
Clipped Coins, Abused Words, and Civil Government



Also available:

Civilizing Money:
Hume, His Monetary Project, and the Scottish Enlightenment

George Caffentzis

“Caffentzis is a practical philosopher and a pure teacher. His reasoning even 
at its most abstract always tends to the political. The street is his classroom. 
This is truly vulgar Marxism, that is, it is a critique by, with, and for the 
vulgus, or common people (you and I).”

—Peter Linebaugh, author of The Magna Carta Manifesto



Clipped Coins, Abused Words, 
and Civil Government
John Locke’s Philosophy of Money

NEW EDITION

George Caffentzis

Edited and with an introduction by Paul Rekret
Foreword by Harry Cleaver



First published by Autonomedia, 1989

New edition first published 2021 by Pluto Press
345 Archway Road, London N6 5AA 

www.plutobooks.com

Copyright © Constantine George Caffentzis 2021

Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders and to obtain their 
permission for the use of copyright material in this book. The publisher apologizes 
for any errors or omissions in this respect and would be grateful if notified of any 
corrections that should be incorporated in future reprints or editions.

The right of Constantine George Caffentzis to be identified as the author of this 
work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 
1988.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 0 7453 4205 4 Hardback
ISBN 978 0 7453 4207 8 Paperback
ISBN 978 1 78680 768 7 PDF
ISBN 978 1 78680 769 4 EPUB
ISBN 978 1 78680 770 0 Kindle

Typeset by Stanford DTP Services, Northampton, England



Contents

Acknowledgments vi
Note on the New Edition viii
Foreword ix

Introduction to the New Edition 1

Preface 24
Introduction 27
1. Clipped Coins 29
2. Civil Government 48
3. Abused Words 69
Conclusion: Weaving an Origin 99
Postface: John Locke, the Philosopher of Primitive Accumulation 124

Notes 136
Bibliography 191
Index 202



1

Introduction to the New Edition 
Paul Rekret

“…from the abstractions of philosophy to who’d put the kettle in the 
workhouse.”

Peter Linebaugh, The London Hanged (2006)

money on the mind

The question of the relationship between thought and money is an especially 
awkward one for philosophy.1 The ideal of the love of wisdom upon which 
it is founded implies that philosophical activity be pursued as an end in 
itself, having no bearing on the philosopher’s personal interest or quest for 
survival. But such a heroic notion of the pursuit of knowledge, inherited 
from ancient Greece, has disposed philosophy to neglect its own material 
conditions; from slavery in Athens to modern divisions of labor, or the 
ongoing marketization of higher education today. Of course, one could insist 
that such concerns regarding the wider context of philosophy fall outside its 
own proper terrain and are, instead, more appropriate pursuits for intellec-
tual historians or sociologists of knowledge. But not only would such a claim 
entail a rather truncated and idealized conception of philosophy, for where 
one can discern the effects of social institutions at the level of the concept 
itself (this is, after all, one way of thinking ideology), the question of social 
conditions recoils back upon theoretical inquiry anyway.

The claim for a formal correspondence between thought and its 
social context—an emergent capitalist society in seventeenth- and eigh-
teenth-century Britain, in particular—is at the center of George Caffentzis’ 
three-volume study of the philosophy of money, of which the first volume 
is republished here. Caffentzis is certainly not the first thinker to have 
delineated an intersection between money and philosophy, but the signifi-
cance of his work rests in part with the intricacy with which he characterizes 
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the relationship between them—one defined ultimately by the exigencies 
of class struggle. While the best known iterations of the genre have tended 
either toward positing the identity of philosophy with money or, in contrast, 
their complete autonomy from one another, Caffentzis has sought instead 
to trace out in detail instances in the work of particular philosophers where 
money and conceptual thought intersect and the terms upon which they 
do so.

