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0. Preamble

This essay is essentially my written-up notes from some research done to prepare lectures on medieval arguments against usury.[footnoteRef:1] It draws very heavily on secondary sources, and especially on two works by the historian of economics Odd Langholm (Economics in the Medieval Schools (1992), and The Legacy of Scholasticism in Economic Thought (1998)), though also to an extent on an introduction to medieval economic thought by Diana Wood (Medieval Economic Thought (2002)). I relied on these works for translated passages of the more obscure texts I discuss. I read the relevant parts of Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae and De malo, and Aristotle’s works, in the translations cited in the footnotes.  [1:  Some (but not all) of the material was presented in stripped-down form in the first two lectures of my ‘History of Ethics’ module at the University of York in Autumn term of the academic year 2018-19, and some was used for a 1st Year lecture on medieval economic ethics in Autumn 2020. Thanks to students who took that module for their discussion in seminars about these arguments, which helped to clarify and develop my own understanding and ideas. ] 

Langholm’s works are out of print and difficult to obtain or expensive, and are not readily available online; but the material he discusses is interesting, and so making at least some of it more available by reporting and commenting on it here seems worthwhile. But another – and perhaps better – reason to make this essay available is that much of the literature in this field – including Langholm’s, as well as Wood’s and the work of some other authors I cite in n.4 – deals in quite cursory fashion with the arguments reported: the emphasis is very much on giving very brief explanations of arguments or lines of thought, tracing the intellectual and social, cultural or economic influences, and commenting upon where various authors agree and disagree. There is, therefore, room for a discussion of some of these arguments which takes more time to set them up or reconstruct them, explain them, and comment philosophically on their plausibility. That is what I try to do here. 
There is also a third reason for making this available: whilst I have relied upon Langholm in particular for my sources, and I follow his understandings of the arguments at least in their outlines, I disagree with Langholm over some points of interpretation and philosophical commentary, and in various places in what follows I note those disagreements and try to argue for my preferred view. So, whilst most of the material here is explanatory and expository (although even there it is inevitable that I make choices about what to discuss and how to interpret it which reflect my own attitudes), the essay hopefully makes some small contributions to more substantive scholarly debates, although a more focussed paper would need to be written highlighting those if they were to be interesting enough for publication. 

1. Introduction

If we are to understand medieval philosophical attitudes towards usury, we must recover the idea that it might be not only charging excessive interest but charging interest per se which (in at least some circumstances) is morally forbidden. Jeremy Bentham spectacularly failed to do this when he wrote, in his ‘Defence of Usury’ in the C18th, that: 

I know of but two definitions that can possibly be given of usury [as a morally problematic thing]: one is, the taking of a greater interest than the law allows of: this may be stiled the political or legal definition. The other is the taking of a greater interest than it is usual for men to give and take: this may be stiled the moral one.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Jeremy Bentham, ‘Defence of Usury’ [1787], Liberty Fund: Online Library of Liberty (file:///C:/Users/User/Google%20Drive/History%20of%20Ethics/Bentham%20Defence%20of%20Usury.pdf, accessed 26/09/2018), Letter II, p. 9.] 


But usury defined in relation to either what the law prescribes or what is customary is not what Aquinas had in mind when he wrote, in the opening statement of his answer to the question about whether lending money at interest is a sin in De malo, that:

Lending money at interest is a mortal sin. And it is not a sin because it is prohibited, but rather prohibited because it is such a sin. For lending money at interest is contrary to natural justice. And this is evident if one should consider the nature of interest.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Aquinas, De malo, Quest. XIII art. 4, ans. Here I have used the translation in Aquinas, On Evil, trans. Richard Regan, ed. Brian Davies (Oxford: OUP, 2003), which is the edition I usually (but not always) use throughout. ] 


Here, natural justice, not human law or custom, is appealed to as revealing the problem with usury; and it is the nature of interest, not how much interest is charged, that is important. Whether or not Aquinas is correct to claim that the very nature of interest charged on a loan is sufficient to offend against natural justice, Bentham’s claim to know of only legal and conventional measures of illicit usury would betray a failure of historical knowledge, if it were sincere; but in fact, Bentham was well aware of other views, for (as we shall see below) he attributed to Aristotle an argument purporting to show the illegitimacy of usury per se, regardless of law or convention.  
	A comment is in order about what is meant by charging usury. Many philosophers who have raised objections to the practice of usury have allowed that it is legitimate (or ‘licit’, as they will often say in the translations) to receive ‘usury’ over and above the ‘principle’ of the loan (i.e. money over and above the original sum lent), either as compensation for some actual loss incurred by the lender or as a voluntary expression of gratitude on the part of the borrower. Neither of these cases, however, involves charging for the loan: in the first case, a sum is added to the principle of the loan to compensate for a loss incurred, but were no loss to be incurred there would be no extra charge to be added, meaning that it is not the loan per se (which could be in place without any loss) which is charged for; and in the second case, the borrower is not obliged by the lender to pay the extra sum. ‘Charging’ for a loan is making it a condition of one’s lending that a sum over and above the principle will be paid, and paying such a sum is not a condition of one’s lending in either of these cases (although it might be a condition of one’s lending that if the loan causes some loss to the lender, then some compensation will be paid). What was seen to count as usury in the full-blown morally objectionable sense shrank considerably over time, until by the end of the medieval period excuses had been found for more or less all but the most extortionate cases of lending at interest, reducing the category of ‘usurious’ loans to more or less the class we now recognise under that description, namely loans involving excessive interest.[footnoteRef:4] But that was a process of losing – or overcoming – what was distinctive about the arguments we will be concerned with, which is the idea that there is something essential to loaning at interest per se which raises serious moral questions.  [4:  See, e.g., Albert R. Jonsen & Stephen Toulmin, The Abuse of Casuistry: A History of Moral Reasoning (Berkeley, Cal: University of California Press, 1988), pp. 181-95. On the evolution of attitudes towards usury in the late medieval period, see Fabio Monsalve, ‘Late Spanish Doctors on Usury, and the Evolving Scholastic Tradition’, Journal of the History of Economic Thought 26:2 (2014), pp. 215-35. See also the brief survey of attitudes towards usury during the period, including the rise of exceptions, in Adrian Walsh, ‘The Morality of the Market and the Medieval Schoolmen’, Politics, Philosophy and Economics 3:2 (2004), pp. 241-59, Section 4. The survey of early- mid- and late-medieval attitudes towards economic activity and usury in Roberto Lambertini, ‘Economic Ethics’ in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Ethics (Cambridge: CUP, 2019) includes some interesting examples of more permissive attitudes towards charging for loans, e.g. in the interests of trade to promote the common good, and to support public works. ] 

One of the interesting things about medieval ‘scholastic’ philosophy (the philosophy developed, studied and taught in the first universities in Europe, such as Bologna, Oxford and Paris) is the confluence or coming together of several distinct but each highly influential traditions of thought. Much of the work of scholastic philosophy consisted in trying to reconcile these traditions, which were frequently in tension with each other. One important tradition was the system of law which was inherited from the Roman world (via the influential Institutes of Justinian, which set out a Roman legal code).[footnoteRef:5] But the other two main traditions are more familiar: Christianity; and the philosophy of the ancient Greeks.  [5:  Note that Roman law has always exerted a greater influence on ‘continental’ Europe than it has in Great Britain or any of its countries (England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales). The legal systems of France, Germany and most other European countries are indirectly successors to the Roman law system, built around a legal ‘code’. But here, a ‘common law’ system has prevailed, based more on precedent and case law than on codified principles. ] 

Christianity (in Western Europe, at least) had been influenced by ancient Greek philosophy for a long time by the time Aquinas started his work. Theologians such as Augustine – who was perhaps the most important theological influence on Western Christianity since St. Paul – were deeply influenced by Plato and the ‘neo-platonists’, such as Plotinus. So official Christian doctrine was more or less consistent with much of what the late works of Plato say. But by the mid-13th century, Aristotle came to be regarded as probably the best source for truths about how the world works, and about aspects of human nature, such as the will and the human good, with deep ethical significance; and Aristotle’s ideas were not such a comfortable fit with (because they were not so influential in the formation of) the Christian doctrine which Aquinas and other scholastic philosophers inherited. For Aquinas, Aristotle was simply ‘The Philosopher’, whose ideas about physics, biology and psychology – not to mention politics and ethics – were what modern physics is to us, so it was crucial to explain how the scriptures and the doctrines of the ‘patristic’ texts which set out Christian doctrine were consistent with Aristotle’s ideas – just as many now feel the pressing need to see how religious doctrine and contemporary science are not incompatible.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  For some examples of the work Aquinas and others had to do to square their allegiances to Christianity and to Aristotle’s philosophy, see Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and Tradition (Notre Dame, Ind.: Notre Dame University Press, 1991), Chapter 5. ] 

However, it was not just that Aristotle’s philosophy presented the scholastics with a problem, of how to reconcile that philosophy with Christian doctrine; it also afforded them some opportunities, providing them with the resources to construct arguments in defence of some tenets of faith which otherwise might be left to faith – rather than reason – alone.[footnoteRef:7] It was in this spirit that many medieval philosophers took up Aristotle’s rather scattered and underdeveloped ideas about money, and his rather more developed ideas about the will, in order to rationally vindicate a clear theme in the scriptures and subsequent Christian thought about the evils of ‘usury’. The scriptures were often cited.[footnoteRef:8] But the Bible is not, of course, a philosophical text presenting arguments, and so it was left to the scholastics to explain why usury is a sin.   [7:  We should be careful here, because it was certainly not that the scholastics – including Aquinas – wanted to replace faith with reasoned argument. Rather, it was a matter of augmenting faith with reason: ‘natural law’, grasped by the use of human reason, was supposed to be consistent with – even if subordinate to – divine law which transcends human understanding. ]  [8:  A commonly cited verse is Luke 6:35, but other relevant ones include: Deuteronomy 23:19, Ezekiel 18:8 & 13, Leviticus 25:36 & 37, etc. ] 


2. Aristotle and the ‘Sterility’ of Money

In the Politics, Aristotle addressed usury directly, albeit briefly, in his discussion of ‘wealth-getting’, in which he distinguishes ‘natural’ and therefore appropriate wealth-seeking from unnatural limitless wealth-seeking, saying that 

There are two sorts of wealth-getting, as I have said; one is a part of household management,[[footnoteRef:9]] the other is retail trade: the former is necessary and honourable, while that which consists in exchange is justly censured; for it is unnatural, and a mode by which men gain from one another. The most hated sort, and with the greatest reason, is usury, which makes a gain out of money itself, and not from the natural object of it. For money was intended to be used in exchange, but not to increase at interest. And this term interest, which means the birth of money from money, is applied to the breeding of money because the offspring resembles the parent. That is why of all modes of getting wealth, this is the most unnatural.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  The reference to ‘household management’ here might seem odd to us, but it is quite natural given the context of Aristotle’s discussion, and of the meaning of ‘oiconomia’, from which we get our word ‘economics’. Originally, for Aristotle, oiconomia was the science of managing the wealth of a household, and this passage occurs in a discussion of the proper concerns of the head of a household. ]  [10:  Aristotle, Politics I.10 1258a39-b8 (trans. B. Jowett rev. J. Barnes, ed. S. Everson, The Politics and The Constitution of Athens (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 25)] 


The point Aristotle is keen to make overall is that some wealth is required to secure the necessities of a good (i.e. healthy and virtuous) life, and the acquisition of that wealth is quite proper (it’s neglect being, in fact, a vice); but the desire for and acquisition of wealth for its own sake – or for the sake of precuring luxuries in excess of what serves a good life – is unnatural and therefore improper.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Elsewhere, e.g. in the Nicomachean Ethics (NE), Aristotle counts wealth as itself an ‘external good’, the possession of which contributes to a good life – so wealth is a part of, and not just a means to the good. But this does not, of course, undermine the point that it is good because it affords us the opportunity for health and virtue, nor the point that caring about it too much (‘cupidity’, in the medieval terminology for loving the wrong things, or loving inappropriately) is improper. Aristotle writes: ‘Happiness [eudaimonia, or flourishing – not pleasure] evidently also needs external goods to be added, as we said, since we cannot or cannot easily, do fine actions if we lack the resources. For, first of all, in many actions we use friends, wealth, and political power just as we use instruments. Further, deprivation of certain [externals] – for instance, good birth, good children, beauty – mars our blessedness. For we do not altogether have the character of happiness if we look utterly repulsive or are ill-born, solitary or childless; and we have it even less, presumably, if our children or friends are totally bad, or were good but have died.’ (NE 1099a30f) Here, Aristotle appeals to two kinds of ‘external goods’: those which are instrumentally good because they are necessary for doing (or make it much easier to do) ‘fine actions’; and those which are intrinsically good and make our lives better just in virtue of our having them. And he lists wealth with the first kind, used ‘just as we use instruments’. (Here I have used the translation in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Terence Irwin, (2nd Ed.) (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1999).) ] 

