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INTRODUCTION 

In Japan, by 2016, about 800 community currencies were issued (Kobayashi, Miyazaki, and Yoshida, 2020), the 

majority being analog, and digital being in the minority1. However, since 2017, new types of digital community 

currencies have emerged in Japan. 

One example is Sarubobo2 Coin—it was released on December 4, 2017 to revitalize the local economy and for di-

versification of payment methods for tourists. Through a smartphone app, it can be used in Takayama, Hida, and 

Shirakawa. Besides for payment at member stores, it can also be used for payments between individuals, city taxes, 

and counter fees in Takayama. As of October 14, 2019, the amount of charge was 946,951 thousand coins, total 

payment made 911,672 thousand coins, and number of payments 254,449. There are 1,136 member stores with 

9,467 users. From August 2020, it has become possible to exchange the currency for Enepo, a wooden community 

currency issued in Takayama, thus forming a new link between digital and analog community currencies in the 

region. 

Several other digital community currencies have also been issued in Japan, including Aqua Coin in Kisarazu, Chiba 

Prefecture, Shimokita Coin in Shimokitazawa, Tokyo, Kintetsu Shimakaze Coin in the Ise-Shima region of Mie Pre-

fecture, NISEKO Pay in Niseko, Hokkaido, and Dacha Coin in Sado, Niigata Prefecture. Like analog community cur-

rencies, these too have been issued to revitalize local economies, but their issuing organizations, such as banks and 

corporations, are different from those of conventional community currencies. Which aspects of analog community 

currencies will be retained and which ones will be revamped by the digitization of community currencies? We need 

to rethink everything that will and will not be possible with digitization. 

RAMICS 2019 IN TAKAYAMA 

The 5th biennial RAMICS International Congress in Japan was held in Takayama, Gifu Prefecture, from September 

11th to 15th, 2019. The theme was “Going Digital? New Possibilities of Digital-Community Currency Systems,” with 

the aim of estimating the possibilities of digital local currency from various perspectives. At the congress, an aca-

demic conference (September 11th to 12th), excursion (September 13th), and a practitioner’s conference (Septem-

ber 14th to 15th) were held. In the academic conference, 88 people from 26 countries participated. There were 60 
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oral presentations and three poster presentations (of these 63, seven were in Japanese and 56 in English)3. This 

special issue is a selection of papers from those reported at the academic conference. 

The RAMICS Best Paper Award (BPA) was established at this conference. Based on the conference report, members 

of the RAMICS Management Committee, chaired by Jérôme Blanc, selected the following seven papers for the first 

round, apart from the awarded paper. 

• Paul Weaver and Gabriella Spinelli, “Experimenting with a structured approach to building complementary 

economies for community resilience and positive social impact using digital social currencies and social 

valuation of transactions”. 

• Meng Han and Akira Ueda, “Characteristics of Community Currency that Contributes to Endogenous Re-

gional Activation”.  

• Pavan Henrique and Luiz Arthur Faria, “An analysis of cryptocurrencies as a phenomenon of innovation: 

impact on monetary systems and possibilities of social appropriations”. 

• Xebax Christy, Dante Edme-Sanjuro, Mathilde Fois-Duclerc, Yannick Lung, Julien Milanesi, Fabienne Pinos, 

Nicolas Piriou, and Txomin Poveda, “The impact of digitization on the trajectory of a local currency: The 

Eusko in the French Basque Country”.  

• Yuji Aruka, “The rise of smart contract and its complex impacts on the digital ecosystem”.  

• Sothearath Seang and Dominique Torre, “Proof of Work and Proof of Stake consensus protocols: a block-

chain application for local complementary currencies”. 

These seven were further examined in the second round, after which a winner was chosen—Fabienne Pinos, “How 

could blockchain be a key resource in the value creation process of a local currency? A case study centered on 

Eusko.” The jury’s report stated, “This article displayed a clear and interesting research question: on the basis of a 

strong conceptual framework, the author explored how the development of a blockchain-based digital version of a 

local currency could contribute further to the public value creation of this currency. The paper especially analyzed 

the case of the Eusko, which is the most successful case of an associative local currency in France and Europe, and 

which is located in the northern Basque country. On the basis of a clear understanding of the nature of blockchains 

and the way they can be used for a local currency, the paper balanced pros and cons. In the peculiar context of the 

Eusko, it concluded that a blockchain would not add any public value to the project. What was especially interesting 

was the conclusion that, beyond the hype, blockchains are not the inescapable form of digitalization; but also the 

recognition by the author of the contingency of such a conclusion” (RAMICS 2019, 9). 

CONTENTS 

The special issue will be published in two volumes; this is the first, comprising the following eight papers. 

1. Fabienne PINOS/ How could blockchain be a key resource in the value creation process of a local cur-

rency? A case study centered on Eusko. 