By way of comparison, take the German sociologist and philosopher 
Georg Simmel’s monumental 1907 book The Philosophy of Money (Simmel 
1990). Simmel characterizes his work as an investigation of the metaphysical 
preconditions necessary for the categories of value that create a monetary 
world. This then forms the foundation for his analysis of the effects that 
money has on inner life and culture. Simmel claims to have erected “a new 
storey beneath historical materialism,” one that rests with his account of the 
psychic essentials of the economic (Simmel 1990: 56). But to seek the formal 
conditions of money in this way, as Caffentzis notes, is to assume the stability 
of its meaning across history. In addition, it implies a category separation 
of philosophy and economy insofar as the former is used to articulate the 
conditions for the latter (Simmel 1990; Caffentzis 2021: 6). For Caffentzis, 
such an account “dichotomizes” philosophy and money. That is, in pursuing 
the conditions of money as such, Simmel poses philosophy as independent 
of the economic and, in turn, fails to consider how the meaning and nature 
of money might have changed over time and the role philosophical inter-
ventions might have had in these transformations. 

We also find a restricted historical view if we look to a very different, 
perhaps even inverse, approach to the philosophy of money from Simmel’s: 
that proposed by the Frankfurt School fellow-traveller, Alfred Sohn-Rethel 
in his 1978 book Intellectual and Manual Labour. Here, a formal identity 
is posed between philosophy and money, one where the latter is afforded 
temporal priority since, on Sohn-Rethel’s reasoning, the abstraction that 
occurs in acts of exchange between commodities precedes and conditions 
abstractions in the human mind. It is in this sense that Intellectual and 
Manual Labour relates the emergence of philosophy to the development 
of coinage in classical Greece as that society’s primary means of exchange, 
that is, the Greek conception of ‘being’ as something that is unchanging 
and timeless is premised, the book argues, on the use of money as timeless 
and immutable substance (Sohn-Rethel 1978: 64 and 59). Along these lines, 
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Sohn-Rethel traces the development of knowledge from antiquity, through 
the medieval period to the rise of merchant capital and the development of 
industrial capital. In each instance, he advances an abiding causal relation 
between money and philosophy, one running from the Greeks to Kant, 
whereby the expansion and intensification of the circulation of commodities 
constitutes a growing abstraction and alienation of cognition from sensual 
experience. This might amount to a reversal of Simmel’s argument insofar 
as money here provides philosophy with its formal and historical conditions 
rather than the obverse, but it nonetheless entails a history as monotonous 
as Simmel’s. Whether philosophy is presented as wholly dependent upon 
money for its existence (as in Sohn-Rethel) or wholly independent of it (as 
in Simmel), an anachronistic understanding of money prevails. 

Caffentzis evades this Scylla or Charybdis of identity and dichotomy 
between philosophy and money by opting not to pursue the philosophy of 
money altogether. Instead, he restricts the scope of his enterprise to the study 
of specific philosophers—the trio of so-called British empiricists John Locke, 
George Berkeley and David Hume to be exact—whose work, in engaging 
in questions of policy, constitutes what Caffentzis calls a “monetary act” 
(Caffentzis 2021: 7). Doing so allows him to attend to the more restricted, 
historically refined terrain of how particular epistemological, ontological 
and political formulations inform monetary ones. Equally, his work is 
characterized by a depth of research that undergirds deliberation upon the 
ways historical events, and monetary debates more narrowly, have shaped 
philosophy. This is what Caffentzis has in mind in referring to his method 
as “ampliative,” one which finds conceptual architectures first averred in a 
work of philosophy, to later be refracted in policy proposals, or vice versa.