Why might he think it unnatural to seek wealth beyond what is required to secure the necessities of a good life? Well, here is a manifestation of Aristotle’s consistent desire for a teleological explanation of things – an explanation of what things are and what is proper to them in terms of what they are for or, more precisely, in terms of that end-point in terms of which we can make sense of the properties and changes of things.[footnoteRef:12] It is not that money has a purpose in the sense that someone (even a god) designed it with some particular use in mind. Rather, the idea is that if we are to make sense of the ways in which a piece of coin is successful or unsuccessful as a piece of money, we must do so in relation to some function which that coin would need to be able to serve in order for it to count as proper money. Teleological explanations seem essential for distinguishing when something is working properly from when it isn’t. A knife is deficient if it is blunt, but not if it is orange (so long as it is not also blunt). Why? Because cutting things is (at least part of) what knives characteristically can be used for, whereas it is not characteristic of knives to be or not be any particular colour. Similarly, money is characteristically used for exchanging for goods, and money which is preserved simply as a stock of money is not being used for that purpose.  [12:  The ‘teleological cause’ of things is just one of the four types of ‘cause’ which, for Aristotle, furnishes an explanation. The other ‘causes’ are ‘material’ (what things are made of), ‘formal’ (which ‘organising principle’ makes them what they are – so, what explains the fact that the same matter can be made into different things, by being arranged differently) and ‘efficient’ (what gets things to be as they are by acting on them or affecting them – the closest, perhaps, to our most familiar sense of ‘cause’). We might balk at calling all of these things ‘causes’; but leaving aside that point, there is surely something in the idea that once we know what something is composed of, how it is arranged, what made it that way, and the way it develops in relation to some ideal state or end we have a pretty good understanding of it. For more on Aristotle’s general theory of explanation as a background to what is going on in the Politics, see Stephen Everson’s ‘Introduction’ to the edition of the Politics cited above. ] 

But what about knives which are not actually used for cutting, and are not even designed for such use?  Ceremonial knives, for example. Perhaps it would be a stretch to say that such knives are deficient because they are not good for cutting, perhaps because they are badly balanced. And it would certainly be a stretch to say that they are not knives, because their purpose is not to cut. Still, though, it might not be a stretch to say that in order to count as a ceremonial knife – rather than as another type of ceremonial object – such an object must be associated in particular ways with knives which are used for and intended to cut. Perhaps, for example, a ceremonial knife counts as a type of knife because it is the product of a long development of design from such a cutting knife, embellishments being added to that design for adornment or significance. That is, in order to understand what that object is, it is important to see it as an embellishment of something which is good in so far as it cuts.
Similarly, money which is saved, or acquired and displayed as a show of status, can (according to this way of thinking) be thought of as money which is saved or flaunted just in virtue of the fact that it is the type of thing which can be spent in exchange for goods. And to the extent that it serves a proper function as a status symbol, for example, it might plausibly be said that it can only serve that function properly because it is the sort of thing which could be exchanged: it is one’s spending power that is supposed to impress when money is flaunted, after all . In this way, we might reasonably say that at least the primary purpose of money is exchange, and that any other purposes it might serve are secondary to – because parasitic upon – that primary function. 
I have tried to talk about the teleology of money (the ‘purpose’ it is ‘for’) in a way which avoids the controversial and perhaps implausible idea that things are necessarily designed for some particular uses. Talk of ‘design’ here would imply that it is the intentions of a creator (human, divine or otherwise) which matter when determining what is ‘natural’ in Aristotle’s sense. This is controversial for at least two reasons. First, it implies that there is a creator of anything which has a characteristic purpose. Second, it implies that their intentions are significant. Both might be doubted. So instead, I have tried to present the idea of a natural teleology based upon what we consider to be essential to things such as to make them the things they are, or such as to get us to classify them under particular concepts such as ‘knife’ and ‘money’: something which did not at least bear the right sort of relationship of similarity or descent to items which cut in a controlled way (and in a particular way, different from scissors, for example) reasonably successfully would not properly be classified a knife; and what cannot be exchanged is not properly called money. Moreover, to divorce things from those uses or features which qualify them for classification under those concepts is to somehow undermine their integrity: a knife so adorned with ornament that it no longer cuts well is out of tune with what makes it a knife at all, and this tension between what it is actually like and what it would need to be like to do what things of that type do (otherwise they don’t count as things of that type at all) makes it less good as a thing of that type than it would otherwise be (notwithstanding that its type might be ceremonial knife, related to but now distinct from the type knife in the cooking and mugging sense).[footnoteRef:13] This, I think, is the sense in which we could sympathise with Aristotle’s claims about the natural telos of things, and the relevance of that for evaluating them, and our use of them.  [13:  Nothing here means that we cannot be mistaken about what is essential to things in order for them to fall under particular concepts: a person might have a very odd idea about what is characteristic of knives; and perhaps we are all mistaken. It is a difficult question what does fix facts about the essential characteristics of things if it isn’t what people think of as those things’ essential characteristics – but there might well be an answer to that question. ] 

So, to return to what he says about money and money-making, what is the problem with certain forms of money-making, of which lending at interest is apparently a particularly bad example? Sometimes, Aristotle suggests – or has been taken to suggest – that the problem is with the limitless nature of the aim to make money for the sake of making money:[footnoteRef:14] since there is always, at least in principle, the possibility of making more money, seeking money for the sake of having money is unlike seeking food to satisfy hunger, or shelter to provide protection from the elements, or even company to amuse us (all of which needs or desires can, at some point, be satisfied such as to render any more food, or shelter, or company at least undesirable in the sense that it isn’t worth seeking, and perhaps even undesirable in a stronger sense, for any more of it makes us feel positively unwell or irritated). But I doubt this is what Aristotle really wanted to complain about, for he classifies money-making as a limitless aim alongside other similarly limitless aims about which he presumably has no complaint, such as ‘the art of medicine’, in which ‘there is no limit to the pursuit of health’.[footnoteRef:15] At times, the suggestion seems to be that the problem is rather that the only thing which would motivate a person to seek more and more money without limit is the fact that their desires or appetites are excessive.[footnoteRef:16] There is clearly something to complain about here, but it is surely the immoderate desires of the person who seeks wealth, rather than the mechanism they employ: there is nothing in this observation that people are often motivated to seek more and more money without limit because of their rapacious appetites to suggest that the type of commerce involved is inherently morally problematic.  [14:  Diana Wood (Medieval Economic Thought (Cambridge: CUP, 2002), p. 84) draws attention to this facet of Aristotle’s discussion. ]  [15:  Politics, 1257b. ]  [16:  Politics, 1257b-8a: ‘Hence some persons are led to believe that getting wealth is the object of household management [personal economic activity], and the whole idea of their lives is that they ought either to increase their money without limit, or at any rate not to lose it. The origin of this disposition in men is that they are intent upon living only, and not upon living well; and as their desires are unlimited, they also desire that the means of gratifying them should be without limit.’] 

In the early medieval period, several commentators on Aristotle and theologians and ‘canon lawyers’ (concerned with church law) proposed a rather different idea about what the supposed unnaturalness of usury in particular might be. They drew – often on the basis of some unfortunate mis-translations – on some comments Aristotle seemed to make about the capacity of money to ‘reproduce itself’. [footnoteRef:17] Recall the end of the passage quoted above: ‘[T]his term [“]interest[”], which means the birth of money from money, is applied to the breeding of money because the offspring resembles the parent. That is why of all modes of getting wealth, this is the most unnatural.’ This talk of breeding and parenthood, which we might be strongly inclined to take as figurative, was taken by some medieval thinkers so literally that what they said seems quite bizarre. Here, for example, is Conrad of Megenberg:  [17:  See e.g. Wood, Medieval Economic Thought, pp. 84-5. On the fact that this whole point about sterility rests on a pun, see also Walsh, ‘The Morality of the Market and the Medieval Schoolmen’, p. 250.] 


Those who practice usury do something detestable and against nature, for it is against nature for an artificial thing [such as money] to multiply itself. This is proper to natural things, so that they join together and multiply according to species. A sheep brings forth a sheep; an ox begets an ox. But how can a saw generate a saw, or a house bring forth a house? If a craftsman with a hammer makes another hammer, it is not the work of the hammer but rather of the craftsman’s skill.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Conrad of Megenberg, Ökonomica, I, 4, Ch. 18, p. 348, quoted in Wood, Medieval Economic Thought, p. 85. ] 


As an attempt to make sense of what might be unnatural about making money from money – as seems to be done when lending at interest – this seems distinctly unpromising for all sorts of reasons. For a start, money seems to be compared to other ‘artificial’ or man-made things such as hammers. But as the passage admits, there is a perfectly good sense in which hammers are properly made using other hammers, even though hammers don’t naturally produce other hammers all on their own in the way sheep produce more sheep. So, as long as we remember to say that usury involves using money (as the thing lent) to make money for someone, just as a hammer might be used to make another hammer, with (in both cases) the addition of some human ingenuity, why should we think of usury as more problematic than hammer manufacture? 
Bentham was also scathing about this argument. He interpreted Aristotle, as Conrad of Megenberg seems to have, as thinking ‘that all money is in its nature barren’ (Bentham’s own emphasis), meaning that money simply cannot produce more money by reproduction, and in a tone of sardonic dismissiveness Bentham went on to point out that ‘the practical inference from this shrewd observation, if it afforded any, should have been, that it would be to no purpose for a man to try to get five per cent. out of money—not, that if he could contrive to get so much, there would be any harm in it.’ That is, if the problem with usury is that it amounts to producing money out of money, but money cannot produce money, then usury should be thought impossible, not just unnatural or unjust. But of course, all those who have complained about usury have been well aware that it is possible. Bentham went on to argue the obvious point, which we have already noted, that money can be used to increase the money – or at least the monetary value of what – one has. He points out that all must agree: 

though a daric [gold coin] would not beget another daric, any more than it would a ram, or an ewe, yet for a daric which a man borrowed, he might get a ram and a couple of ewes, and that the ewes, were the ram left with them a certain time, would probably not be barren. That then, at the end of the year, he would find himself master of his three sheep, together with two, if not three, lambs; and that, if he sold his sheep again to pay back his daric, and gave one of his lambs for the use of it in the mean time, he would be two lambs, or at least one lamb, richer than if he had made no such bargain.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Jeremy Bentham, ‘Defence of Usury’ [1787], Liberty Fund: Online Library of Liberty (file:///C:/Users/User/Google%20Drive/History%20of%20Ethics/Bentham%20Defence%20of%20Usury.pdf, accessed 26/09/2018), Letter X: ‘Grounds of the Prejudices Against Usury’, at p. 34.] 


Better ideas about what Aristotle might have meant were also offered, emphasising not ideas about the literal reproduction of money, but rather the propriety of using it in certain ways. In his Commentary on Aristotle’s Politics, Aquinas gives a rather different gloss to Aristotle’s comments. He says: 

[w]e perceive that things generated by nature are like the things generating them. And so there is a kind of generation when money increases from money. And so also such acquisition of money is the most contrary to nature, since it is according to nature that money is acquired from natural things, not from money.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Politics, trans. Richard J. Regan (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2007), p. 60.] 