2. Dante Edme-Sanjurjoa, Mathilde Fois-Duclercb, Yannick Lungc, Julien Milanesid, and Fabienne Pinos/ 

The Eusko’s trajectory. Understanding the success of the complementary local currency of the North-

ern Basque Country. 

3. Marcus Petz/ When is money not a currency? Developments from Finland of proto-community curren-

cies. 

4. Han Meng and Akira Ueda/ Characteristics of Community Currency that Contribute to Endogenous Re-

gional Activation: Based on case studies of three community currencies—Ma~yu, Tengu, and Awa 

Money. 

5. Dmitry Berg and Olga Zvereva/ Complementary currency localization in closed contours of economic 

exchange: theoretical background and experimental verification. 

6. Luiz Arthur S. Faria, Fernando G. Severo, Henrique L. Cukierman, and Eduardo H. Diniz/ Mumbuca E-

dinheiro and the challenges of community governance: requirements, codes, and data. 

7. Chikako Nakayama and Manabu Kuwata/ An investigation of social and credit theory of money focus-

ing on regional and crypto currencies. 

8. Rolf F.H. Schroeder/ “Monetary Plurality” and “Currencies for an Alternative Economy”: Two para-

digms of complementary currency research. 
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The first two papers are on Eusko, a local currency in the Basque Country of France, with the former focusing on 

the contribution of blockchain to local currencies, and the latter on the factors that contribute to the development 

of Eusko; the first paper won the BPA at RAMICS 2019. The third paper is a case study of several digitally based 

schemes recently operating in Finland where some functions and properties of money are evident. The fourth is a 

survey of 49 community currencies in Japan, and focuses on the “community endogenous collaboration type” of 

community currency. The fifth examines the conditions under which complementary currencies function by using 

mathematical models and agent-based simulations. The sixth explores the governance process of digital comple-

mentary currencies for Mumbuca DCC, and the seventh the relationship between the state and market in monetary 

theory, using sociality as a keyword. Finally, the eighth, through a literature review, asks whether there is sufficient 

linguistic commonality between cryptocurrency and traditional complementary currency researchers. 

Thus, using an analysis of digital community/complementary currency precedents, a literature review, and simula-

tion analysis, this issue includes discussions on the technologies that lead to digitization of community/comple-

mentary currency, governance of issuing organizations, nature of digital money, and common debate based on pre-

vious community/complementary currency research and cryptocurrency research. Through these studies, we can 

consider the potential for digitization of community/complementary currencies. 

Finally, we would like to thank the reviewers for their cooperation on this special issue; without them, the study of 

community/complementary currencies would not have been possible. The second volume of this special issue is 

scheduled for publication in March 2021. 

REFERENCES 

Blanc J. (2019), RAMICS2019 best paper award Jury’s report, RAMICS Newsletter #2, December 2019, 9. 

Kobayashi, S., Miyazaki, Y., and Yoshida, M. (2020), “Historical transition of community currencies in Japan” Inter-

national Journal of Community Currency Research Volume 24 (Winter 2020) 1–10; www.ijccr.net; ISSN 1325-9547; 

DOI http://dx.doi.org/10.15133/j.ijccr.2020.001. 

NOTES 

1 In our research, we found 56 digital community currencies—32 IC-card type and 24 online-payment type—by 

2016 in Japan. 

2 “Sarubobo” is a traditional doll made in Hida-Takayama and other areas of Gifu Prefecture in Japan. The word 

“Sarubobo” means “baby monkey.” In recent years, it is often seen as a souvenir of the Hida region, but it was orig-

inally used as a talisman to pray for good luck in childbirth and marriage, as well as for good growth and health. 

3 Information related to the congress is posted on the following website: https://sites.google.com/view/ramics-

2019-takayama/top 



 

To cite this article: Pinos, F. (2020) ‘How could blockchain be a key resource in the value creation process of a local currency? 
A case study centered on eusko’ International Journal of Community Currency Research Volume 24 (Summer 2020) 1-13; 
www.ijccr.net; ISSN 1325-9547; DOI http://dx.doi.org/10.15133/j.ijccr.2020.008 

 

International Journal of 

Community Currency Research 
VOLUME 24 (SUMMER 2020) 1-13 

 

 

 

HOW COULD BLOCKCHAIN BE A KEY RESOURCE IN 
THE VALUE CREATION PROCESS OF A LOCAL CUR-
RENCY? A CASE STUDY CENTERED ON EUSKO 
 

Fabienne Pinos* 

 

* IUT de Bayonne et du Pays Basque, Université de Pau et des Pays de l’Adour, Bayonne, France 

fabienne.pinos@univ-pau.fr 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Blockchain is seen as a major financial innovation for the years to come; it interests financial industry 

as well as some local currencies. Thus, it seems appropriate to analyze how Blockchain could be a 

key resource in the value creation process of a local currency. 