One of the more intriguing aspects to Caffentzis’ understanding of the 
philosophy of money is the way in which he calls attention to modern 
thought itself as a capitalist class project. At the core of such a framing lies 
the recognition that, as the mediator between people and their means of 
subsistence in a capitalist society, money is a form of command (on this 
point, see Cleaver 1996). Homing in on what Caffentzis calls the “money 
face” of the wage relation—the reflection of labor as money—permits us to 
examine how labor-power comes to be fixed as an abstract measure; it also 
helps us to consider that the institution of the wage is neither frictionless nor 
absolute but rather, entails a long history of struggle. It is with these issues in 
mind that we can understand the motivation behind Caffentzis’ delineation 
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of his three-volume study of the history of the philosophy of money to the 
oeuvres of Locke, Berkeley and Hume, poised as they are at crucial junctures 
of capital’s development in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; 
each faced with urgent questions and crises around the generalization of 
exchange relations and the compulsion to wage labor: the state’s role in 
money’s creation and management; the social employment of money in the 
imposition of a universal form of value; overcoming resistance to capital’s 
generalization; and money’s civilizing function as a spur to industriousness 
and entrepreneurial behavior. 

But attending to the reciprocity of philosophy and money, as I have 
suggested Caffentzis does, further entails examining how these problemat-
ics are shaped by and come to shape theoretical inquiry. In Clipped Coins, 
Caffentzis reveals Locke’s liberalism to be mobilized by the problem of the 
universalization of money in the late seventeenth century, the criminaliza-
tion of pre-capitalist forms of survival, and the legitimation of enclosure and 
indefinite capital accumulation underpinned by a metaphysical notion of 
personhood and a conception of knowledge as a mode of labor.

If Locke can thus be said to be “the philosopher of primitive accumulation,” 
then Berkeley is the theorist of “import substitution” and economic diversi-
fication (Caffentzis 2000: 118). For while Locke’s fundamental concern was 
the generalization of a mode of property that would subject the whole of 
the world to the impersonal power of the market, Berkeley’s conundrum, 
framed by his experience as Bishop of Cloyne, is centered upon compelling 
his recalcitrant Irish flock into wage labor while inciting the Anglo-Irish 
gentry’s investment of its wealth in Ireland. It is through this problematic 
of needing to “excite” or stimulate productive activity that Caffentzis reads 
Berkeley’s defense of a paper currency. Given his setting in an underdevel-
oped economy, for Berkeley, the function of money does not rest merely 
with its capacity to store value but with its potential to stimulate and regulate 
economic behavior. In other words, it is a wider monetization of life itself 
that Berkeley seeks. And it is in these terms that Caffentzis interprets the 
development of the conception of “notion” in the Irish philosopher’s later 
work: here is a referent to volitional impulse inseparable from the view of 
money as a reflection of the “spirits” that guide it.

Focused upon Ireland and the rebellious Scottish Highlands respec-
tively, Berkeley’s and Hume’s monetary programs emerge from a common 
problem. The process of expropriation associated with Locke, it turns out, 
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is insufficient as a compulsion to wage labor. Yet while Berkeley calls for 
a temporary withdrawal of Ireland from the world market as a means of 
transforming social relations along capitalist lines, Hume proposes complete 
integration into the national and world market as a means of “civilizing” 
Scotland’s Highland cultures (Caffentzis 2021). Hume’s defense of a metallic 
money standard is, therefore, not a sign of regressive essentialism as is often 
assumed but, as Caffentzis shows, a response to the promiscuous issuing 
of promissory notes widespread in eighteenth-century Scotland, along with 
the ensuing balance of payments crisis that followed. Read through the 
frame of Hume’s functionalist ontology, his defense of a metallic standard 
for money is centered upon a moral argument against paper money’s ability 
to sever the “barbaric” Scottish Highlanders from a gift economy in order 
to compel them to the capitalist discipline of frugality, work and investment 
(Caffentzis 2021).

Together then, these three studies (the study of Hume is published for 
the first time as a companion to this new edition of Clipped Coins) offer 
an expansive examination of the intersections of biography, philosophy and 
monetary policy. In doing so, they illustrate not only how the function of 
money as an equalizer between different objects and activities is crucial to 
the imposition of capitalist power but broader still, they show philosophical 
concepts to be inextricable from their class content.