This begins with a similar observation about generation and similarity to the one previously quoted. But it proceeds to explain that it is natural for money to be acquired from natural things, rather than from money itself, and this claim depends (I think) not upon a strange metaphysical or pseudo-biological idea about what can naturally produce what, but rather the sorts of ideas about telos or essential function which I sketched above. That is, we can read Aquinas as saying that according to Aristotle, the proper (i.e. natural) use of money is to play a role in exchange where what is exchanged is some substantial good (food, or shelter, for example) provided ‘by nature’ – money itself is simply the artificial mechanism dreamed up so as to facilitate the exchange of goods, so is properly acquired in exchange for (‘from’) the natural things it exists to facilitate the exchange of, and it is therefore not properly used when exchanged simply for other tokens of exchange. In the end, money which is only used for exchanging with other money is not doing what money exists to do, just as a wheel which is only ever used as a template to manufacture other wheels is not doing what as a wheel it would exist to do (albeit that as a template, it might be doing very nicely). 
	That, at least, is how I think we can most charitably interpret Aristotle along lines suggested by Aquinas. Aquinas himself makes rather a lot of some things Aristotle says about the way in which nature provides for the sustenance of its products (including us, as natural beings), by furnishing us with food and the materials for shelter and other things required to live well, and the fact that the use of money to acquire these naturally furnished things is natural, in a way that the use of money to acquire more money (which is artificial, or man-made, and not furnished by nature) is not.[footnoteRef:21] But I do not think those ideas are the most useful to us. More important than the distinction between what nature provides and what is artificial is, I think, the distinction between what does us some good (whether ‘natural’ or ‘artificial’) and what is merely a means to doing us some good (if it is even that). Money does us no good in itself, presumably (although we shall examine this assumption later, when we consider some of it’s ‘secondary functions’), though it is an excellent means of acquiring what is good for us, and indeed that is why we have money at all. Using money to simply make more money is not exchanging money for what does us good, then. But exchanging it for what does us good is (so the argument goes) the sole reason for having money at all. Money which never got around to being exchanged for what does us good would utterly fail to satisfy its raison d’etre. [21:  See Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Politics, p. 59. ] 

	Even if we can make sense of these considerations of naturalness or proper use, though, it is hard to sympathise with the idea that the misuse of money to make more money (even if that is a mis-use of it) counts as something wrong, or a sin. It might be pointless to simply accrue money for its own sake, but plenty of pointless activities are morally innocuous. Similarly, it might manifest a misconception about what money is for, or even the true nature of money; but misconceptions are not necessarily morally problematic. And perhaps it was a dim sense of this worry that motivated most of the medieval philosophers who considered the question of usury to go further in their condemnation of it, citing not only the ‘unnaturalness’ of it but also various problems of an obviously more morally significant nature.[footnoteRef:22] In this, they were probably not departing radically from what we have seen Aristotle say in the passage above, for there he complains that commerce (including usury) which goes beyond the reasonable bounds of household management ‘is unnatural’, but also that it is ‘a mode by which men gain from one another’, and strongly implicit in this is the idea that it is a mode by which people gain from one another illegitimately (there are, after all, plenty of reciprocal social gains which Aristotle and everyone else would count as perfectly legitimate).  [22:  By this I mean that it is more obvious to us that these further considerations – beyond considerations of naturalness – are morally significant; it seemed perfectly obvious to Aristotle and the medieval Aristotelians that considerations of naturalness are deeply morally significant. ] 

	The two arguments we shall consider now, the consumption argument and the coercion argument, can be seen as attempts to spell out what is illegitimate about the way in which usury amounts to gaining from another person. It is sometimes thought that both of these arguments rely upon the Aristotelian idea that money is sterile, and that the sterility argument was the primary one for the medieval writers on usury.[footnoteRef:23] But as I hope to show in my reconstruction and explanation of these arguments, that is not so. We turn first to the consumption argument, and in the final paragraph of Section 3 I argue that not only do we not need ideas about the sterility of money to understand it, but we should not understand Aquinas’s attitude, at least, as associating the consumption argument with ideas about sterility. It should also be clear from Section 4 that the coercion argument is similarly independent of ideas about sterility. But if both these arguments are logically independent of the sterility argument, they are not, I think, logically independent of each other; or at least on the most charitable reconstruction of the coercion argument, that argument depends upon it already being established that usury is unjust, which is a conclusion supplied by the consumption argument – although admittedly also by other arguments, which I shall not discuss in this essay.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  See e.g. Odd Langholm Economics in the Medieval Schools (Leiden: Brill, 1992), pp. 244 & 248, and Walsh, ‘The Morality of the Market and the Medieval Schoolmen’, p. 250, respectively. ]  [24:  Walsh, ‘The Morality of the Market and the Medieval Schoolmen’, p. 251, lists several other arguments found in the medieval literature: the ‘argument from the sale of time’; the ‘argument from ownership’; and the ‘argument from sins against charity’. ] 


3. The ‘Consumption Argument’ [footnoteRef:25] [25:  As well as from reading Odd Langholm, Economics in the Medieval Schools (Leiden: Brill, 1992), esp. Chapter 9, I have benefitted in thinking about this argument from discussions with my colleagues Chris Belshaw and Barry Lee. ] 


I think it is hard to sympathise with the argument which I’ll call the consumption argument, given what we now think about money. But it is worth looking at for at least two reasons. First, because it was taken very seriously and given a prominent place by medieval philosophers who were concerned with the topics of usury and other aspects of the ethics of economics, so our consideration of these topics as discussed by such philosophers would be missing something important without some consideration of that argument. And second, it demonstrates – as does the ‘coercion argument’ considered later – the influence of Aristotle on medieval Christian thinking, so reinforces our sense of continuity between ancient and later ethical theory. 
The consumption argument forms the backbone of Aquinas’s most sustained treatments of usury, being the key argument presented in the Summa Theologiae (ST) and a prominent element of his discussion in De malo (where, as detailed in the next section, below, he also presents versions of the ‘coercion argument’). So, we shall consider that argument in some detail.
In the ST, Aquinas opens his response to the question whether it is a sin to charge usury for a loan by stating that ‘[t]o take usury for a loan of money is unjust in itself, because to do so is to sell something which does not exist, and this is to create a manifest inequality, which is contrary to justice.’[footnoteRef:26] We shall see in a moment what he means by saying that something is sold which does not exist. But first it is worth a comment on what is meant by talk of an inequality here. Aquinas is drawing, I think, on Aristotle’s discussion of justice in Nicomachean Ethics Bk. V. There, Aristotle describes two types of justice. The ‘narrow’ type of justice concerns fair exchange and compensation for unfairness in exchange. Fairness, Aristotle explains, is not necessarily a matter of ‘arithmetical’ equality, but of ‘proportional’ equality. He gives the example of a shoemaker trading their products with a housebuilder. Justice requires that such a trade must be proportionally equal, the shoes traded being proportional to the house (so, one pair of shoes for a house would presumably be too little). Here, Aristotle says that money is an artefact whose purpose is to facilitate such trades, and we can see proportionality as equality of monetary value: the shoes traded for a house must, if justice is to be served, be worth as much (in money) as the house is worth.[footnoteRef:27] Now, it is easy to see that if this is how Aquinas, too, is thinking of the justice of commercial transactions, selling something which does not exist (which he says is what happens in usury) creates a ‘manifest inequality’, for there can be no equality of monetary value between something which exists and something which doesn’t exist (and therefore can have no monetary value), and the person who sells what doesn’t exist ends up with proportionally far more than the person to whom they have sold (for the seller has the money, but the buyer has nothing of equal value, since they have nothing at all for their money). And Aquinas almost certainly was thinking in these Aristotelian terms, being the sympathetic author of a Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics.[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Aquinas discusses this question at ST, IIaIIae quest. 78, art. 1. Here I will quote from the version of that section of the ST reprinted in Aquinas, Political Writings, trans. & ed. R. W. Dyson (Cambridge: CUP, 2002). This quotation is from p. 222 of that edition.]  [27:  Here, in my reading of Aristotle on the justice of exchange, I am disagreeing with what I take to be David Johnson’s reading in A Brief History of Justice (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2011), Chapter 3, esp. pp 73-4. He places far more emphasis than I do on Aristotle’s remarks about the proportional equality of the goods produced by, e.g., the shoemaker and the housebuilder depending upon the proportional standing of the shoemaker to the housebuilder themselves. Johnson does allow that ‘[Aristotle] appears to assume that products possess inherent value and that the values of qualitatively different products can be compared meaningfully through the medium of a common currency.’ But he goes on to illustrate Aristotle’s view thus: ‘Suppose the worth of the builder (as measured by whatever standard enables comparisons among producers in different professions) is twice as great as the worth of the shoemaker. (Bear in mind that, for Aristotle, the builder, the farmer, and the shoemaker are all relative equals – that is, they are free as well as equal in the sense that none is entitled by nature to command the others.) According to Aristotle’s formula, then, an exchange between them of shoes for a house will be fair if the inherent value of the shoes the builder receives is twice as great as the inherent value of the house he relinquishes to the shoemaker. The relation between the builder and the shoemaker (2:1) will then correspond to the relation between the given number of shoes and that of the house (2:1).’ Now, Aristotle does indeed remark that ‘[t]he number of shoes exchanged for a house (or for a given amount of food) must … correspond to the ratio of builder to shoemaker’ (NE, 1133a22-4). But the elided word in this (translated) passage is ‘therefor’, indicating that this is supposed to follow from what precedes it – and what precedes it is the claim that ‘all things that are exchanged must be somehow commensurable[, and i]t is for this end that money has been introduced, and it [i.e. money] becomes in a way a middle term; for it measures all things, and therefore both the excess and the defect – how many shoes are equal to a house or to a given amount of food’ (NE, 1133a15-22). I’m afraid I don’t see here any support for Johnson’s reading which insists upon an additional parameter of proportionality, over and above equality of monetary value (namely the relative standings of the professions), although I confess that Aristotle’s talk of ‘the ratio of builder to shoemaker’ requires some explanation. (Here my Aristotle quotations are from the edition revised and edited by Jonathan Barnes & Anthony Kenny (Aristotle’s Ethics: Writings from the Complete Works, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), which places what is usually Book V of the Nicomachean Ethics in what the editors argue is its proper place as Book V of the Eudemian Ethics. I take it that this has no bearing on the issue under discussion here, and I designate the passages as from NE for the sake of avoiding confusion, since that is how Book V would usually be recognised.) ]  [28:  In his Commentary, Aquinas gives his answer on Aristotle’s behalf to the question of what determines the exchange (monetary) value of something. His answer is human need, which he understands in such a way as to bring his conception of exchange value surprisingly close to the understanding of that in modern economics (i.e. as determined by demand). He writes: ‘this one standard which truly measures all things is demand. This includes all commutable things inasmuch as everything has a reference to human need. Articles are not valued according to the dignity of their nature, otherwise a mouse, an animal endowed with sense, should be of greater value than a pearl, a thing without life. But they are priced according as man stands in need of them for his own use.’ (Commentary on Aristotle’s Ethics, V, 9 [commenting on NE V, 5], 1133a26-7, Litzinger’s trans. as quoted by Langholm, Economics in the Medieval Schools, p. 229.) ] 

	But if that explains his talk of an ‘inequality’, why does Aquinas believe that usury involves selling something which does not exist? In short, because he believes that the borrower who pays interest in addition to returning the ‘principle’ (original sum) of the loan is being ‘double charged’ for the loan: they are only receiving one thing (the principle sum of the loan), but are required to pay twice for it, meaning that one of the payments is for nothing. To see why he thinks this, and to see why this deserves the name ‘consumption argument’, we must get our heads around Aquinas’s idea – which he thinks of as inherited from Aristotle[footnoteRef:29] – that money is consumed in its use.  [29:  Aquinas cites Aristotle at ST IIaIIae, quest. 78, art. 1 (p. 223 in Political Writings). The texts he cites are ‘[Nicomachean] Ethics v and Politics I’. NE V, as we have seen, discusses money as a token of exchange, but presumably the passages of Politics I Aquinas has in mind are those we discussed above, where Aristotle makes claims about the natural or proper use of money. Indeed, Aquinas cites these Aristotelian texts in support of his claim that ‘money … was invented principally for the purpose of exchange; and so the proper and principle use of money is to be consumed or used up by being expended in the process of exchange.’ (My emphases.) Now, taken at face value this claim – especially in light of its inspiration in Politics I – seems to ground little more than the idea already discussed, in the previous section, that it is wrong to use money in such a way as not to ‘consume’ it in exchange. But that doesn’t quite fit with the reconstruction of the argument I present in the text… ] 

	To understand what is meant by saying that money is ‘consumed in its use’, it is useful to contrast money in its primary use with houses in their primary uses, as Aquinas himself does. (We shall return to the importance of focusing on the primary use of money later on.) There are some things, Aquinas says, ‘the use of which consists in their consumption’, and an obvious example (Aquinas’s own) is food: the point at which I use the food I have in my store cupboard is the point at which I eat it, or feed it to others, and in so doing I use it up so that I no longer have it; notoriously, I cannot have my cake and eat it. Here, then, is a clear example of something which cannot be both used and retained. But compare this to a house: in so far as I use the house as a house (and not, for example, as an object upon which to test my new wrecking ball), I can use the house (to live in, providing shelter and somewhere to hang my pictures) and retain it. Living in houses does not destroy them.[footnoteRef:30] This is the sense in which food is ‘consumed in its use’, but houses are not.  [30:  You might say that living in houses exacts ‘wear and tear’ which, left un-repaired, is just as sure to destroy them eventually as chewing and swallowing food is to destroy it. But (i) it seems implausible that the wear and tear necessarily associated with living in a house is that significant; and (ii) houses which are not lived in tend to dilapidate far more quickly and to a worse extent than those which are lived in by inhabitants who care for them as part of the normal process of living in and maintaining a house.  ] 