Our article aims first to analyze the potential contributions of Blockchain for local currencies. Then, 

we compare these contributions to the key resources and activities identified in the study of the value 

creation process of Eusko, the first European currency in circulation since the end of 2018. Launched 

in June 2011, managed by the association Euskal Moneta (EM), this initiative aims at creating value 

that can be considered as public value (Moore, 1995). We use the canvas of Osterwalder & al. (2011) 

to identify the key resources and activities of EM's business model and explore how blockchain tech-

nology might or might not support them. 

We show that several factors can slow or even preclude the adoption of such a technology in an in-

novative context that solicits, in various forms, the adaptive capacities of project stakeholders. 

Through this case study, we wish to contribute to develop knowledge about economic models of local 

currencies. 

KEYWORDS 

Local currency, blockchain, value creation, trust, transition.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Blockchain generates strong interest from financial institutions. In parallel with some individual initiatives, focused 

on the development of innovation laboratories (Barclays, BBVA, UBS...), collective projects such as R3 CEV created 

in 2014, or more recently Komgo SA in 2018, have been launched. The financial industry does not hide the fact that 

it expects this new technology to provide greater security, lower costs and better control of error risks. 

However, literature shows fundamental opposition in the motivations behind the creation of virtual versus local 

currencies (Dupré, Servet and Ponsot, 2015; Fourel, Magnen and Meunier, 2015). Yet, both participate in economic 

exchanges and aim to form communities. It also appears that the technologies underlying current virtual currencies 

could be used for other purposes than purely commercial or speculative ones (Lee, 2015; Gladden, 2015). For ex-

ample, the opensource ComChain software launched at the end of 2017 and developed by Monnaie Léman , is based 

on a blockchain technology and designed to serve a local currency.  

In a context where financial intermediaries see this technology as a major innovation for the coming years, where 

some local currencies are also interested in, it seems appropriate to try to analyze how Blockchain could constitute 

a key resource in the process of value creation for a local currency.  

The first part of this paper aims to examine the potential contributions of this new technology for local currencies. 

We will rely here on a literature review (Nakamoto, 2008; Greenspan, 2015; Suichies, 2015) and on the innovative 

example of the e-leman from Monnaie Léman1. In the second part, we will compare these contributions to the key 

resources and activities identified in the study of the value creation process of the Eusko, the first European cur-

rency in volume since the end of 2018.  

Launched in June 2011 by the volunteers of the non-profit organization Euskal Moneta (EM), the objectives of the 

Eusko are multiple and ambitious: "relocation of the economy, protection and promotion of the Basque language, 

strengthening of ecological and solidarity practices and social cohesion". Anchored in a geographical and cultural 

territory with a strong "civic capital" (Itçaina, 2010), designed and created by the non-profit local sector, this initi-

ative encourages new forms of cooperation for the benefit of societal causes and aims to create value that can be 

described as public (Moore, 1995). We use the matrix of Osterwalder & al. (2015), focused on value creation, to 

identify the key resources and activities of EM’s economic model and study how a blockchain technology might or 

might not support them. 

We show that, despite certain advantages, several factors can hinder or even exclude the adoption of such a tech-

nology in a context of innovation that requires, in various forms, the adaptability of the project stakeholders. 

Through this case study, we wish to contribute to develop knowledge about economic models of local currencies. 

Methodology 

A documentary analysis (content of websites www.euskalmoneta.org, http://monnaie-leman.org, 

https://www.poi.app, https://www.impak.eco/fr/, press articles, interviews with elected officials, etc.), interviews 

and working sessions with Dante Edme-Sanjurjo, General Manager of Euskal Moneta, provided the necessary ma-

terials to formalize EM's Business Model and analyze its positioning with regard to digital solutions. This explora-

tory work is part of a larger collective study on local currencies in Nouvelle Aquitaine (MoLoNA, 2018-2020) that 

began in late 2018, driven by the Maison des Sciences de l’Homme d’Aquitaine and funded by the Région Nouvelle-

Aquitaine. 

2. THE POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE BLOCKCHAIN FOR LOCAL CURRENCIES 

2.1. Literature review 

What are local currencies wishes and objectives? 

The purpose of local currencies, also known as "social" currencies, is "to promote different exchange and even pro-

duction practices with the aim of social and sometimes political transformation." (Blanc and Fare, 2012). They do 

not aspire to replace the existing monetary system but propose to address some of its weaknesses. The motivations 
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behind local currencies are multiple. On the one hand, there’s the question of combining short circuits and respon-

sible consumption in order to generate local economic development as well as human and social development. On 

the other hand, there’s the question of promoting monetary diversity in order to strengthen the sustainability of 

the global monetary system (Lietaer, 2009).  

For Blanc (2018), complementary local currencies (CLCs) pursue three complementary and interdependent pur-

poses: 

• Socio-economic goals or in others words: "the aspiration to redefine what wealth is and what goes against 

it", 

• Purposes of monetary contestation in opposition to the sovereignty of the monetary institution and the 

"delegation of management to a hierarchical banking system that issues money by interest-bearing credit", 

• Aims of community construction, as an objective in itself and as a "way to achieve the previous aims". 