Caffentzis is best known for his work in radical political economy, especially 
through the collectives Zerowork and Midnight Notes which he co-founded, 
and his incisive attempts to understand the changing dimensions of labor 
and the production of value over recent decades continue to influence and 
inform scholars and activists.2 Yet, despite the clarity and edifying style of 
his work, Caffentzis is all too often overlooked where study of the history 
of philosophy is concerned. Even if we restrict our gaze to the more widely 
referenced book on Locke, it is apparent that undue neglect of the theoretical 
terrain it has opened has entailed the unnecessary persistence of confusions 
in the English philosopher’s contemporary reception. Caffentzis’ work, it is 
held here, merits further examination.

Admittedly, situating Locke’s philosophy in the context of an emergent 
global capital in late seventeenth-century Britain, as Caffentzis does, is not 
in itself a unique proposition. At least since C.B. Macpherson’s formative 
1962 study of The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism, left readings 
of Locke have been premised upon his place in the rise of market society and 
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the theoretical priority given to the individuals who inhabit it (Macpherson 
2011). It is worth stressing, then, that the significance of Clipped Coins is 
not exhausted by its account of an inherent relationship between Locke’s 
philosophy and capitalism, but rests, rather, with the more nuanced claim that 
a peculiarly capitalist ontology of money, at a decisive moment for modern 
value relations, acts as the hinge around which both Locke’s political theory 
and his epistemology revolve. Such a claim, as we will see, not only resolves 
a host of tensions in the reception of Locke, it also offers important insights 
into the history of modern thought more broadly. Looking to Caffentzis’ 
study of Locke in what remains then, this introduction seeks to show the 
importance of that project for both the study of Locke and of liberalism, 
more broadly. In doing so, it hopes to persuade the reader of the significance 
of Caffentzis’ philosophical project for understanding both the origins of 
capitalism and the conceptual architecture through which we understand it.

between nature and convention

Money is poised equivocally between being a natural substance and a social 
convention. This ontological axiom is, as far as Caffentzis sees it, key to 
unlocking the manifold tensions and uncertainties pervading Locke’s work. 
Caffentzis first discerns this idea in what ends up as Locke’s winning case 
in a polemic that has come to be known as the “recoinage debate,” and it 
bears a bit of unpacking here. Having become severely undervalued relative 
to the price of silver on the world market by the 1690s, it had become 
highly profitable to trade English silver coins on world bullion markets 
for their silver content alone. This not only produced a severe shortage of 
coins—exacerbated by rampant counterfeiting and the clipping of coins for 
bullion—but, in turn, led to chronic price inflation.3 While broad agreement 
existed for the minting of new clip-proof coins, dispute revolved around 
whether to set the current market price for silver at London Mint parity 
(the denomination set for a given amount of silver) or to instead keep the 
official Mint parity unchanged. Tasked with drafting a recommendation, 
Secretary of the Treasury William Lowndes proposed devaluing English 
coinage by re-minting coins with lower silver content while maintaining 
their nominal value. Opposed to this deflationary strategy, Locke instead 
proposed re-minting coins with their formal silver content while simultane-
ously bringing all-out discipline and justice upon counterfeiters and clippers 
(see Locke 1991).
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While the conventional reading has long taken Locke’s opposition to 
Lowndes as a reflection of his “metallist” money fetishism, Caffentzis instead 
works against the grain of this established view. On his reading, Locke’s 
proposal for re-minting silver coins reflects a broader need for a stable 
measure of value to underpin contracts and transactions upon a burgeoning 
world market. This interpretation has the merit of understanding the moti-
vations behind Locke’s fervent opposition to Lowndes’ inflationary proposal. 
For it’s given that it effectively deflated the value of money from its metal 
content, that Lowndes’ program would be viewed by Locke as a threat to 
trust in both money and in the state. For one thing, Lowndes’ plan to devalue 
English currency would endanger world trade by failing to impose a spatial 
and temporal identity upon financial contracts. For another, it would enrich 
hoarders and manipulators of bullion while also effectively transforming 
the state itself into a coin clipper. Certainly, on Locke’s re-minting plan 
deflation would occur, but this would only be the case when viewed from 
the relative myopia of a British idea of value and not from the perspective of 
a global market dealing in the objective value of silver coins determined by 
their weight (on this point, see also McNally 2014). As we will see later, the 
question implied here of the relation of value to substance brings monetary 
policy immediately into the ambit of epistemic questions regarding the uni-
versality of knowledge; for, if experience is essential to knowledge, as Locke 
holds, then where the relation between money’s metal content and its value 
is severed, ideas of money lose coherence (see page 36).