	Now, is money more like food in this respect, or more like houses? Aquinas takes it to be obvious that money is more like food: just as the primary use of food is to be eaten, the primary use of money is to be spent.[footnoteRef:31] And the effects of eating and of spending are relevantly similar: if I eat food which I was keeping, then I no longer have it; and if I spend money which I was saving, then I no longer have it. In each case, of course, I have something, namely nutrition and/or satisfaction from the food I have eaten, and what I have bought with the money I have spent. So the idea certainly is not that things which are consumed in their use, such as money and food, involve a net loss to the person who uses them. The idea is just that their use involves exchanging them for something else (food for energy or pleasure, money for what is bought), which contrasts with the way in which a house is characteristically used, for one does not exchange one’s house for shelter, but rather enjoys shelter precisely because one retains one’s house.  [31:  On the comparison with houses and food, see ST IIaIIae quest. 78, art.1, resp. Aquinas also employs comparisons with houses and with food in De malo, quest. 13, art. 4, resp. ] 

	This is the sense in which money is consumed in its (primary) use. And now we can suggest a way of thinking about the lending of money which vindicates Aquinas’s claim that in charging usury one requires the borrower to pay twice, or to pay for something which does not exist. And it will be useful to start, again, with a comparison with houses. If Pooh rents Piglet a house, then there are two things which Pooh can reasonably expect to receive in return for use of the house: as well as being paid for the use of the house (the rent), he can quite reasonably expect to get the house back, to live in himself or rent to someone else after the term of Piglet’s tenancy has lapsed. If Piglet said ‘I’ve paid you all this rent, which is enough for what I have received; so you can’t expect me to let you have the house back as well ’, then we would not only think Piglet unreasonable – we would also consider him to have failed to grasp the important difference between renting and buying, for in effect Piglet would be going on as if his rent were a series of instalments in which he was buying the house, which it clearly was not. Similarly, we would take a dim view of Piglet arguing along the following lines: ‘what you have given me, Pooh, is a house; and I will be giving that back to you, so you shouldn’t expect me to pay rent as well ’. What makes both of these things Piglet might say unreasonable is that there are, as we have seen, two things involved in renting a house: one uses the house (and in recognition of this, rent might be charged); but one also retains the house (and since ‘ownership’ is only transferred for a limited time, what is retained must be returned). The justice of charging rent, on this picture, is explained by the fact that the renter is both custodian of the property and enjoys its use.
	 But nobody rents food to someone. It would be unreasonable to give someone some food for a price and demand that they return the food – or some equivalent food – as well. And the reason for this, on this picture, is that since food is consumed in its use, there is only one thing to pay for: the use of the food. When I buy food, I am not borrowing something which I retain and enjoy the use of; I am receiving something which I can either retain or enjoy the use of. Since I cannot both retain it and enjoy its use, it would be unreasonable to ask me both to pay for use of it and return what I have retained. And, Aquinas thinks, the same goes for money. I can be expected to return a sum that I have borrowed, as I can be expected to return full ownership of a house I have rented. In so doing, I am giving to my lender something of precisely the same value she lent me. In the renting case, there is something else to be paid for, though: as we saw, the value of the house which I have retained is one thing; but I can also be expected to give something in recognition of what else I have enjoyed, namely its use. In the money lending case, however, there is, as we’ve seen, no something else in the picture: I have either retained the money, or used (spent) it, but I cannot have done both. So, I should pay for one or other of these things (having the money or spending it), but not both. The value of the money is the same whether I have saved or spent it (£100 is £100 whether it is in my bank account, or whether I get £100 worth of goods for it), so which I am paying for doesn’t make a difference to how much I need to give back. But I can’t legitimately be expected to pay twice given that I’m only paying for one thing. 
	Aquinas goes into a little more detail about the working of the consumption argument in De malo, where it also features as the key argument against the legitimacy of usury in his response to the question of whether it is a sin to lend at interest.[footnoteRef:32] There, he writes [32:  De malo, quest. 13, art. 4. Question 13 of De malo concerns the sin of avarice, and Aquinas is not unusual in treating usury as falling under this heading. The discussion of usury in De malo – especially in its presentation of the consumption argument – is almost a straightforward duplicate of the discussion in ST; but, as here, there is more detail on some points, and Aquinas also, in his replies to objections, makes far more than he does in ST of the ‘coercion argument’, discussed below. ] 

	
since use does not consume such things [as houses, horses, clothes and the like], strictly speaking, the thing itself or its use can be separately leased or sold, or both together can be alienated. For example, one can sell a house while retaining one’s use of the house for a time, and one can likewise sell the use of a house while retaining one’s title and ownership of the house. But regarding the things whose use consists of consuming them, the use of the thing is only the thing itself, and so whoever is granted the use of such things is also granted the ownership of the things themselves, and vice versa. Therefore, when a person lends money with the stipulation that the entire sum be returned, and the person in addition wants to have a fixed recompense for the use of the money, the person evidently sells separately the use of the money and the very substance of the money. And the use of money is only its substance, as I have said, and so the lender of money at interest sells nothing or sells the same thing twice, namely, the very money whose use consists of its consumption.[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  De malo, quest. 13, art. 4, resp. I have used the translation in Aquinas, On Evil, trans. Richard Regan, ed. Brian Davies (Oxford: OUP, 2003). This passage is at pp. 400-1.] 


Much of this passage says familiar things about selling the same thing twice. But what I think is nice about this passage is that in it Aquinas offers a way of seeing that some things are consumed in their use and others are not. In effect, he offers the following argument: we can sell or lease the substance and the use of things such as houses separately (such as when we sell our house to an equity release company but retain the right to live in it, or when we rent the use of our house to someone but retain ownership rights, such as the right to sell the house); but we cannot sell or lease the substance and use of money separately (you cannot give someone the use of your money without giving them the money, and if you give someone the money you are giving them its spending power, as well as its substance); so, the use and substance of money are inseparable in a way the use and substance of things such as houses are not; and so, whilst it is legitimate to charge separately for the separate use and substance of a house, it is not legitimate to charge separately for the separate use and substance of money, for those things are not separate. 
	You might be reluctant to partake in this talk of ‘charging for’ the house, as well as its use, when renting it out: surely all that’s charged for is the use of the house; the house itself is not charged for, since it is not being bought – it’s just that the house must be returned at the end of the lease. But I think there is sense to be made of the idea that the substance, as well as the use, of a house, or of money, might be charged for (or, in the case of money, supposedly charged for). When Piglet rents Pooh’s house, the usual thing would be for him to return the house and pay the rent. But if Piglet burns down Pooh’s house while living in it, leaving his haycorns unattended on the stove while he worries about what a windy day it is, then he is not absolved of responsibility in respect of the substance of the house: he may not simply say ‘oh, well I can’t return the house to Pooh’s care, since there is no house left to return to him, so I’ll just pay the rent and leave it at that’ but must rather rebuild the house at his own expense, or give Pooh a sum sufficient for him (Pooh) to rebuild the house.[footnoteRef:34] The point is that when renting a house, one does incur a responsibility to return the value of the house to the lender, as well as to pay rent; the most usual way to return that value in the case of house renting is to give back the very same house; but as is shown in cases where the actual house is destroyed, there is a financial aspect to the return of the substance of the house, as well as to the rent paid for its use. And this, I think, is the sense we can make of Aquinas’s talk of paying for the substance as well as the use, even though one pays for the substance usually just by returning that same substance. So there is a sense in which one pays twice in renting a house (paying for the house, typically by returning it, and paying rent for its use), but properly so, for there are two things to pay for.  [34:  But wouldn’t it actually be the case that Pooh would have insurance, and that Piglet would not be held liable in the way I have suggested? It is true that renters are not, in fact, held liable for the cost of repairing or replacing houses which they negligently or accidentally burn down. But there is something to the idea that morally, if not legally, something like the liability I have described is in place, I think. Is there such a difference between renting a property and burning it down, and borrowing a book and dropping it in the bath?] 

	To be clear about the way in which retuning something can be said to be ‘paying for’ it, recall Aristotle’s principle of justice in exchange: fair exchange requires that what is given is proportional to what is received, and since money is the common measure for this purpose, fair exchange requires that what is given is equal in monetary value to what is received. Now, it is obvious that a house – or anything else – is equal in monetary value to itself, so returning a house amounts to the borrower giving the lender something (a house) which is equal in monetary value to what the borrower received from the lender (i.e. that same house).[footnoteRef:35] Even more obviously, if Pooh lends Piglet £100, then Piglet receives something (that £100) which is worth £100, and so fair payment for that is something which is also worth £100 (just as fair payment for a pair of shoes worth £100 is … £100!). And how can Piglet give Pooh what he therefore owes? Obviously, by giving him £100. So, by ‘returning’ the £100, Piglet is in effect paying Pooh what he is owed in recognition of what he, Pooh, gave Piglet. That is the same dynamic as is involve in paying for anything.  [35:  I said that it is obvious that a house rented is equal in value to that same house ‘returned’, but strictly speaking the house might have lost (or gained) value, of course. But if this is anticipated and rent charged to compensate for that shortfall, then we have an even clearer illustration of the point: the monetary value of the rented house must be returned, even if some of that monetary value must be transferred to the owner in the form of rent money, since the monetary value of the property is no longer sufficient. (The rest of the rent due can, of course, be charged on the basis of use, as assumed in the text.)] 

	So, there is a good sense in which retuning the principle of a loan is paying for the substance of that loan. And since that is a payment, any further payment – such as would be involved in paying for the use of the loan – would be a second payment. Or, avoiding talk of paying twice, we could simply say: once you have paid the right price for the substance of a loan (which will generally be just the sum which was lent, for that is what is equally monetarily valuable), demanding any more payment would be demanding excessive payment – just as it would be excessive to demand that someone pay what a pair of shoes is worth, and then some more. Seen this way, Aquinas’s account of usury as demanding double payment relies upon Aristotle’s account of justice in exchange. (You might worry that it is perfectly legitimate to set a price for something – including a loan – above its true value. But (i) that would simply be to deny the Aristotelian principle of justice in exchange (which might be the right thing to do), and (ii) such a worry might be addressed by the next argument – the ‘coercion argument’ – discussed later, in the following section.)
But surely there are ways of using money which do not involve ‘consuming’ it or giving it away. And if there are, then in those cases at least there is something to be paid for in addition to the substance or principle of the loan, so ‘paying twice’ for the loan would not be paying for nothing, but rather (just as in the case of house renting) paying for the substance of the loan (by returning it) and also paying for its separate use. 
Aquinas does recognise that there can be ‘secondary’ uses of money, which don’t involve its consumption. He writes in ST that

there can be some secondary use of silver money. For instance, a man might lend coins for show, or to be used as security; and this kind of use of money a man can lawfully sell.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  ST IIaIIae quest. 78, art.1, ad 6. Here, Aquinas is not actually responding to an argument about primary and secondary uses: obj 6, to which this is his response, concerns the fact that silver can be used to make either vessels or coins, and since it is legitimate to charge for the use of a silver vessel, it must be legitimate to charge for the use of a silver coin. In ad 6, Aquinas points out that both vessels and coins have primary and secondary uses, and there are legitimate and illegitimate charges for the use of both vessels and coins. A secondary use of silver vessels is for exchange, and such use cannot be charged for since a vessel used in that way is lost in just the same way as a silver coin is lost when spent, in its primary use. ] 


And in De malo, he writes:

[bookmark: aq_3339nevltm]As the Philosopher says in Book I of the Politics the Philosopher: Arist. Politics I, 9 (1257a6-13).  there can be a twofold use of a thing, one, proper and principal, the other, secondary and common … exchange is a use consuming as it were the substance of the thing exchanged inasmuch as it in effect removes it from him who exchanges it … but if someone gives his money to another for a different use in which the money is not consumed, the rule will be the same as for those things which are not consumed by their use, which are rented and hired out lawfully. Hence if someone gives money sealed in a purse to a person to be used as security, and thereupon accepts a fee, it is not usury, because in that case there is not a contract for a loan but rather a renting and hiring out. And the same rule applies if anyone gives money to another to use for ostentatious display; just as, conversely, if someone hands over shoes to a person for use as exchange, and asks a price for this beyond the value of the shoes, it would be usury.[footnoteRef:37]	 [37:  De malo, quest. 13, art. 4, rep 15. (Here, I quote from the translation by Jean Oesterle in On Evil, University of Notre Dame Press (1993), in Collected Works of Thomas Aquinas: Electronic Edition (Past Masters).)] 