The CLCs are thus part of three critical mindsets: anti-capitalist, anti-banking system (distrust) and pro-decentral-

ization. 

They are a vector of social belonging (Théret, 2007) as they carry within them another convention of exchange 

relationships, "another cognitive and ethical framework" (Gadrey, Jany-Catrice 2016). 

For their members, they are therefore full of promises in both short and medium terms. In the short term, they 

allow inclusion in a group and offer open support and opportunity to those who wish to take concrete action for 

societal change. No one is excluded from this simple and accessible means of action. In a longer term, they promise 

or hope for a socio-economic impact towards a more sustainable and inclusive societal organization. As a tool or 

service, the value proposition of an CLC is embodied in three dimensions: a feeling of belonging, empowerment and 

societal transformation. 

What are the main obstacles to achieving this today? 

The French Economic and Social and Environmental Council notes that "the creation of these new currencies often 

takes place during periods of geopolitical (conflicts, wars) or economic crisis in order to meet unsatisfied or poorly 

met user needs" (ESEC, 2015). According to the definition of social innovation given by the High Council of the Social 

and Solidarity Economy (HCSSE), these currencies are part of these innovative processes. 

« Social innovation is the development of new responses to new or poorly met social needs under current conditions of 

market and social policy, involving the participation and cooperation of relevant actors, including users. These inno-

vations concern both the product or service, as well as the modes of organization, distribution, [...]. They go through a 

process of several steps: emergence, experimentation, dissemination, evaluation. » (HCSSE, 2011) 

However, as social innovations, many French CLCs struggle to overcome the emergence/experimentation phases. 

The initiatives are abundant. At the end of 2016, it was possible to count more than 54 local currencies in the pipe-

line, in use or having been used (Blanc et Fare, 2018). However, users are still few in number. With more than one 

million units in circulation at the beginning of 2019, Eusko is the most important local currency in Europe. However, 

it still has only 3200 individual members and 912 professionals, including 688 companies. The population of the 

Basque Country includes about 142,000 households and nearly 47,000 companies (Basque Country Economic Ob-

servatory, 2017). If we consider one member per household, in less than 7 years, Eusko has reached 1.8% of the 

population and 1.5% of the companies.  

In concrete terms, the economic model of scale change, and sometimes even simple sustainability, is difficult to 

define and implement. 

Non-profit associations must nevertheless gather human and financial resources to maintain and/or develop the 

use of their CLC. Many face the difficulty of designing a sustainable economic model to cope with volunteer exhaus-

tion, grant volatility, complex funding of operational costs, in the absence of sufficiently remunerative activities. 
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To maintain the motivation of volunteers, recruit members, obtain public support, these organizations also face the 

problem of proof: how can they demonstrate the territorial impacts of the circulation and use of a CLC? 

Despite the difficulties in assessing their impacts and the uncertainty about the evolution scenarios over the next 

few years (Blanc, 2018), some positive effects on the local economy have been demonstrated (Lietaer, 2009; Rud-

dick, 2011; Fare, 2016). But the equation is complex in reality because to produce visible or measurable effects, the 

number of transactions in local currency must be significant. The number of users and the speed of circulation of 

the currency are key elements of impact production. To succeed, it would be a matter of entering a virtuous circle 

in which money circulates in satisfactory quantity and speed to produce measurable impacts, highlighting these 

impacts to recruit new members, obtain subsidies, etc. However, reaching a significant threshold of transactions 

requires an initial cost that few organizations can afford. 

In this context, digital deployment is not only a major challenge for CLCs (Martins, 2018) in order to facilitate their 

dissemination, increase their speed of circulation, evaluate the activity but also a challenge due to the human and 

financial needs involved. Several technical choices are available to CLCs. We question below the potential benefits 

of blockchain technology for the digitization of a CLC. 

Objectives and potential of Blockchain 

In the founding article on Bitcoin and Blockchain, its technological support, it was first and foremost a question of 

offering users an alternative to traditional financial systems by ensuring secure and disintermediated transactions. 

Indeed, the financialization of the economy and the development of Internet commerce seemed to give financial 

institutions the status of trusted third parties that seemingly cannot be bypassed. The impossibility of ensuring the 

irreversibility of digital financial transactions and the risk of double spending apparently gave these institutions an 

essential economic function. In contrast to this form of monopoly, Blockchain, when it was created, proposed a peer-

to-peer system, capable of generating proof of calculations certifying the chronological order of transactions - and 

thus solving the problem of double spending - while avoiding the mediation costs charged by financial institutions 

(Nakamoto, 2008). Thus, one of the stated aims of the project was to bypass mediation costs that increase transac-

tion costs, particularly for low-value exchanges. An a priori goal in favour of improving the accessibility of financial 

services. In this respect, the blockchain technology was in line with the critical positions of the CLCs regarding anti-

banking system and decentralization. 

