of this illusion-our credulity, the  government’s 
crcdiliilityj a n d  the  nation’s credit-form t h e  jewel of civic virtue that  glitters 
;it the  hear t  of modern  financial management .  Darnaging a n y  of these facets 
iiitrodiices flaws into t h e  entire s tone.  ‘The success of such management  has 
rcquircd t h a t  money be  perceived as a technical, and  not  as a political, issue. 
l‘liis perception of t h e  apolitical quality of money-the perception that, as it 
i ~ r r r ~  u i i r  pliilosopher’s s tone is genuine,  a n d  not  made  of glass a n d  paste-is 
[)crlinp’ the  itlost vertiginous form of contemporary money illusion. By the  
j;iriic token, o u r  t rus t  in  this form of the  illusion may also be t h e  most im- 
p o r t a l i t  coricfition for t h e  cont inued stability of our  modern,  a n d  monetized, 
c;i pi t at  i  s t civi I iza t ion. 
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