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Man vs. The Dollar

[bookmark: _GoBack]Gertrude Stein’s “Money” and Daniel Defoe’s “On Credit” indicate the central conflict people have with the monetary system: needing or wanting more than they can obtain. Stein deals with this from a purely monetary standpoint, saying that a dollar is a dollar and that we should not attempt to inflate the value to suit our own needs. Her argument is that money infallibly represents a certain amount of physical value, so the distortion of the dollar causes an imbalance of resources. Stein’s “Money” does not deal with the question of what happens when we must borrow more than we have in order to meet our needs or pursue our interests. Introducing Daniel Defoe’s “On Credit” creates a more controversial argument: money is money, but credit is useful. Credit, or debt, is what Stein would refer to as “pretending money isn’t money but something more.” While Stein’s text seems to advocate avoiding credit altogether, Defoe points out that Credit is necessary to trade and commerce. Stretching the dollar may be called ambition when done wisely, in order to open a shop. When one forgets that money represents a certain amount of value and uses credit to obtain more than necessary, it is mere greed. Ambition and greed come from the same drive to obtain more than one has. Greed is merely ambition out of control. It leads one to forget that money is money, and to fall into debt. The chief difficulty man has with the monetary system is his greed. However, without ambition, the monetary system wouldn’t function. What makes money difficult to use, is that the avarice that drives the economy also leads to debt and downfall.	Comment by Paige Morgan: This is a good specific angle. You'll want, I think, to mention why people do this: is it just greed, or is it necessary, in some way, to have more than you need? (I'm thinking specifically of shopkeepers like those whom Defoe is writing for.) Also, I recommend looking at the distinction between obtaining something through money vs. through labour)	Comment by Paige Morgan: Yes: a nice paraphrase of Stein's perspective.
Stein’s text cautions against being reckless with money. To illustrate this point, Stein uses the allegory of a nephew telling a father that he has seen a million horses, when in reality there were only three. Although the nephew would have liked to go on acting as though he had one million horses, the father corrects him, saying that there are only three. Because the father must use money every day, he is well aware of the difference: “When you earn money and spend money every day anybody can know the difference between a million and three.” Thus, Stein’s “Money” may be interpreted as a warning to be mindful of the true value of what one has before one spends money. If one spends a million dollars when one only had three to begin with, then one accumulates debt. That is why, according to Stein, people tend to be conservative when spending their own money: “When you spend money that you earn every day you naturally think several times before you spend more than you have, and you mostly do not.” Stein means that finally, when one is deals with money, realizing that it is a set representation of value is unavoidable. One shouldn’t let one’s greed get the best of him and attempt to obtain more than he can afford. However, Stein fails to account for those situations where spending more than one has is necessary. Stein’s “Money” does not take into account the necessity of credit to trade and commerce. 
Daniel Defoe’s “On Credit” describes credit, or the ability to take out loans to spend more than one has, as being fickle but necessary: 
“This is a coy lass, and wonderful chary of herself; yet a most necessary, useful, industrious creature: she has some qualification so peculiar, and is so very nice in her conduct, that a world of good people lose her favour, before they well know her name; others are courting her all their days to know purpose, and can never come into her good books.”
Defoe means that credit is easy to come by for those who have the means to begin with, but just as easy to lose. Others who badly need to borrow money may not have any credit at all, because they cannot be expected to pay back what is lent them. Credit is “very nice in her conduct” at first, but when one falls out of favor, Defoe explains, it is nearly impossible to get back on the good side of credit. Credit is so fickle because of the nature of money: money is a set value, and credit involves spending more than one has. It is easy, as Stein wrote in “Money,” to forget the real value of what one has when using credit. Despite the inherent risks of using credit, however, it is necessary to the prosperity of trade and commerce. Sometimes it is necessary to borrow money in order to prosper. Daniel Defoe uses the examples of trade and enterprise to illustrate this point: “For what is commerce? What invention? What stock, what trade, without credit?” Thus, introducing Defoe’s “On Credit” into the discussion creates a counterpoint to Stein’s argument. It is usually not possible to start up new enterprise without taking out a loan, for it is very hard to build on nothing. This is where credit is necessary. While Stein’s example, the father of a family, might have no occasion to take out a large loan, Defoe’s shopkeeper certainly must. While Defoe acknowledges that it is better not to need credit at all, he also states that credit is vital to commerce. Where credit is necessary, it is important that one not borrow more than one can pay back, and that one make good use of borrowed money. Defoe uses two types of shopkeepers as to illustrate this point. If the shopkeeper is wise with his loan and spends it to good use, he can pay back the interest and profit from his business. The result is prosperity for borrower and lender, and the growth of enterprise. The shop, originally built on debt, generated more money than it initially required. Thus credit is, according to Defoe, a useful and necessary invention. 
	However, the necessity of credit does not negate the fact that money is money. If the shop does not prosper, whether because the shopkeeper borrowed too much or used the money on frivolous storefront decorations, the shopkeeper cannot pay back the loan. When this happens, the shopkeeper gets on the bad side of credit. The bank loses money and the storeowner falls into debt. This is the danger of credit. Once one falls into debt, it is very difficult to get out. If too many people fall into debt, then the economy suffers. Here lies the danger of trying to pretend that money isn’t money, but something more. Still, Defoe argues for only using credit where absolutely necessary, as it is better not to have need of it at all. One must distinguish between what one needs to borrow in order to prosper, and what one merely wants. Defoe’s “On Credit” presents a more multifaceted account of Stein’s warning against debt. The distortion of the dollar is necessary to trade, commerce, and growth. The ambition to acquire more than one can pay for drives people to earn money and open businesses. However, this greed is also what leads businesses to fail, people to fall into debt, and banks to collapse. Finally, both Defoe and Stein caution against overspending. While a bit of ambition is good for the growth of industry, too much greed causes debt. And credit lost, as Defoe points out, is nearly impossible to recover: “she is gone, and perhaps may never come again as long as you live; and if she does, ‘tis with long entreaty and abundance of difficulty.” Since money represents a set value, once the balance of credit is thrown off, it is difficult to climb out of debt. Though loans are necessary to commerce, money is still money.
Stein and Defoe’s texts each advocate being conservative with money, and one text does not necessarily contradict the other. Money is money, and will always be money. However, it is sometimes necessary to stretch the value of the dollar in order to prosper. Man’s drive to acquire more than he has drives the economy, opens businesses and fuels trade. This could not be done without credit and debt. However, the nature of the dollar makes borrowing money a gamble. One must be sure that one can pay back a loan, or risk upsetting the balance of credit. This is why it is important that, even when purchasing items on credit, to keep one’s greed in check and remember that money is money. 