With regard to Bitcoin, these objectives do not seem to have stood the test of time. Mike Hearn, pioneer of the pro-

gram, denounced in 2016 a system controlled by a few people, a saturated network capacity, more expensive trans-

actions than if they had been generated with a credit card.  

On the other hand, the underlying blockchain technology has opened up other perspectives such as the use of work 

evidence to achieve actions that are useful to society. Like Bitcoin, Curecoin uses the SHA256 algorithm but, unlike 

the first, the computing power of the network is used for research against cancer, Alzheimer's disease or Parkin-

son's disease as part of the Folding@home program. Minors are paid on the basis of their contribution to the calcu-

lations necessary for this research (Lee, 2015).  

In addition, the hypothesis of the design of intelligent crypto-currencies, capable of self-regulating their use in ac-

cordance with ethical principles, has also been studied (Gladden, 2015). This is essentially based on the progress 

already made and still to come in the field of artificial intelligence. As a result, it can only be confirmed or invalidated 

in the light of future technological developments. 

The technologies underlying current virtual currencies can therefore be used for purposes other than purely com-

mercial or speculative. Gideon Greenspan (2015) specifies the contexts - blue lines in the figure below - in which a 

blockchain has added value: 
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Figure 1: Contexts conducive to the creation of added value through the use of a blockchain. 

Source: Author based on Greenspan (2015) and Suichies (2015). 

The red arrows symbolize the context of a CLC type virtual currency: a database is required to record transactions, 

the latter are generated by users who do not know each other, without a trusted third party intermediary but the 

participants, individuals and/or companies, wish to control the functionalities of the system that manages the trans-

actions. The diagram above suggests a hybrid blockchain, which would avoid the concentration of power currently 

observed on Bitcoin. This support seems to have several advantages for the development of a complementary local 

currency. 

First, the hybrid nature makes it possible to establish a governance committee and organize transactions according 

to democratically established rules. It covers the risk of oligarchy seen in Bitcoin and responds to the participatory 

ambitions of local currencies. For example, the control of functionalities can avoid the obstacles linked to anonym-

ity: transactions can appear with a reference in the general ledger and the governance committee can maintain a 

correspondence file between the reference and the legal entity or natural person. It can also automate conditions 

for the loss of value of currency over time (melting currency) without a time-consuming and potentially error-prone 

manual process, as well as define in advance the rules for conversion into national currency. 

The public nature of the transactions can improve confidence in the local currency, from the project participants as 

well as from the institutions. The risk of fraud (forgery) is limited, the popularity of the currency is easily assessed 

by users thanks to the transparency on the number of exchanges and the amounts exchanged, the risks of being 

"assimilated to the underground economy" (ESEC, 2015) are also reduced because of this transparency. The general 

ledger can facilitate the control of compliance with social security and tax obligations as well as the correct appli-

cation of the regulations. 

Finally, any participant can become a de facto volunteer, by using the computing power of his computer to serve the 

network. While a CLC can quickly blow out a small group of volunteers, automation of tasks and collective invest-

ment can significantly reduce this barrier. 

A potential disadvantage is the virtualization of transactions. According to the ESEC (2015), "placing the IT tool at 

the center of the system makes it impossible to build social links between individuals". However, the success of 

social networks seems to indicate the opposite and the fact that transactions are dematerialized does not imply the 

absence of physical contact between network participants. Computerization, virtualization does not always mean 

deterritorialization. It opens up opportunities, for sectors from which the players may be geographically distant, for 

Red arrows symbolize
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traders who will not have to invest in any specific equipment or account management, without opposing local rela-

tionships or feeling of community belonging. 

A second point of vigilance concerns the energy costs induced by virtualization. Such a system should be subject to 

an impact measure in order to remain consistent with the ecological transition ambition of users of local currencies. 

Therefore, from a theoretical point of view, the virtualization of complementary local currencies seems to provide 

solutions that are favourable to their development. However, these benefits can only be confirmed once they have 

been put into practice. Technically, the hybrid blockchain that could be used would have to guarantee safety, relia-

bility and fluidity to users, at a sustainable cost, without losing the societal values inherent to the project. On all 

these points, it must be comparable with other tools allowing a digital switchover for a local currency. 

2.2. From theory to practice, some examples of use (e-leman, impakCoin, Poi) 

Le Léman is a local French-Swiss currency. Launched in Geneva in September 2015, it aims to promote socially and 

ecologically responsible economic practices in the Lake Geneva cross-border living area. At mid-2019, it has about 

1600 individual members and 550 businesses or companies’ members. It has a dual specificity: first, it is both local 

and cross-border, secondly, it exists as a cryptocurrency since 2017 but has maintained as well its paper notes form. 

