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“The first difficulty in barter is to find two persons whose disposable 

possessions mutually suit each other’s wants. There may be many 

people wanting, and many possessing those things wanted; but to 

allow of an act of barter, there must be a double coincidence, which 

will rarely happen…

 Sellers and purchasers can only be made to fit by the use of some 

commodity, some marchandise banale, as the French call it, which all 

are willing to receive for a time, so that what is obtained by sale in 

one case, may be used in purchase in another. This common 

commodity is called a medium of exchange, because it forms a third 

or intermediate term in all acts of commerce.” pp. 3-4.





The emergence of money is often explained by the limits of barter as 

a form of exchange. A cobbler wants a chicken, but the farmer does 

not want shoes. They cannot swap their goods, so the cobbler has a 

bright idea and gives the farmer a token. With this token the farmer 

can go off and get the things he needs.



The emergence of money is often explained by the limits of barter as 

a form of exchange. A cobbler wants a chicken, but the farmer does 

not want shoes. They cannot swap their goods, so the cobbler has a 

bright idea and gives the farmer a token. With this token the farmer 

can go off and get the things he needs.

First of all, how does a cobbler get to be a cobbler solely through 

barter? How come it is only after his apprenticeship and years of 

decent living that he is finally confronted with a non-barter 

quandary when he is in search of a chicken but only finds a well-

shod farmer? 



The dilemma raised by the story of the non-existent farmer and the 

cobbler – I have something you want at this moment, but you do not 

have something I want at this moment – was solved by ancient 

societies through a simple mechanism: credit. 
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allowed the exchange to take place immediately. There was no need 
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cobbler – I have something you want at this moment, but you do not 

have something I want at this moment – was solved by ancient 

societies through a simple mechanism: credit. 

The separation of the act of final payment from the act of exchange 

allowed the exchange to take place immediately. There was no need 

for a scramble for equivalents, only an acknowledgement that the 

payment was now a debt, and that debt would be settled at a later 

date. 

The two-dimensional world of instant give and receive was 

transformed by the addition of a third dimension: time. 
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writings we have relate to the recording of credit and debt relations. 
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We have no idea when this innovation first arose as it predates 

writing. We know it is earlier than literacy because the earliest 

writings we have relate to the recording of credit and debt relations. 

The elongation of the settlement of payment via an obligation to pay 

mechanism gave complex human societies the space to expand and 

function. 

Even today, the breakdown of this mechanism will cause a society to 

crash. The tools may change but the innovation, paradoxically, stays 

the same.



The settlement of debts was not confined to market transactions. 

Money in so-called primitive societies was not used simply to 

facilitate market transactions. It was also used

“to create, maintain, and otherwise reorganize relations between 
people: to arrange marriages, establish the paternity of children, 
head off feuds, console mourners at funerals, seek forgiveness in 
the case of crimes, negotiate treaties, acquire followers – almost 
anything but trade in yams, shovels, pigs, or jewelry.”

David Graeber. Debt: The first 5,000 Years (2011)



Over 4,000 years ago debt contracts were drawn up in Mesopotamia 

that were interest-bearing obligations.

All of this was done without coin or currency as we know it. 

Nor were the Mesopotamians swapping chickens for shoes. 

They had a detailed and effective credit system that operated without 

recourse to a physical currency. They operated a fully functioning 

monetary system that worked because they had a standard for the

measurement of value against which debts and obligations

were calculated.



The monetary function of barley and silver contains elements we 

recognise today. They were adapted as ‘units of account’, that is, as 

standards for the measurement of value for the purposes of settling 

debts and obligations.



The monetary function of barley and silver contains elements we 

recognise today. They were adapted as ‘units of account’, that is, as 

standards for the measurement of value for the purposes of settling 

debts and obligations.

They were also utilised as a means of payment – that is settling 

accounts, not merely measuring them – and they allowed individual 

households and the city hierarchy to engage in economic, social and 

cultural activities of distribution, redistribution and financial 

advancement, across space and time.





In the case of early Christian Ireland there were two units of account 

– the sét and the cumal – which were used to quantify the value of 

social obligations as well as fines for ‘injury, murder, improper 

distraint, improper use of legal procedure, trespass, theft, cutting 

down protected trees, and so forth’.

The sét and the cumal simply measured the debt; cattle, silver and 

grain were used as actual payment.



Units of account (measurement) and means of payment (settlement) 

were developed as practical solutions to societal dynamics. They 

arose out of the everyday actions and interactions of people. They 

did not arise out of barter and they were not contingent on coin. 
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were developed as practical solutions to societal dynamics. They 

arose out of the everyday actions and interactions of people. They 

did not arise out of barter and they were not contingent on coin. 

Neither did they exist only when there was a market need for them. 

It was not just the exchange of goods but the settlement of societal 

debts and obligations that gave rise to an agreed accounting system 

to facilitate that process.



Money, therefore, is 

a societal need.

It is a social 

technology. 



It is also used for market exchange for sure, but it 

is in essence a technology that allows people to 

smooth their relationships with each other in 

complex societal structures, be they ancient 

settlements of Mesopotamia, rural settlements of 

early Christian Ireland, or present-day globalised

cities such as Tokyo, London or New York. 



The unit of account and means of payment are 

codified through specific laws and accountancy 

structures that vary from society to society, but 

the concepts and their application are universal 

and human.



The advent of coin around 700 bce brought a new 

element to the dynamic, not because of the metal 

that was used but because of the authority that was, 

literally, stamped on it. 

Whereas the history of credit is social, the history 

of coin is, in essence, the history of state power.



The political project of the physical currency 

of coin was to centralise all the key aspects of 

the monetary system– unit of account, means 

of payment, store of value, and medium of 

exchange – into one exclusive physical 

expression under the control of a state power.





It took hundreds of years to finally bed down coin 

as the consolidated expression of the monetary 

system: that is, the one item that could be used for 

all four actions - measurement, settlement, storage 

and exchange. 

It also took a lot of killing. 

Coin as money – as the one, true, embodiment of 

the monetary system as a whole – was a bloody, 

coercive act of political and state savagery.



The demise of coin in Britain, and its moribund status in 

mainland Europe, did not mean an end to economic

and social activity across the continent. 

It did pose significant challenges, however, for the various 

power blocs that stepped into the vacuum caused by the 

decline of empire. 

In order to give coin the authority it lacked as a result of a 

barely functioning state apparatus, a greater emphasis was 

placed on the materiality of the coin rather than the face of 

the king it carried.



It is during this period that the idea that the moneyness of a 

coin is contained in its metal – the assumption that ‘money is 

simply the commodity [the metal] it contains’ – really begins 

to take shape in Europe. 

The significance of this shift in thinking is that money became 

associated more with the thing that was used as money (coin), 

rather than with the governing authority that it represented.



Meanwhile the Chinese arrive at their own way of ‘making 

money’. They swapped metal for paper and gave it the ruler’s 

authority. 

In other words, they printed it
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