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This strong stance against usury is not just limited to the
Quran but is also found in other traditions. In Hindu
scripture, the sin of usury is worse than the killing of a
learned Brâhmana. The philosopher Cato (300BC) when
asked about usurers, replied “what do you think about
murderers.” Within the Church, usurers were
excommunicated and refused burial. In literature, Dante
Alighieri's 14th-century epic poem, Inferno, places the
usurers and sodomites together in the 7th level of hell,
while Mosse Miles (1595) elegantly draws out the relation
between usury and sodomy, stating “Usury turned a
naturally barren substance fertile, while sodomy made a
naturally fertile act barren.”

The question that needs to be answered therefore is – “If
usury is so heavily condemned not just by religion but also
by the philosophers, poets, writers, in effect, condemned
by every school of thought, how then did its practice
become so mainstream and so acceptable such that in
1776?" This question was at the heart of why Adam Smith
himself, the father of capitalism, in his book The Wealth of
Nations had advocated for usury laws to be enacted - to
curb its practice.
 
To answer the question, we’d have to go back to the 14th
century where the practice of money lending morphed
into banking which all at once made the despised money
lenders become distinguished members of society.  In the
words of Gai Eaton, “Vice pays its tribute to virtue by
masquerading behind the mask of religion... ...and wickedness
walks the streets more confidently when decently clothed.”  

The difference between a riddle and a mystery is that in a
riddle every new clue takes you closer to the solution,
whereas in a mystery every new clue makes the problem
harder to solve.  Hence the title of the article because for
5000 years man has battled against usury, but it never
goes away. Every new piece of information on the
wretched effects of usury only seems to make the practice
bigger and stronger, literally giving new meaning to why
Einstein called usury the 8th wonder of the world. 
 
The word “usury” is derived from the Latin word “usura”,
meaning "use'. It refers to the charging of a fee for the use
of money. In Hebrew it is called “ribbit” while the Arabic
equivalent is “riba.” The word riba comes from the
trilateral root rā bā wāw (ر ب و) and it appears twenty
times in the Quran of which eight are in the six verses that
are directly connected to the practice of Islamic finance,
specifically (chapter:verse) 30:39, 4:161, 3:130, 2:275,
2:276, 2:278 with the word appearing thrice in 2:275.
Thematically the word symbolises growth. One who
practices usury (be it the payer, receiver or witnesses) is a
usurer (english) or murabi (arabic).

"In the Quran, not only is usury a grievous sin
but the gravity of it for the usurer is

described for both in this life “…you are in the
state of war with God and His Messenger…”
and in the hereafter “…will stand before God
(on the Day of Judgment) as those who suffer

from a mental imbalance…”

"Under divine law (from revelation) and
canon law (from scholars’ interpretations),
usury was problematic for the bankers as the
position of usury and the usurers in society
was very clear. However, as trade in Europe
became more sophisticated and trade
instruments became more complex, 
the scholars had difficulty in
reconciling their views with the
demands of the bankers.”



This however did not deter the efforts of the bankers. The
breakthrough was made with the triple contract that took
form in 1485. By 1581, the second Jesuit Congregation
approved it and in 1825 Cardinal Luzerene defended its
validity. The triple contract was able to circumvent the
usury prohibitions through elaborate legal constructs by
allowing parties[ASS1]  to enter into three separate
contracts, each sound on their own but when performed,
just like the contract mohatra, allowed an initial sum of
money to be returned with a higher sum, the mechanics as
follows: First - the original contract of partnership; second
- insurance was given in return for an assignment of future
possible gains from the partnership; and third – a contract
for an uncertain future gain being sold for a lesser certain
gain. The triple contract redefined the debtor-creditor
relationship and allowed any form of interest taking by
abolishing risk-sharing as the criterion for ownership and
the entitlement to profits or loss . 
    
As observed by Hawkes in Culture of Usury in
Renaissance England “By the end of the 17th century,
English people’s concept of usury had changed utterly, and a
set of activities that had been shunned and despised for all of
human history had undergone a miraculous redemption in the
popular mind.”  Pascal concludes, “when the legal method is
applied to a moral law, when you at the same time affirm the
moral law to be divine and immutable while you are
eviscerating it of its whole substance, you are playing fast and
loose with morality itself.” And like a mystery, maybe that is
why usury remains unsolved.

With the bankers financing trade and entrepreneurship
giving rise to new affluence, society put further pressure
on the scholars, as if the prohibition on usury was the
reason medieval Europe was being held back relative to
the sophistication of North Africa, Middle East, India and
China which had very strong trade practices. As the same
time Europe through revolts was transitioning from divine
and canon law to civil law which in turn pitted morality
against civility. 
 
Learning the methods of “hiyal” from the Muslims, a new
group of scholars arose in Europe known as the Casuists,
who practised casuistry which was the use of legal
reasoning to circumvent moral issues. Their first major
victory against the prohibition of usury was with the
contract “Mohatra” (مخاطرة). It was a contract so widely
used by the Arab traders that the Europeans simply kept
the arabic name.  Blasie Pascal the French mathematician
had this to say of the contract mohatra: “The Church had
condemned usury absolutely. It is wrong to take interest,
because you have only a right to the return of exactly what
you have lent. When it became clear that to condemn usury
was to condemn commerce, the law had to be tacitly modified
to conform to the new conditions.” The casuists achieved
this result, by an ingenious device called the contract
Mohatra—the main principle of which is simple:

I give £1000 to a man and agree to receive £1100 a year
hence. Have I not lent money at ten per cent, and
committed the sin of usury? Not a bit of it! I simply
bought goods at a low price and paid the money. That,
everyone agrees, is permissible. Soon afterwards,
indeed, I sold the same goods to the same man at a
much higher price and allowed him to pay me for them
at a later date. These were two separate transactions,
and in each of them I was perfectly justified. Therefore, I
was justified when I combined the two.

"Issuing a decree in 1679, the
Holy Office of the Vatican

condemned it, i.e. 'contractus
"mohatra" ilicitus est', stating

that such contracts violated the
biblical prohibitions on usury.”

“..they say trade is like usury, but
Allah has permitted trade and

forbidden usury….” (Quran 2:275)
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