Initially developed for its own account, the open source software ComChain from Monnaie Léman is based on a 

blockchain technology. The blockchain application of Monnaie Léman allows both the issuance of currency guaran-

teed by an official currency stock and mutual credit between companies based on the Swiss WIR and Sardinian 

Sardex models. The advantages highlighted are a stronger security of transactions, a more democratic and trans-

parent process, and greater independence due to the use of free software. Other functionalities are considered (Bos-

qué, 2017). The first is to integrate a time credit unit that would enhance the value of volunteering. The second 

considers the blockchain support as a tool for measuring the impact (social, ecological, economic) of the transac-

tions recorded. Finally, this tool would be a technical solution for the development of participatory impact invest-

ments, i.e. projects whose social, economic and ecological impacts would be measured. All these functionalities cor-

respond to the ambitions of local currencies and seem to provide technical solutions in line with the economic sus-

tainability and scale change issues they face. 

The dissemination of ComChain is non-profit, i.e. the expected remuneration depends on the actual costs of the work 

performed. The software was thus proposed to other local currencies, with two priced offers that were intended to 

be adapted to local currencies: a basic offer at €5,000 excluding VAT per year and a "turnkey" offer with a price that 

varies according to the number of members. These offers were available in 2017 but it should be noted that this 

pricing has been removed from the website and no longer appears in 2019. 

Comchain “turnkey” offer 2017: “For CLCs or companies that prefer to delegate the entire service and its operation to 

Comchain, a rate per month and per member is proposed:” 

 

Source : Monnaie Léman website, 2017. 

Applied to the Eusko currency, this pricing proposed in 2017 is in reality unsustainable for an CLC: 

688 companies x 20 € / month = 13760 € / month 

and, 3200 individuals x 2€ / month = 6400 € / month 
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In addition, "the blockchain solution developed by Monnaie Léman requires a strong mobilization of technical skills 

of IT specialists to secure the system and these resources are not always present internally" (Martin, 2018). Finally, 

from an organizational point of view, the "efforts of pedagogy, collective experimentation, and sometimes remind-

ers" needed to implement such a solution are generally poorly anticipated by project leaders (Le Crosnier and Vidal, 

2017). 

In France, Tera2 project declared is interest in Comchain solution in 2017 but finally adopted the Abeille, a CLC 

whose digital form is supported by Cylaos ICT, a non-blockchain software. 

In parallel with Monnaie Léman, two initiatives deserve to be mentioned to further explore the potential of using a 

blockchain technology for a CLC. The first, developed by Impak Finance, was born in Canada in 2017. The Impak 

Coin is defined as "the first stable crypto-currency, designed to support the growth of the impact economy by pro-

moting loyalty, rewarding collaboration and encouraging responsible purchasing from qualified members of the 

Impak platform"3. For its promoters, the Impak Coin combines "the advantages and functionalities of complemen-

tary currencies, reward programs and new decentralized virtual currencies." In practice, it is an application that 

allows you to buy products and services from companies selected on the basis of social responsibility, to pay peer-

to-peer, to invest in projects deemed to have positive impact on society, to be rewarded in Impak Coins for a socially 

and ecologically responsible behaviour. Transactions are free for the user, the security and energy efficiency of the 

system are highlighted as Impak Finance's strengths. However, the economic model of the structure has not been 

demonstrated since it accumulated a deficit of approximately C$3.7 million, or nearly €2.6 million, between April 

2016 and April 20184. In France, a similar initiative was launched in 2018 with the objective of "building on the 

blockchain to develop the use of the various complementary currencies already in existence and reward individual 

behaviour that promotes the resilience of the territory"5. This initiative named POI defined itself as "a decentralized 

ecosystem that measures and values positive behaviours, whatever they may be, in order to bring the impact econ-

omy into a new era". In practice, POI is both the name of an application and the unit of impact measurement it 

evaluates. The system suggests services, previously selected on the basis of social and environmental impact crite-

ria. Each use of selected services produces "Poi" that can be exchanged in local currency or donated to local projects. 

This service is presented as a reliable tool for digitizing local currencies. One year after its launch, the application's 

presentation website appears dormant, no data is available on the number of users or the current status of the tool. 

The list of service providers is not available online. When asked, the site managers said that this information would 

be put online in September-October 2019. 

This theoretical and practical short inventory makes it possible to summarize below the main potential advantages 

and disadvantages of using a blockchain technology for a CLC today. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Democratically established rules, 

Improved confidence, 

Transactions security, 

Multi-functional support: 

- guaranteed currency and mutual credit, 

- value of volunteering, 

- impact measurement tool, 

- participatory investment platform 

High entry costs for project leaders: 

- costs in assets (material investment), 

- human costs of supporting change 

both in terms of internal organization 

and with regard to users 

No evidence of the sustainability of the 

emerging solutions, unbalanced Busi-

ness Models at time 

 

If the disadvantages identified are real, it should be noted that the listed advantages remain potential as long as no 

CLC has empirically demonstrated them all. At this stage, our observations highlight rather a slow implementation, 

a low transparency of the models under test and a non-provided proof of their entire technical efficiency. 
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In this context, it seems to us enlightening to compare, in the second part, the arguments put forward by the de-

fenders of blockchain support with the positioning of Euskal Moneta, manager of Eusko, the leading European local 

currency. 