Here then lies the key to Locke’s “mercantilist prejudice.” While money is 
subject to convention, it is only assured a level of objectivity beyond subjec-
tive intention through its substantial qualities (Caffentzis 2000: 186). This 
is a claim to which we shall return, but suffice it to say that holding the uni-
versality of money as of a higher order than the nation-state, as Locke does, 
extends beyond local questions of inflationary policy to underlie the issue 
of the emergent dominance of capital on a world scale along with Britain’s 
rise to global power in the eighteenth century (see also McNally 2014: 20).

money and nature

The priority attending the universality of money in Locke’s position in the 
recoinage debate is also reflected in the role that money is assigned in the 
account of the origins of political society presented in the Second Treatise on 
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Government (see Locke 1823g). This is insofar as in both arguments we can 
detect the effects of Locke’s conception of money as lying somewhere between 
subjective convention and its objective qualities. In fact, as Caffentzis shows, 
not only does the introduction of money function as “efficient cause” of 
the social contract but moreover, its ambiguous ontological status between 
convention and nature forms the basis for Locke’s program of political 
reform. Before examining the consequences of this claim for understanding 
the wider implications of Locke’s political philosophy, let us see in more 
detail how this is the case. 

As is well known, in the Second Treatise Locke establishes “life, liberty, and 
estate” as rights that are temporally and logically prior to civil government. 
Where Robert Filmer and other seventeenth-century defenders of absolutism 
had held property in biblical terms as a royal inheritance from Adam, to 
whom the Earth was given, Locke’s argument sets off from the claim that 
everyone is a “proprietor in his own person” and in the products of his labor 
(Locke 1823g: II, 27 and 44). “I labour on X, therefore X is part of me,” as 
Caffentzis puts it. While the notion of self-ownership allows man to inscribe 
property in the natural commons, Locke further insists on a natural law 
to “preserve God’s creation,” implying moral limits to appropriation (Locke 
1823g: II, 6). A so-called “spoilage limitation” limits property to what can 
be used before it spoils, while a “sufficiency limitation” means that one is 
duty-bound to “leave enough and as good” for others (Locke 1823g: II, 31 
and 34). Only with the invention of money and men’s mutual consent to 
put a value upon it are both limitations overcome so that man may “fairly 
possess more land than he himself could use the product of ” (Locke 1823g: 
II, 50). In other words, money’s capacity to store value frees the subject 
from moral limits to appropriation of that with which he mixes his labor 
or, implicitly, free to sell his labor for a wage. From this moment, property 
ceases to encroach on anyone’s natural rights since the universal consent 
conferred upon the value of money amounts to a universal consent to the 
“disproportionate and unequal Possession of the Earth” it engenders (Locke 
1823g: II, 50). So far this is a relatively orthodox account of Locke’s theory of 
property, but the perspicacity of Caffentzis’ reading comes into view where 
we see how it overcomes tensions and aporia that have plagued reception of 
the Second Treatise. 

