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Chapter 3: On the Rent of Mines 
Metals (for example) are produced by nature, but are extracted by labour. Like agricultural land, mines 
tend to pay a rent; as in the case of agricultural land, the rent of mines is the effect, and not the cause, 
of the price of the product. Again as in the case of agricultural land, were there an abundance of mines of 
the same degree of fertility, there would be no rent: the price of the product would depend on the 
amount of labour required for its extraction and bringing it to market. But, given that there exist mines 
of varying productivity, the poorest (least productive, highest cost) mines would pay no rent, but the 
value of its product must be sufficient to cover the costs of to provide for the real wage of the workers 
working the land and to produce a normal profit. All other mines, of greater productivity, will produce a 
rent equal to the excess over the normal profit. This is exactly as the case of agricultural land examined 
in the previous chapter. Hence, the value of the product of mines depends not on the rate of profit, nor 
on the level of wages, nor on the rent paid. 

The value of the product of mines is, as any other product of labour, sensitive to ‘improvements’ in 
machinery and conditions of production affecting productivity. This means that, if the money 
commodity is a mined metal, then ‘however honestly the coin of a country may conform to its 
standard, money made of gold and silver is still liable to fluctuations in value, not only to accidental and 
temporary, but to permanent and natural variations, in the same manner as other commodities.’1 
Despite this, Ricardo suggests that ‘there is probably no commodity [than the money commodity] 
subject to fewer variations.’2 Ricardo reminds us of his assumption of the invariability of the value of 
money. ‘In speaking therefore of varying price, the variation will be always considered as being in the 
commodity, and never in the medium in which it is estimated.’3

                                                           
1 David Ricardo, Principles of Political Economy and Taxation, in Pierro Sraffa (ed.), The Works and Correspondence of 
David Ricardo, vol. 1 (Indianapolis, 2004) (hereafter P), p. 86. Ricardo notes the effect of the discovery of mines in 
America. 
2 P, p. 86. ‘This and the other advantages which these metals possess, such as their hardness, their malleability, 
their divisibility, and many more, have justly secured the preference every where given to them, as a standard for 
the money of civilized countries.’ 
3 P, p. 87. 

 