3. KEY RESOURCES AND KEY ACTIVITIES IN THE VALUE CREATION PROCESS OF EUSKAL MONETA 

3.1. An objective of creating public value 

Among the many local currency projects initiated in Europe, Eusko became the leading european currency regard-

ing the number of units in circulation at the end of 2018. Conceived in June 2011 by volunteers from the current 

Euskal Moneta (EM) non-profit organization, based in a geographical and cultural area with strong "civic capital" 

(Itçaina, 2010)6, this initiative aims to establish new forms of cooperation in the service of societal causes. Its cur-

rency was launched on the January 31st, 2013. In nearly eight years, the cooperation generated has been observed 

between various economic agents: individuals, professionals, associations but also public institutions. 

Moore (1995) argues that private companies create private value for the benefit of their owners, while public or-

ganizations generate public value, one component of which can be assimilated to general interest, for the benefit of 

citizens and other stakeholders. Coming from a citizen collective, EM shows in its statutes its vocation to create 

public value.  

According to the documentary study and interviews conducted, it appears that the diffusion of the Eusko, in paper 

or digital form, aims to the creation of public value at various scales: individual, collective/community, societal. 

Value propositions take different forms depending on the stakeholders involved.  

• For individual members, the use of Eusko guarantees that each act of purchase is a civic act in accordance 

with its values and convictions. It allows members not only to show which model of society they wish to 

pursue but also to contribute to transforming society towards this model closer to their values.  The user 

votes for a societal orientation and puts into practice an action that simultaneously contributes to it. It is 

therefore possible to consider that for the user, the value proposition of EM is a capacity for expression and 

action, an "empowerment", in favour of a societal model in accordance with his convictions. 

• For the recruited companies, the acceptance of Eusko as a means of payment contributes to their position-

ing. Listed in the EM online directory, identified by a specific display at the point of sale, these service pro-

viders show that they correspond to the selection criteria defined by EM and that they are committed to 

meeting challenges such as integrating local suppliers and/or improving the recovery of their waste. Pri-

vate structures that accept Eusko subscribe to new organizational constraints: monitoring of specific re-

ceipts and accounting, recruitment of new suppliers, membership fees, conversion fees7, etc. In return for 

these obligations, these organizations have a differentiation tool to better exist in their respective markets. 

EM's value proposition to these users would be, as a label or certification would do, a means of demonstrat-

ing compliance with criteria valued by their own customers. 

• For associations / non-profit organizations, the use of Eusko also promises a way to promote a societal 

orientation in accordance with their values. They can also expect to benefit from donations from EM re-

sources. By accepting to pay and be paid in euskos, theses associations gain new visibility, enter a commu-

nity, strengthen their networks and the dissemination capacity of their social object.  This network also 

appears as a springboard for EM, each association being a potential relay for recruiting new members. 

• For local authorities or public services, membership of EM offers an opportunity to show solidarity with, 

and concretely participate to, an initiative that aims at a collective territorialized benefit.  

Thus, the value propositions formulated by EM can meet various expectations depending on their target while con-

verging towards a common objective, the social purpose of EM. In accordance with the Canvas strategic analysis 

model (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2011), to implement these value propositions and produce public value, EM must 

rely on key resources and key activities without which the association could not continue. 
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3.2. Euskal Moneta's key activities and resources 

Key activities 

For Dante Edme-Sanjurjo, EM's Managing Director, the organization must first and foremost master the processes 

of issuing and making money available for users, both in its paper version and in its digital version. Indeed, EM's 

strategy is based on both supports in accordance with its founding philosophy of openness and inclusion. To date, 

since the creation of the digital eusko in 2017, the quantity of paper banknotes in circulation has remained stable. 

In this respect, the Eusko has followed the same trajectory as the Chiemgauer when it launched its digital tool. For 

the EM Steering Committee, this demonstrates the need to offer the two means of payment to members and to make 

them easy to use, similar to traditional means of payment, so that there is « no other obstacle for people than to 

want to commit themselves ». 

Secondly, there is the solicitation of professionals, or "acceptors", so that they grow in number but also in the variety 

of products and services offered. EM also needs to recruit people to set up local networks so that BtoC acceptors 

can find ways to use their euskos in BtoB transactions. 

Also spontaneously mentioned were communication with individuals and all the actions aimed at facilitating the 

use of euskos: "making the tool accessible, pleasant and practical". 

Other activities such as seeking subsidies or human resources management were also mentioned later, demonstrat-

ing the many challenges to be overcome to ensure the sustainability of the structure. We will focus here more par-

ticularly on the four spontaneously judged critical. 