It is clear that for Aquinas the legitimacy of charging for the use of money – or of anything, such as shoes – depends crucially upon the kind of use to which it is put. If the money is to be used in its primary way, for spending, then the argument we’ve seen above applies. (For a reason to treat this as its primary use, see the discussion of teleological causes as ways of classifying things, above in Section 1.) But if it is to be used in some other ways, which don’t involve spending it, then it makes perfect sense to expect both the return of the money lent (the principle, or substance of the loan) and some payment for its use. For example, suppose Piglet borrows £100 from Pooh so that he can put it in his wallet, and the reason he wants to do that is so that he can get his wallet out later on and let everyone see that he’s got a wad of money in it, so that they’ll believe his joke about having won the Hundred Acre Lottery. That seems very much like renting a house: the money sits in Piglet’s wallet, unspent, while he gets some benefit from it, just as the house remains in one’s possession while one enjoys its shelter. Here is a way of having one’s cake and ‘eating’ it. So, just as in the case of house renting, Pooh might reasonably expect both the return of his money and something in recognition of the use Piglet made of it. 
This is an early example, perhaps, of a phenomenon which became more and more prevalent in the middle-late medieval period, namely of screening off certain types of charging for loans from the general condemnation of usury.[footnoteRef:38] But it is also significant for the light it sheds on an interpretive question, I think.  [38:  See again the references in n.6, above.] 

Odd Langholm claims that ‘what lies at the bottom of the consumptibility [i.e. consumption] argument is the sterility of money’.[footnoteRef:39] He defends this assertion, but I do not think that it is right. He cites Aquinas saying that ‘the usurer … sells a fruit which does not exist’.[footnoteRef:40]  What he has in mind, I think, is something like the following: the sterility of money explains why there can be nothing real sold in charging usury for a loan, since if the principle of the loan were able to grow into a larger sum then it would be reasonable to expect more to be repaid, for this larger sum into which the loan has grown now requires paying for; but if money is sterile it can only be the principle of the loan which could be paid for in repaying the loan, since its sterility means it cannot grow into a larger sum – so any usury paid would be paying, as we’ve seen, for nothing, or for ‘a fruit which does not exist’.  [39:  Economics in the Medieval Schools, p. 244. Langholm argues that not only the consumption argument, but the coercion argument (discussed below) too depends upon the doctrine of the sterility of money (ibid, p. 248).]  [40:  Langholm, Economics in the Medieval Schools, p. 244. He cites Aquinas’s commentary on the fourteenth Psalm (Postilla super Psalmos, to Psalm 14, 5.), but as we’ve seen, this claim that usury involves selling something which does not exist is present in e.g. ST quest. 78, art. 1, too. ] 

However, as we noted above, when we considered the sterility argument, it is all very well to deny that money itself is ‘sterile’ in the sense that it can produce nothing more of its own kind; but that does not mean that a use of money cannot yield more money, as when something is bought which increases in value and is then sold again. So, as Aquinas must have been well aware, a principle lent can very well be used to increase the borrower’s stock of money, and it might be this increase which the usury is supposed to be paying for. And indeed – as Langholm himself points out – Aquinas recognised the idea that a loan could be used to generate profit, and offered a separate argument intended to show that the profit generated cannot legitimately be required, by the lender, to be paid for by the borrower: the borrower’s use of the loan to generate profit is due to the borrower’s ingenuity, skill or effort (or even luck, we might add), not the lender’s, so the lender has no claim on that profit.[footnoteRef:41] But also, and more importantly, the idea that the sterility thesis is at the heart of the consumption argument faces a problem explaining why Aquinas should be so relaxed about the charging of interest for secondary uses of loaned money: if the money loaned is sterile, it is surely sterile whether used in its primary or secondary ways; so, if its sterility is the problem, why should money used one way be more apt for interest than money used in another? Not only does adding ideas about sterility to the version of the consumption argument explained above add nothing; it actually makes that argument harder to reconcile with what Aquinas says.  [41:  See ST IIaIIae quest. 78, art.3, resp. and ad 3. Actually, Aquinas distinguishes between profit made by a borrower based on the value of the property borrowed, and profit made on the basis of the borrower’s industry in making use of what they borrow. Since ownership is not transferred in lending, profits on the basis of the property borrowed are due to the lender, for the profits are on what remains their property. On the other hand, the industry or ingenuity of the person borrower is not owned by the lender, so what arises from their exercise is no basis for a claim on the part of the lender. 
	Elsewhere, Aquinas considers another popular argument in favour of charging interest: the lender must do without their money while it is on loan, and they deserve (or are not wrong to demand) compensation for the fact that they have no opportunity to use their money for the duration of the loan. Aquinas’s response – in De malo, quest. 13, art. 4, rep 14 – is uncompromising: ‘the lender ought to have taken precautions against loss [including, presumably, the opportunity cost] to self, and the borrower ought not incur loss regarding the lender’s stupidity.’ (Regan trans.) The point is that the lender is not under any compulsion to lend, and so must be willing to do without their money for the duration of the loan and absorb the cost of that; if they are not willing to do so, then they can – and should – simply decline to loan, just as we decline all sorts of things which are offered on terms we don’t like. Seen from the point of view of the lender’s freedom (and not, as per the coercion argument, discussed below, from the point of view of the borrower’s freedom), it is perfectly legitimate to refuse to lend on terms which mean incurring some cost; but that doesn’t make it legitimate to introduce a charge to compensate for that cost. This is a move which is bound to seem old-fashioned from the point of view of our modern attitudes towards reasonable contracts. But Aquinas considers another point in what immediately follows the passage quoted above, going on to say ‘it is similar regarding buying, for the buyer of something justly pays for it as much as it is worth and not as much as the seller is hurt by its privation’. This we could have more sympathy with, I think. On one hand, we don’t tend to think it unreasonable to say that we are only prepared to give something up if compensated for its loss. (This is what undermines the previous point, for many at least.) But on the other hand, there is something to the idea that what something is worth is determined by various things (such as it’s market value, or the price which consumers are willing to pay), but not including the harm done to the seller by its loss: the shoe seller who will be heartbroken at the sale of a particular pair of shoes can’t generally expect to be taken seriously if he claims that the harm it will do him to part with them means that those shoes are worth more than they would be otherwise. So at least with respect to this latter point of Aquinas’s, there might be more to his response than we would initially be inclined to think. What clouds the issue – and might lead Aquinas astray here – is the fact that it is one thing for the market value (or even the value in some other sense, such as use value) of something to be insensitive to the opportunity costs or other harms to the seller or lender of doing without it, but quite another for it to be illegitimate for a seller or lender to set conditions of sale or loan which value what is sold or lent above its market (or other kind of) value, as usury does on the assumption that Aquinas is right about the value of what is lent being insensitive to the harm to the lender of lending it. ] 


4. The ‘Coercion Argument’

The coercion argument predates Aquinas, and it is invoked by several medieval philosophers, some of whom give it greater prominence than it is given by Aquinas, who seems keener on the consumption argument discussed above.[footnoteRef:42] One of the most important medieval philosophers to employ the argument before Aquinas – and whom Aquinas certainly knew of – was William of Auxerre.[footnoteRef:43] He almost certainly did not have access to all of Aristotle’s Ethics, but he did know of Book III of that work, and used its discussion of volition to construct an argument supposed to show that usury is akin to theft in that it takes something from the borrower (namely, the usury or interest over and above the principle or borrowed sum of the loan) without the borrower’s full consent.  [42:  See Odd Langholm, The Legacy of Scholasticism in Economic Thought: Antecedents of Choice and Power (Cambridge: CUP, 1998), Chapter 4, and Economics in the Medieval Schools (Leiden: Brill, 1992), passim, but perhaps esp. Chapters 3 and 9.]  [43:  On William of Auxerre, see Langholm, Economics in the Medieval Schools, Chapter 3, on which I have drawn heavily in what follows. The ‘coercion argument’, which Langholm refers to as the ‘compulsion’ argument – because it is often presented as depending upon an analogy with cases involving no human who compels – was also presented, roughly contemporaneously, by Thomas of Chobham (in Summa confessorum, 7, 6, 11, 4). See Odd Langholm, The Legacy of Scholasticism in Economic Thought, p.60, and Economics in the Medieval Schools. ] 

	William comes closer than we have so far seen to arguing that usury is exploitative. And he makes an interesting point about how to classify the kind of wrong that usury might be, writing:

Some say that just for that reason does the Church take action against usurers, that lending at usury is directly against charity, which is greater than all other virtues. But this solution is invalid, for it is not true that lending at usury is directly and immediately contrary to charity, rather it is contrary to that species of justice which obliges us to relieve a neighbour in need, hence it is directly against the precept of the Gospel according to Luke, 6, "Lend, hoping for nothing again".[footnoteRef:44] [44:  William of Auxerre, Summa Aurea, III, 48, 1, 1, p. 910; quoted in Langholm, Economics in the Medieval Schools, p. 77 (the edition Langholm uses is Magistri Guillelmi Allissiodorensis Summa Aurea, 7 vols., 1980-7, by J. Ribaillier and successors, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, Paris and the Collegium S. Bonaventura, Grottaferrata (Rome)).] 


The reference to Luke 6 here is standard for medieval discussions of usury. What is interesting is that William explicitly denies that usury is ‘directly and immediately contrary to charity’, yet still emphasises the importance of relieving a neighbour in need. That is because those in desperate need, according to William and other medievals, have a right of ownership over the things they desperately need, which is a right of justice (sometimes known as the ‘right of necessity’). In short, it is not that giving someone food, for example, when they are starving is giving them something of yours, albeit which you are perhaps bound by a sort of duty to give; it is giving them something of theirs, as returning stolen goods might be (although without, perhaps, the implication of prior wrongdoing – it might be more like returning a coat which one has taken by mistake).[footnoteRef:45] And, as Langholm points out, this emphasis upon justice may serve to strengthen – in practice, if not normatively – the demand to support those in need: ‘The charge of unjustly withholding what belongs to a neighbour in need is immeasurably graver than the charge of failing in charity by keeping what is rightly one's own.’[footnoteRef:46]  [45:  For a discussion of the right of necessity and what might still be important about it, see Alejandra Mancilla, ‘What the Old Right of Necessity Can Do for the Contemporary Global Poor’, Journal of Applied Philosophy 34:5 (2017), pp. 607-20. (The right of necessity was not a forgotten idea between the medieval period and recent discussions of it: e.g. the feminist anarchist Emma Goldman was arrested for inciting public disorder when she encouraged the hungry to ‘take bread’ in the late C19th; see the supportive discussion in Voltairine de Cleyre, ‘In Defence of Emma Goldman and the Right of Expropriation’ [1894], reprinted in The Voltairine de Cleyre Reader (ed. A. J. Brigati, Oakland, Cal.: AK Press, 2004).) Langholm claims (op cit.., pp. 77) that this classification of provision to those in need as a matter of justice and not (only) of charity is one of the key elements in the scholastic or medieval way of thinking about economics. And it does seem, to me at least, to manifest the distinctive mix of religious and secular thinking which is characteristic of at least an important strand of scholastic thought (of which Aquinas was a part): the New Testament, particularly in the writings of Paul, emphasises love or charity over law (although precisely how this is to be understood is, of course, up for grabs); but here, in their emphasis on the justice of alms and other ways of providing for the needy, the scholastics were drawing at least as much on the Roman law tradition (and ancient philosophy) as on Scripture to reintroduce the idea that claims of right, and not just of fellow-feeling, have a place in inter-personal relations with those in desperate need. But see also Lambertini, ‘Economic Ethics’, pp. 308-10, for some discussion of the relationship between charity and justice in medieval thought (some thinking charity a part of justice; others, following Aristotle, not). ]  [46:  Langholm, Economics in the Medieval Schools, p. 78. To be clear, I think the plausibility of this claim is in the fact that claims of justice are taken more seriously; not that they are more normatively demanding than claims of charity. ] 

	 What, though, does this idea about justice and need have to do with usury, since usury might be charged on a loan taken by someone who is not in desperate need? We will discuss this later on. But first, there is another question which might well be more pressing, for it concerns even those cases in which the borrower is in desperate need: Why should a contract which enjoys the consent of a borrower not be binding upon that borrower, including a contract to pay interest? What wrong is done by a lender who offers terms for a loan, receives the agreement of the borrower, and then proceeds to enforce those terms which have been agreed? Even those in need can presumably make choices about how best to make good their shortfall, and those choices often include consenting to usurious contracts. 
	It is not that William denies or downplays the importance of consent. In fact, he might be seen as taking it more seriously than those who press the line of thought implied in the preceding set of questions. For William takes it that consent is a rather more complex notion than just that of uttering or signing one’s agreement. It is not so much that he is concerned with informed consent (although that notion is important for understanding what is wrong with fraud, rather than usury); it is more that he is concerned with freely-given consent. 
	One defence of usury he considers appeals to the consent of the borrower:  

[T]o receive usury is not to take alien goods against the owner's will, for the owner is quite willing that the usurer should have some minimal rate of usury and greatly rejoices when he finds someone prepared to lend him at a minimal rate, therefore to receive usury is not theft nor any other sin; therefore it is not sinful at all.	 