The dominant strain of Locke scholarship in recent decades has been 
characterized by a “religious turn” that emerged in response to Macpher-
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son’s influential framing of Locke as the philosopher of market society. 
Against the view of Locke as a theorist of “possessive individualism,” John 
Dunn (1969), Quentin Skinner (1998), Peter Laslett (1963), James Tully 
(1980) and others, have centered Locke’s Protestant faith rather than his 
mercantile activity as the key to understanding his political philosophy. 
At its core, their argument rests upon a sequential understanding of the 
role of money in Locke’s political theory: money marks a step out of man’s 
natural state and thus, occurs as a fall from grace. By therefore insisting 
upon the conventional rather than natural character of money in the 
Second Treatise, these scholars seek to rescue Locke from those interpreta-
tions—Macpherson’s in particular—which view him as having naturalized 
a capitalist economy. Moreover, in foregrounding the moral limitations 
that the natural law places upon acquisition, such a “religious” reading also 
seeks to preserve an egalitarian spirit in Locke’s work. However, as Onar 
Ulas Ince has shown in a shrewd analysis informed by Caffentzis’ work, it 
remains unclear why, if Locke understands money as wholly conventional 
rather than originary to the state of nature, he does not simply call for 
its eradication instead of invoking the necessity of the state to manage 
its effects (Ince 2011: 38)? But equally, as Ince argues, to view Locke as 
naturalizing capitalist social relations, as Macpherson has it, only works 
by awkwardly discarding the moral limits Locke ascribes to accumulation. 
That is, the conventional left reading hinges upon the rather tenuous 
assumption that, contra Dunn, Skinner, et al., Locke is not deeply invested 
in the moral foundations he ascribes to property. But if this were truly the 
case, Ince continues, then he would have no reason to insist upon the moral 
right to property even where “disproportionate and unequal Possession of 
the Earth” occurs, since this would be prima facie self-evident anyway 
(Locke 1823g: II, 50; Ince 2011). It seems that logical consistency eludes 
accounts of the Second Treatise that take money as either wholly natural or 
as wholly conventional. 

Here, Caffentzis’ reading guides us to the conclusion that the tension 
between these two interpretive frames cannot be overcome since, for Locke, 
the very being of money oscillates between them. Given Locke is explicit 
that the use of money is based on consent, readings such as Macpherson’s 
that hold him up as naturalizing a market society simply do not work. Still, it 
is only insofar as the consent to recognize the value of money is understood 
by Locke to be a universal yet pre-political event, one that precedes the con-
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stitution of the commonwealth, that he can make accumulation of property 
a moral right without at the same time making the grossly dubious claim 
that inequality is a religious commandment (Ince 2011). Money, it turns 
out, is neither wholly natural, nor wholly conventional, and moreover, it is 
only on the equivocation between these two states that money can become 
universal.

Likewise, if we remain with that moment in the “state of nature” where 
men consent to the use of money, Clipped Coins outlines a further moral 
economy central to Locke’s political theory. On the one hand, man’s chief 
moral obligation is said to be “the preservation of God’s creation” such 
that the central purpose of labor and the appropriation it engenders is to 
“improve [the Earth] for the benefit of life” (Locke 1823g: II, 32). On the 
other hand, “land that is left wholly to nature, with no improvement through 
cultivation … is rightly called ‘waste’” (Locke 1823g: II, 42). Only given its 
enclosure through social relations founded upon money as a mechanism 
for preserving things that would otherwise perish and be wasted, is land 
improved.4 Not only therefore, does property trump common possession, it 
is determined in opposition to indigenous relations to non-human nature or 
webs of local use-rights specific as these are transformed into discrete units 
of abstract value (see Neocleous 2011; Goldstein 2013).

In centering the role of money in the justification of processes of 
enclosure, Caffentzis also anticipates those interpreters who, in growing 
numbers in recent years, emphasize the Atlantic colonial context as the 
focus of Locke’s theory of property (see especially Tully 1993; and Arneil 
1996). Broadening the focus onto the colonial dimension certainly allows 
for a shift beyond the parochialism of English debates around absolutism to 
Locke’s role in providing moral foundations for the settler colonial project. 
But it’s only by foregrounding the logic of money and the compulsions of 
capital accumulation more broadly, as all too many scholars fail to do, that 
we can understand the global forces that induce both enclosure and prole-
tarianization in England along with the project of Indian “removal” in the 
Americas (an exception here is Ince 2018). Whether the native in America 
or the English peasant, Locke’s theory of property amounts to a sanction 
against both those not working for a wage and against land not being worked 
by wage labor; “idleness” becomes viewed as a criminal disposition that fails 
to engage in “improvement.”5 