But he has no truck with this view:

I say that this is false: "the usurer does not take alien goods against the owner's will"; but it should be recognized that voluntariness is twofold: absolute and conditional or comparative; according to absolute voluntariness the owner of this money does not want the usurer to receive it; but according to comparative voluntariness he wants him to receive it and have it, because the usurer will not give the loan for nothing; therefore the usurer takes alien goods against the owner's will, when this expression, "against the will", is understood as removing his absolute and separate will; and thus it is evident that usury is theft.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  William of Auxerre, Summa Aurea, III, 48, 1, 2, pp. 913-4; quoted by Langholm, Economics in the Medieval Schools, p. 78. See also III, 48, I, 2, pp. 915-6 (Langholm op cit., p. 81).] 


Here William might seem to be making a bold move, suggesting that there is a sense of ‘theft’ according to which a person is a victim of it who must consent to something which ideally, as we might say, they would not consent to, or to which they would not consent if they were in ideal circumstances. 
Actually, putting the point in terms of what would ‘ideally’ be consented to fails to capture the flavour of the source William is probably drawing on here, namely Aristotle’s discussion of the will in the Nicomachean Ethics. There, Aristotle employs the example, much cited by medieval philosophers, of the captain of a cargo ship who must jettison his cargo if his ship is to be saved, and Aristotle’s interest in this is in whether or not that decision of the captain’s should be classified as voluntary. Aristotle calls it a ‘mixed case’ (meaning, presumably, that there are aspects of it which suggest volition, and those which suggest the opposite), but ends up saying that it is ‘more like’ the voluntary than the involuntary. In the course of his brief discussion, he also says that the captain wills something (the jettisoning of his cargo) which he does not will ‘in the abstract’ or ‘absolutely’ or ‘apart from circumstances’ – which, I take it, means that the captain does not will the jettisoning of his cargo for its own sake, and would not will it other things being equal (i.e. unless the aversion of disaster called for it).[footnoteRef:48] If, as seems extremely likely, William of Auxerre is deliberately echoing this thought of Aristotle’s,[footnoteRef:49] it is not so much that a theft is perpetrated in enforcing a contract which was freely consented to but not ideal from the perspective of the borrower; rather, it is that the borrower finds themselves required to consent to something which ordinarily they would reject, or would reject if considering it only for its own sake. [48:  See Aristotle, NE Book III, esp. 1109b30-1111b3. Note that there is some difficulty in taking literally the idea that these ‘mixed’ cases involve willing what is not or would not be willed ‘apart from circumstances’: on one hand, it surely cannot mean just that something is willed which would not be willed in any other circumstances, for there are presumably different, but similarly perilous, circumstances in which it would be willed in much the same way (e.g. the cargo being a liability not because it weighs down the ship, but because the ship is pursued by pirates who are interested in the cargo and would be content to leave the ship be if the cargo is jettisoned, for the pirates to retrieve); but on the other hand, it surely cannot mean that something is willed which would not be willed in the absence of any circumstances, either, for no course of action could be devoid of all circumstances, and it makes precious little sense to entertain the thought of willing (or not willing) something other than in some circumstances, however broadly characterised. ]  [49:  On the question of William’s inheritance of this thought from Aristotle, see Langholm (Economics in the Medieval Schools, p. 80 fn.54): ‘It will be recalled that Thomas of Chobham also refers briefly to the principle of conditional consent in a context somewhat similar to that of William of Auxerre. Both works have appeared in thoroughly and expertly annotated critical editions, but neither of the editors tenders any suggestion as to the immediate source used for the principle. The dating of William's Summa has varied greatly; the critical edition puts it no closer than 1215-29. Thomas may nevertheless have borrowed from a preliminary version or a lecture. However, the very extensive index of authorities in the critical edition of Thomas' Summa mentions William only twice, and both instances concern textual parallels rather than quotations. Thomas' much more summary use of the common principle virtually rules out a reverse loan. Most likely they used a common source. Being apparently fairly close contemporaries, they may have studied at Paris simultaneously or at least heard the same teachers. Among these may be found the inventive master who first applied Aristotle's analysis of the voluntary to a problem in economic ethics.’] 

One gloss on such cases is that the person who agrees to or does something which they normally would not is acting from fear of a ‘greater evil’. Described this way, it can seem reasonable to object: putting people into a position whereby – or profiting from their being in a position whereby – they are afraid of what will happen to them if they do not agree to or do what is required is tantamount to coercion, and indeed coercion just is introducing or exploiting threats which ‘force’ the coerced into choices they would not otherwise make. If we think coercion impermissible generally, then if usury or anything else has this character, we should think it impermissible on those grounds. 
It remains to be determined, however, what counts as coercive and what counts as merely bargaining for a profit in an unproblematic way. Notice that while the consumption argument, discussed above, obviously offered to prove that usury is inherently wrong (since it turned on a feature of usury as such, namely the fact that the interest in question can be conceptualised as a payment for something which does not exist), the coercion argument now under consideration seems to supply only the conclusion that usury is wrong in particular circumstances: namely, if the borrower is in desperate need of what is lent, such that charging for the loan amounts to charging the borrower for what, by the right of necessity, is already theirs; or if the borrower is afraid of some worse evil than paying the interest. 
Perhaps a blanket condemnation is available on the basis of this kind of argument, after all. A natural way of sorting cases of usury into the coercive and the permissible would be to do so according to whether they involve the borrower’s ‘absolute’ consent, or merely their ‘conditional’ consent as given under fear or the compulsion of necessity. But, as Langholm points out, this is not straightforward, although I think he overstates the point: ‘the distinction between absolute and conditional consent’, he says, is ‘logically meaningless’ (his emphasis), because ‘[h]owever cheap a commodity [including a loan] is bought, the buyer [or borrower] may insist that he would have wanted to have it even cheaper.’[footnoteRef:50] The idea, I take it, is that for any non-zero price (or interest) charged for a loan (or any other commodity, come to that), the borrower would not consent to paying that price were it not necessary for them to do so; and therefore, their absolute will is to pay less – indeed, to pay nothing – and their consent to pay the price charged must therefore be merely conditional. Note that if this is the idea, then it doesn’t mean that the distinction between absolute and conditional consent is meaningless at all; much less that it is logically meaningless: it is perfectly clear what the difference is, and perfectly clear what one would absolutely consent to (receiving the loan, or the goods, without paying anything for them), and what one would only conditionally consent to (paying something for them). But if the line of thought I sketched is right, then even though the distinction between absolute and merely conditional consent is perfectly meaningful and it is clear what would be consented to in each of these ways, what we end up with is the conclusion that no price at all would be consented to absolutely, and therefore that any rate of interest (price for a loan) would be condemnable if anything for which only conditional consent would be given is. Thus, a blanket prohibition on usury as such might be available via the coercion argument, after all.[footnoteRef:51]  [50:  Langholm, Economics in the Medieval Schools, p. 84. Langholm thinks of this as highlighting a problem calling for judgement to address. He does not, as I go on to do, develop this idea into a vindication of a blanket prohibition of usury (and he points out that neither William nor his successors were wont to do so either). ]  [51:  To understand what Aquinas might think about ‘absolute’ and ‘conditional’ willing, it might be useful to compare his discussion of how conscience binds ‘absolutely’ and ‘relatively’ in cases of correct and mistaken conscience respectively, at Disputed Questions on Truth quest. 17 art. 4. resp. (in e.g. Selected Writings, trans. & ed. Ralph McInerny, London: Penguin, esp. p. 234): a correct conscience binds absolutely in the sense that it binds in all circumstances, whereas a mistaken conscience binds only relatively in the sense that it binds in so far as – but only in so far as – one is in error, which is a state of affairs which can (and should) change. That is, whatever a mistaken conscience commands is obligatory only in particular circumstances (i.e. of being in a particular kind of error), and not in others; whereas what is commanded by a correct conscience is obligatory in all circumstances. Similarly, what is willed absolutely might be what is willed for its own sake, meaning that it is wanted in any circumstances; whereas what is willed only conditionally is what is wanted only in some circumstances, and not in others.] 

Were we to demure from this line of thought, culminating in such a blanket prohibition, it would be incumbent upon us to say at least which principles we might appeal to in deciding case by case which rates of usury are acceptable and which are not. This seems to be the position of most people now: some interest is reasonable, but not excessive interest. And it is a position towards which later scholastics and early modern philosophers drew closer and closer. But, as I have said, this is not the tenor of the injunctions against usury issued by the C13th and C14th scholastics who are our current concern. 
In ST, Aquinas says nothing about the coercion argument in his conclusion of the first article of Question 78, concerning whether to lend at usury is a sin. Nor does he do so in his conclusion of the same question in Article 4 of De malo, Question 13. But he does employ the coercion argument – surely inherited from William and others – in his replies to defences of usury in both those works, and especially in De malo. In ST, the coercion argument makes an appearance only fleetingly, but clearly and with some force: in reply to the argument that ‘anyone can lawfully receive a thing which its owner gives him voluntarily[; b]ut he who accepts a loan gives the usury voluntarily[; t]herefore he who lends may lawfully receive the usury’, Aquinas simply argues that ‘[o]ne who gives usury does not simply give it voluntarily, but under a certain necessity, insofar as he needs to borrow money which he who has it will not lend without usury.’[footnoteRef:52] Here the idea is not that interest is paid by necessity so not voluntarily at all; the borrower is not necessitated to pay it, or to take out the loan on those terms, in the same way that they are necessitated to die at some point, or to fall from a high place if they lose their footing. As we saw in the hands of William, the idea is rather that the consent involved in their choosing to take the loan on those terms and pay the interest is in some way not authentic, or is mere conditional consent, reluctantly given because – and only because – of their bad circumstances.  [52:  Aquinas, ST, quest. 78, art. 1, obj. 7; ad. 7. ] 

Similar replies to objections are given in De malo.[footnoteRef:53] But an interesting additional element of De malo’s discussion is Aquinas’s comment on the question of how much need, or which kind of need, is sufficient to render a borrower’s consent merely conditional. What one needs, presumably, is what is necessary. And Aquinas endorses a view about the necessary which he finds in Aristotle:  [53:  In replies to obj. 7 and 8, i.e. ad. 7 and 8. ] 


Things are necessary in two ways, as the Metaphysics says. Something is indeed necessary in one way if something else cannot exist without it, as, for example, food is necessary for human life. And something is necessary if something else can exist without it but not so well or suitably, and we accordingly call all useful things necessary. And the borrower is under necessity in either the first or the second way.[footnoteRef:54] [54:  Aquinas, De malo (trans. Regan, as above), quest. 13, art. 4, ad. 8. (The reference to Aristotle’s Metaphysics is to Metaphysics, V, 5, 1015a20-26.) ] 


Now this seems like a rather controversial claim to make: can we really believe that it is apt to call everything useful necessary, at least in such a way as to have relevance for whether someone’s consent is given freely or coerced? This rather extreme claim does have one thing going for it, in that it vindicates a blanket prohibition on pretty much any usury, at least on the assumption that people will only take out loans that are useful to them in some way, and as we’ve seen it is this blanket prohibition which Aquinas supports. The coercion argument, interpreted this way, therefore seems just stringent enough (namely, very stringent!). But that does not make it plausible.
Several scholastic philosophers and theologians evidently thought that need comes in degrees – or at least that some borrowers need what they borrow, and some do not. This view tended to emerge in their treatment of a different question from the one we have been concerned with, namely whether it is always sinful to pay (not charge) usury. For example, the view that a person who really needs a loan pays interest on it against their proper will and therefore does not sin, but a person who pays interest on a loan which they do not need does sin (presumably because they do pay it in accordance with their proper will) was shared by William of Auxerre, John of La Rochelle, Bonaventure, Albert the Great (Aquinas’s teacher), Peter Olivi, and Bernardino of Siena.[footnoteRef:55] These philosophers tended to think that judgement on a case by case basis is required to determine whether the need involved renders payment of interest sinful or not, denying that there is a general principle which can be applied to answer that question. But for our purposes here, the interesting thing is that in accepting that loans might be made to individuals who do not need them, or whose need is relatively slight, and therefore that their payment of interest could not be excused by the extent of their need, they were tacitly denying – or at least putting pressure on – Aquinas’s claim that pretty much all usury involves exploiting borrowers’ needs. After all, if there are cases in which the borrower’s need is slight enough to render their payment of usury illicit, presumably those are also cases in which the slightness of that need is sufficient to render the usurer’s actions (of charging interest) acceptable, at least as far as the coercion argument is concerned: if the borrower’s need is slight, and not strong enough to justify their paying interest, it is hard to see why it should be seen as strong enough to render the lender’s actions exploitative.  [55:  Langholm, The Legacy of Scholasticism in Economic Thought, pp. 67-8. ] 

Relatedly, Durand of Saint-Pourçain in the C14th considered the predicament of merchants who borrow for commercial purposes.[footnoteRef:56] People who borrow money for business purposes, rather than to buy food or shelter for their families, for example, might well be borrowing not out of necessity as we would understand that notion – although they no doubt find their loans useful and thus satisfy Aquinas’s conditions for necessity. They therefore represent a nice test case for views about the coercive nature of usury: is the merchant a victim of extortion or coercion, or not? And are they guilty of a sin in paying usury, or not, given that their need is perhaps not very pressing? Durand’s answer was apparently that they may borrow at interest without sinning if the loan is required for their business and that commercial activity is essential for their livelihood. But if they are motivated by avarice simply to seek further profit although their livelihood is secure without it, then they sin in taking out the loan. If, as I have suggested, the actions of the lender can be assessed similarly to the actions of the borrower in respect of a given level of need, this would imply that on Durand’s view the usurer does not coerce an avaricious borrower whose profit from their loan is not required for their livelihood. [56:  Again, see Langholm, The Legacy of Scholasticism in Economic Thought, p. 68. ] 

I have suggested that given a particular level of need, whether the usurer commits a wrong and whether the borrower commits a wrong might be related in a particular way: for a particular level of need for the loan on the part of the borrower, if that level of need is great enough to justify the judgment that the usurer exploits the borrower, and that the borrower’s consent is merely conditional and problematic, then that level of need is great enough to exonerate the borrower for taking the loan and honouring its terms by paying usury; but if the level of need for the loan on the part of the borrower is slight enough to condemn them for agreeing to pay usury, then it is hard to see what is exploitative about the lender’s offer. 
Aquinas, as we’ve seen, was apparently willing to regard pretty much any usurious loan as sinful, and – because of his remarkably broad definition of need – as sinful because exploitative. But turning to the question ‘Whether it is lawful to borrow [rather than lend] money upon usury’ (my emphasis) he writes: 

It is in no way lawful to induce a man to sin, but it is lawful to make use of another’s sin to bring about a good end […] So too it must be noted in the same vein that it is in no way lawful to induce someone to lend upon usury, but that it is lawful, for some good purpose such as the relief of one’s own or someone else’s need, to borrow upon usury from someone who is already prepared to lend and who will exact usury: just as it is lawful for a man who has fallen among thieves to save his life by revealing to them the whereabouts of his property[.][footnoteRef:57] [57:  Aquinas, ST, quest. 78, art. 4, resp. (trans Dyson in Political Writings, as above). ] 


In the first sentence of this passage, Aquinas makes the point that it is one thing to induce a person to sin, and quite another to make use of the fact that they are going to sin anyway. The borrower, by assumption here, is not – or might not be – encouraging the lender to charge interest, but merely recognises that a usurious offer is being made, due to the sin of the lender, and might simply be doing the best they can in the circumstances to minimise evil. (We might, I think, doubt that things are quite so simple: in accepting usurious loans, we might be responding to, rather than inciting, an existing injustice, perpetrated by the lender without any inducement from us; but do we not thereby contribute to the maintenance of such practices, giving others a reason to expect that there is a living to me made out of it? If so, are we not – albeit indirectly – inciting the usurers of the future, if not our usurers?) 
The interesting thing in relation to the point I have been making about need and the understanding of coercion is that in this passage Aquinas seems to join the other scholastic philosophers cited above in recognising that when it comes to evaluating the borrower’s actions, the degree or existence of need is all-important and not always the same in the relevant respect: ‘it is lawful, for some good purpose such as the relief of one’s own or someone else’s need, to borrow upon usury from someone who is already prepared to lend and who will exact usury’. Now I think that the implication here – fortified by the analogy immediately given to illustrate the point, which involves a rather unusual and extreme situation – is that the sort of need (of one’s own or another’s) which would justify paying usury is not bound to be in place; I think it is implied that a person might pay usury wrongfully because they are not exonerated by any need which justifies their paying it (nor by any other ‘good purpose’). 
But having said this, Aquinas does go on to reiterate, in the first reply to objections, that ‘[o]ne who borrows upon usury does not consent to the usurer’s sin; rather, he makes use of it’, apparently reiterating his unqualified idea that consent is never given (in the proper sense) in accepting usury.[footnoteRef:58] And in the passage quoted above, Aquinas insists on speaking of the lender as sinful, in framing the question as one about whether it is licit to make use of another’s sin. [58:  ST IIaIIae, quest. 78, art. 4, ad. 1. ] 

In the end, Aquinas, unlike many others, spends no time considering the moral predicament of those who are not satisfying some need in accepting usury. There are, I want to suggest, two possible reasons for this. The first is that he is preoccupied with the Aristotelian principle that nobody suffers injustice willingly. The second is that whilst he recognises a distinction in principle between needs which are pressing enough to make usury count as coercion and those which are not, he simply assumes that people will only borrow money at interest when their need is of the more serious kind. 
Let’s start with the Aristotelian principle that nobody suffers injustice willingly.[footnoteRef:59] Having decided that usury is inherently unjust – because of the consumption argument, I take it, which is the only argument presented in the actual conclusion section of the relevant articles of ST and De malo, and which does seem to condemn usury as such – Aquinas seems to take it that consenting to pay usury is always consenting to partake in injustice, and indeed in an injustice to the borrower; and since nobody consents to suffer injustice willingly, their consent to pay usury must be unwilling – a fact explained by their consent being merely conditional, motivated by need which exonerates them and further condemns the usurer. Thus, for Aquinas, the degree of need on the part of the borrower is irrelevant: usury is unjust (for reasons explained by the consumption argument), and so regardless of one’s need, consenting to it must involve only the conditional will, because if fully willed that would mean that the consenting borrower voluntarily or willingly suffers an injustice, which (it is supposed) cannot happen.  [59:  Aquinas seems to accept that nobody suffers injustice willingly when he invokes the thesis, citing the authority of Aristotle, in De malo, quest. 13, art. 4, obj. 7: ‘… we cannot say that the borrower paying interest suffers injustice, neither from himself or herself, since no people do injustice to themselves, as the Philosopher shows in the Ethics …’ (trans Regan, as above; Regan says that Aquinas is citing Aristotle, NE V, II, 1138a4-28, but see below). Of course, Aquinas will reject the argument this passage is part of; but his reply to it in ad. 7 gives no indication of rejecting this Aristotelian principle, and simply argues instead that ‘[t]hose who pay interest on loans do not suffer injustice from themselves but from lenders’, citing the coercion argument, and apparently focussing on the injustice of the lender precisely because it is accepted that the injustice cannot be that of the borrower since nobody willingly suffers injustice, and the borrower’s injustice would necessarily be willingly done to themselves. (It is perhaps worth noting that in ST IIaIIae, quest. 59, art. 3, where Aquinas considers whether one can suffer injustice willingly, he cites (not NE but) Aristotle’s Physics (iii, 1; vii, 5) and argues that since suffering injustice is passive, not active, and willing renders one active, willing injustice excludes suffering it (since a particular act cannot be both active and passive). This is surely a bad argument, though: it confuses the act of willing with the object of the will.)  ] 

Why, though, should we accept that nobody suffers injustice willingly (and, indeed, that one could not)? Aristotle’s comments are various and hard to decipher, at least in such a way as to make a good argument out of them.[footnoteRef:60] But I think the general idea might be captured most straightforwardly along the following lines:  [60:  In the main text immediately following I will offer a reconstruction along general lines of an Aristotelian (or perhaps only quasi-Aristotelian) reason for accepting this doctrine. But some relevant passages of the Nicomachean Ethics are as follows. In the NE, Aristotle discusses whether a person can do injustice to oneself at 1138a4-28. He makes some rather odd claims about the topic, such as ‘he who through anger voluntarily stabs himself does this contrary to correct reasoning, and this the law does not allow; therefore he is acting unjustly. But towards whom? Surely towards the State, not towards himself. For he suffers voluntarily, and no one is voluntarily treated unjustly. This is also why the State punishes, and a certain dishonour attaches to the man who destroys himself, on the ground that he is treating the State unjustly.’ He goes on to offer some more arguments, though: ‘Further, in the sense in which the man who acts unjustly is unjust only and not base all round, it is not possible to treat oneself unjustly (this is different from the previous case: this kind of unjust man is vicious in a particular way just as the coward is, not as being vicious all round, so that his unjust act does not manifest all- round viciousness). For that would imply the possibility of the same thing’s having been subtracted from and added to the same thing at the same time; but this is impossible—the just and the unjust always involve more than one person. Further, unjust action is voluntary and done by choice, and comes first (for the man who because he has suffered does the same in return is not thought to act unjustly); but if a man harms himself he suffers and does the same thing at the same time. Further, it would mean that a man could be voluntarily treated unjustly. Besides, no one acts unjustly without committing particular acts of injustice; but no one commits adultery with his own wife or burgles his own house or steals his own property. In general, the question ‘Can a man treat himself unjustly?’ is solved also by the distinction we applied to the question ‘Can a man be voluntarily treated unjustly?’’. (Using the Barnes & Kenny edition, as above.) (Note that in the passage from ST, quest. 78, art. 4, resp. quoted above, Aquinas suggests that one can sin in giving away one’s property, even if not by actually stealing their own property.)
	But it is at NE 1136a10-b15 that Aristotle considers the question whether one can voluntarily be treated unjustly, and it is presumably this passage which Aquinas means to cite (notwithstanding that Aquinas may have been focussing on the possibility of injustice in respect of the borrower bringing a usurious contract upon themselves…). There, Aristotle initially entertains the possibility that one can voluntarily treat oneself unjustly, thus: ‘If to act unjustly is simply to harm someone voluntarily, if ‘voluntarily’ means ‘knowing the person acted on, the instrument, and the manner of one’s acting’, and if the incontinent man voluntarily harms himself, then he will voluntarily be unjustly treated and it will be possible to treat oneself unjustly.’ But he then goes on to suggest that this understanding of injustice is insufficient, thus: ‘Or is our definition incorrect? Must we to ‘harming another, knowing the person acted on, the instrument, and the manner of one’s acting’ add ‘against his will’? Then a man may be voluntarily harmed and voluntarily suffer what is unjust, but no one is voluntarily treated unjustly; for no one wants to be unjustly treated, not even the incontinent man. Rather, he acts against his will; for no one wants what he does not think to be good, but the incontinent man does things that he thinks he ought not to do. Again, one who gives what is his own … is not unjustly treated; for though to give is in his power, to be unjustly treated is not in his power—rather, the unjust agent must be present. It is plain, then, that to be unjustly treated is not voluntary.’ Note here that it is assumed that the injustice which a person might do themselves would be recognised as such (perhaps this is crucial to its being done voluntarily, i.e. with proper understanding of what one is doing). But also note that this explanation of why a person cannot willingly commit injustice against themselves appeals to the assumption that nobody could want what they do not think to be good.  In the context of interest to us, two points are worth making about this: (i) There is presumably something good, from the borrower’s perspective, about the usury they are charged: it is the condition which makes available to them something they want or need. (ii) Why should we not consider consent voluntary if what is wanted is the overall outcome, albeit that part of what is agreed to is not wanted?] 


(i) Necessarily, choice is under the ‘guise of the good’, which means that whatever we choose, we choose it because it seems good (to us, at least);

(ii) Something seen as unjust cannot be seen as, and hence chosen as, good, so cannot be chosen at all [from (i)];

(iii) So, usury (or anything else) which is unjust cannot be seen correctly and chosen [from (ii)];

(iv) If it is not seen correctly (as unjust), then it might be chosen (as seeming good), but cannot be chosen (fully) willingly, or voluntarily, for ‘the voluntary would seem to be that of which the originating principle is in the agent himself, he being aware of the particular circumstances of the action’ (NE: 1111a20-25, my emphasis), which presumably includes the justice or injustice of the action.

This argument might not convince us. Various objections to it could be raised. One obvious question to raise is about the relation between the good in some respect and the good all things considered: are (i) and the claims supposed to follow from it intended as saying that we choose only what seems to us good all things considered, or as saying that we choose only what seems good to us in some respect? If the idea is that we choose only what seems to us good all things considered, then perhaps (i) is plausible: at least as far as rational choice is concerned, it might well be (although there is surely room for doubt even here) that electing one option over others is the result of deeming that option more choice-worthy than others (or at least as choice-worthy), and it is perhaps plausible that choice-worthiness is a matter of the overall balance of good and bad qualities of the various options. But if that is how we interpret (i), then (ii), (iii) and (iv) seem dubious: where choice is concerned, it surely isn’t obvious that the unjust is necessarily bad all things considered, nor that to see something as unjust is to see it as bad all things considered; there surely might be good aspects of the unjust which outweigh or balance the bad aspect which is its injustice. So correct perception of the unjust as unjust does not obviously preclude choosing it, nor choosing it voluntarily in full knowledge of ‘the particular circumstances’, even given the ‘guise of the good’ doctrine of (i), since correct perception could, in principle at least, include recognition of the fact that the badness of the unjust that consists in its injustice is outweighed or balanced so that it is not a bad option all things considered. But on the other hand, if (i) is interpreted as claiming just that what is chosen is necessarily chosen under the perception of that option as good in some respect (and not necessarily all things considered), then again whilst (i) might be plausible – there must, we might well think, be something in favour of an option which explains our choosing it; or at least there must seem to be – (ii), (iii) and (iv) lack credibility: an unjust option which is acknowledged to be unjust and known to be bad in that respect might well have other qualities which are (rightly, perhaps) seen as good, and so correct perception is again compatible with choosing the unjust option; all that is required is that there is something (correctly) seen as good in the unjust option, not that it is good all things considered. Neither interpretation of (i), then, seems to obviously support the inferences required for the rest of the argument.  But, if we believe that injustice is always apt to make the unjust option bad all things considered (because, perhaps, injustice is so bad that it can’t be outweighed; or because the presence of injustice silences other considerations such that counting them would be inappropriate), we might be sympathetic to that version of the argument. 
The second idea we mooted about why Aquinas – or someone else – wouldn’t consider the various needs of different borrowers in condemning usury was that whilst there is a distinction in principle between needs which are pressing enough to make usury count as coercion and those which are not, people will, in fact, only borrow money at interest when their need is of the more serious kind. Thus, Gerald Odonis, for example, apparently thought that the predicament of the person who pays usury is more or less necessarily the same as the predicament of the person who consents – with a very mixed or qualified will – to pay a ransom or pay-off to avoid being hanged.[footnoteRef:61] Again, we should ask why we should accept this idea that consenting to pay interest is more or less necessarily the product of a need so extreme.  [61:  Langholm, The Legacy of Scholasticism in Economic Thought, p. 65; Walsh, ‘The Morality of the Market and the Medieval Schoolmen’, p. 251, citing Langholm ibid.] 

One possibility worth keeping in mind when interpreting Aquinas, Odonis and others – though not a consideration which, I think, is apt to make the idea more attractive to us – is that in the earlier medieval periods, at least, borrowing money except in order to pay for the necessities of life was rare: before the rise of commercial banking as we know it, the rationale for which is lending money for investment purposes, it was more reasonable than it would be now to assume that, in fact, a borrower would be motivated by needs of a more basic and pressing sort than commercial need. Having said that, we have seen above how some medieval authors did recognise that not all loans are bound to be in the service of those more basic and pressing needs. 
There seems to be no getting away from the basic problem with the coercion argument as the basis for a blanket condemnation of usury (notwithstanding, as noted above, that what counts as ‘usury’ was always far from straightforward anyway – see references in n.4, above); the assumption that charging interest for loans is always aptly compared with extracting money with menaces (as in Odonis, above), or other forms of coercive extortion, simply does not withstand scrutiny, since needs come in very different degrees – what is needed in order to make further profit is not on the same footing, in terms of being the basis for coercion, as what is needed in order to live. And in medieval debates about the ‘just price’ doctrine – i.e. the idea that there is a price above which it is immoral or sinful to charge for goods – there was explicit and sustained attention given to the difference between necessities and luxuries, which makes it clear that in general the medieval mind did not assume that just any need or desire for something is basic or pressing enough to render it impermissible to profit from its provision.[footnoteRef:62]  [62:  See Langholm, The Legacy of Scholasticism in Economic Thought, Chapters 5 & 6, esp. pp. 92-3. ] 

If the coercion argument cannot justify a general prohibition against usury, then, what about restricting attention to just those cases in which what is lent is needed in the most basic or pressing ways?[footnoteRef:63] There are, as we saw above, questions about the extent to which justice and/or charity require us to provide for the needs of others – even when those needs are of the most basic and pressing sort. Perhaps the fact that someone needs something for their survival, or for what we would acknowledge to be a quite basic level of decent existence, doesn’t quite amount to grounds of an obligation (either of charity or of justice) upon us to provide what they need.[footnoteRef:64] But there is, surely, something resonant in the thought that whilst it might be permissible to refuse help, if such a necessity is to be provided then it had better be provided ‘at cost’, so to speak, without profit on the part of the provider. And so in so far as the prohibition of usury on the basis of the coercion argument targets only those cases in which the money borrowed is required to meet very basic or pressing needs, it can claim some plausibility on the basis of the line of thought just sketched: perhaps nobody has an obligation to give or lend money to those in desperate need of it; but it is worse to lend as a way of profiting in such circumstances (and a violation of a duty, perhaps) than to not lend or give at all. Thus the restricted form of the coercion argument might be plausible even though the argument fails to plausibly ground a general prohibition against usury. [63:  Note that some of the Biblical sources for the condemnation of usury seem concerned only with charging interest on loans for the provision of basic or pressing necessities, e.g. Leviticus 35-7. ]  [64:  I don’t mean to either endorse or reject this idea that we generally have no obligations to provide others with what they need. And there are, of course, different kinds of cases, which vary (amongst other ways) in terms of how costly or difficult or otherwise demanding it is for the provider to provide what is needed. But the point I go on to make is that even if we have no duties here, there might still be a moral problem with profiting from providing those things – at least where that is properly counted as profiting from providing them, rather than being compensated for providing them. ] 

On the other hand, even with respect to the restricted form, at least two points are worth making about the argument of the previous paragraph. First, what I said about the plausibility of the argument there isn’t quite what the coercion argument as understood originally is concerned with. It might well be wrong to profit by providing basic or pressing necessities; but plausibly what is morally problematic there is seeking to profit in that way (the lender who ‘accidentally’ profits, by receiving back more than they lent for a basic or pressing necessity without either they or the borrower realising, either at the time or subsequently, would surely not be apt for harsh judgement in the same way that the person who intends to profit would be). There is evidence that medieval critics of usury were indeed sensitive to the idea that the usurer is guilty of a character flaw which consists of seeking to profit by their provision of needs – one piece of evidence is their frequent citation of the scriptural passage which demands that we ‘give, hoping for nothing in return’ (Luke 6), which is naturally interpreted as meaning that we are to hope for nothing extra in return beyond what was lent (although it would also be possible to interpret this as demanding that we hope not even for the return of what was given – which would suggest a prohibition of loans as such, and not just usurious loans). But I think this idea about the character or intentions of the lender is not quite the same as the idea that usury is coercive (although that idea about the character or intentions of the lender might deserve careful consideration in its own right): whilst an intention to profit by coercion might well be a common motive for coercive lending or other coercive practices, we would surely object to ‘accidentally’ coercive practices too – not on the basis of the lender or coercer’s character, but on the basis of the unjust nature of the transaction or situation. Suppose the lender of a usurious loan is simply unaware – and through no fault of their own, and not as a result of any culpable naivety or negligence on their part – of the fact that the borrower really needs the money they are borrowing. Suppose, in fact, that were the lender to know this, they would be quite happy to lend – or even give – the money with no conditions attached. In such a case, there could be no plausible complaint about the borrower’s character. Nonetheless, it would still be possible to argue that the borrower’s will in agreeing to the terms of the usurious loan was mixed in the sense discussed above, or that they didn’t fully consent in the way required for a legitimate agreement. So on the basis of the coercion argument, with its concern for the properly willed consent of the borrower, it would be possible to complain about the injustice of the loan, despite that not being anything to do with the character or intentions of the lender.[footnoteRef:65] These objections, then, must be logically separate. Perhaps the lender’s character argument we’ve been considering is a better argument to support the conclusion that charging interest for lending what is desperately needed is wrong than the coercion argument is; but it is not a version of the coercion argument, and cannot be used to prop it up.  [65:  According to the coercion argument, then, there can be immoral usury even where its immorality is unknown, because it is not known that the relevant facts about need and the borrower’s will obtain. (Perhaps even the borrower doesn’t know that they obtain: we don’t always appreciate why we do or agree to what we do.) I take it this is no problem, though: the idea that there could be injustices which are not recognised as such follows from a wide variety of ideas about injustice, and the idea that injustices must be recognised as such seems unmotivated and counterintuitive, to me at least. ] 

The second point to make about the lender’s character argument is about that argument itself, rather than its relation to the coercion argument. Even if it were able to prop up the coercion argument, it (i.e. the lender’s character argument) would face a challenge, at least in the form in which I set it up above. We might well ask: why should we believe that it is worse to loan at interest something desperately needed than to refuse to provide it at all? If we are within our rights to refuse to give at all (e.g. to keep our money, even though we know that it could be used by others to meet their basic needs), why should we not be within our rights to do the kind or generous thing in lending our money for the good of others regardless of our charging interest on it? The answer surely cannot be that charging interest means making aid unavailable to those who refuse to pay the interest or cannot pay it, because we have assumed that it is permissible to make that aid unavailable to them by other means, i.e. by simply deciding not to give on any terms. At least agreeing to lend at interest makes aid to those in need more available, in some sense, than it would be if we were to permissibly refuse to give at all on any terms. So how could it be worse to agree to help on some terms, rather than to refuse to help at all? 
Of course a question-begging answer is available: it is worse to lend at interest to those in desperate need than not to provide to them at all because the condition set by the lender at interest is inherently immoral – just as it would be immoral to use a person’s need as a way of getting them to commit a murder on your behalf, it is immoral to use their need to enforce an inherently immoral kind of contract. But as I said, that answer is question-begging in our context, because it already assumes that usury is inherently immoral; and the whole point of the arguments we are considering here is to show why it is immoral, which is badly done if we end up saying, as we essentially would if we gave this answer, simply that usury is immoral because it involves an immoral sort of contract. It is what makes that sort of contract immoral that we want to know. 
Perhaps we should retract the assumption that it is permissible to refuse to help at all: usury is not worse than refusing to give what is needed; rather, both refusing to give and giving only on condition of receiving interest (and the return of what is lent) are wrong. That removes the need to explain how it can possibly be morally worse to help under some condition than to refuse help at all. As we have seen, above, William of Auxerre invokes the ‘right of necessity’ in his discussion of usury, claiming that usury denies to those in need what, as a matter of justice, is owed to them. So perhaps he thought of the issue this way. But here we should be careful, because it is one thing to complain about a potential lender refusing to provide funds which are desperately needed, and another to complain about their charging interest on a loan they are prepared to make. It is, as noted above, apt to seem like profiteering to charge a price for such a loan; but if the borrower can afford to pay the interest, that extra charge does not prevent them from having what they need, and so charging interest does not amount, in fact, to refusing to provide the funds. Seeking to turn a profit on a loan which is desperately needed might, however, speak badly of the lender’s character, regardless of whether or not that extra charge puts the needed money out of reach of those who need it.
So, the lender’s character argument is apt to strike a plausible note, but (as noted above) it is a separate argument from the coercion argument. When all’s said and done, is the coercion argument itself, restricted to cases of lending what is desperately needed, successful? If so – and it might well be – it is probably because of the brute plausibility of the thought that holding a person to ransom is unjust, whether intentional or not. 
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