Partners and key resources 

In order to sustain these essential activities, EM must be able to rely on key partners and resources.  

Thus, to recruit volunteers and members, to communicate with individual users, EM has relied since its creation on 

non-profit organizations historically positioned in the defence of territorial values and already recognized for their 

actions. From the very beginning, it was a question of gradually building trust and legitimacy. Here, trust has been 

based on shared values, pedagogy and interpersonal relationships, regardless of any technology. This empirical 

observation is consistent with the results of Manas and Bosc-Haddad (2017) for whom "technological solutionism, 

which would like to establish trust by algorithms, without social or legal anchoring, is illusory. »   

The legitimacy of EM, for its part, comes from all stakeholders. However, at the local level, public authorities have 

been able to strengthen this legitimacy by supporting the associative initiative that they help to institutionalize. 

Public partnership has also proved to be financially unavoidable. 

With regard to the key activity "issuing and putting into circulation paper euskos", EM benefits from the commit-

ment of retailers who act as exchange offices. Volunteers also prepare and securely transport these physical funds. 

With regard to dematerialized euskos, the skills needed to design and maintain a high-performance IT system as 

well as the skills needed to control operations proved to be central. 

Thus, in terms of resources, the activity could not continue without the human skills dedicated to managing and 

animating the network, nor a computer system that ensures the follow-up and security of transactions. While some 

of the IT tools are open source, data security remains a sensitive issue in an area where trust is fundamental. 

We note that when launching a CLC such as Eusko as well as in its current development phase, the key resources 

are essentially human: ability to create links between people, time made available and given to the project, technical 

skills. Without major technological innovation, EM has demonstrated a high degree of autonomy in its ability to 

conceptualize an alternative to the dominant system and to unite people and organizations around values already 

anchored in the Basque non-profit network.  

The switchover to digital and therefore IT support undoubtedly supported the key activity of facilitating the use of 

euskos, but among the solutions proposed the blockchain technology, despite the advantages highlighted above, 
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was quickly discarded. Indeed, in the opinion of the Steering Committee, it had no specific advantage in favour of 

the value creation process implemented by EM. 

3.3. Reactivity, support and confidence, major assets of the Eusko 

"For the digital switchover, we needed a fast and effective solution”. As early as 2015, EM is looking into the different 

technologies available. The blockchain solution was then only emerging and its reliability too little demonstrated 

to be seriously studied. Very quickly, and unanimously among the Steering Committee, 100% mobile systems were 

also rejected, because they were considered too selective, as were INGENICO terminals, which would have associ-

ated EM with banking circuits. EM decided moving towards investing in a proprietary electronic payment terminal 

circuit, a more expensive solution but more in line with its concern for responsiveness, efficiency and autonomy. 

This decision was validated by the entire governance circuit: the various technical options were proposed to the 

Committee of Colleges8, then to the General Assembly, which validated the options adopted by the Steering Com-

mittee. 

The Euskocart was launched in 2017 and fulfils its mission of facilitating the use of currency for members. 

While banks and fintechs are developing mobile payment solutions to improve the user experience, EM remains 

pragmatic, considering that the appropriation rate of this payment method is still too low to consider a new invest-

ment.  

To develop, EM choices remain attentive to slow and progressive changes in users’ behaviour and favour opera-

tional capabilities, visibility and transparency. The Steering Committee members need to feel full trust in EM’s tools, 

and they see their own trust as a condition so that users broadly share this trust. Among the forms of trust identified 

by Aglietta and Orléan (1998) - methodical or mimetic, hierarchical because based on collective power, and ethical 

- EM focuses primarily on this ethical dimension. Here, questioning a dominant value system brings individuals 

together to form a collective, a community.  

Nevertheless, for EM, the desire to change scale stems from the conviction that it is necessary to "move away from 

a purely protester and militant logic", "to integrate the greatest number" to move towards real societal change. The 

march is already high to massively redirect consumption behaviors towards a relocated economy, so it is a matter 

of facilitating the transition with operational tools already anchored in the habits of the majority of users. EM thus 

seems to adopt a strategy of small steps, focused on the realization of its value propositions, continuously adapting 

to the needs, even to the habits, of users, without imposing a major technological revolution on a public not very 

familiar with the Blockchain, still too often negatively assimilated to the Bitcoin. 

Thus, the potential benefits of a blockchain technology, as identified in the first part, do not present any added value 

to date for the first European local currency. 

Here, for the moment, neither the establishment of democratic rules nor the improvement of trust requires a tech-

nical solution. On the contrary, the human relationship is privileged. Transaction security is based on an already old 

technology that requires human controls, but it seems more controllable in view of the skills available at EM. There 

remains the multi-functionality promised by the blockchain. The valuation of volunteering and the measurement of 

the impact of the Eusko are among EM's future projects. At this stage, the available tools have not yet been studied 

by the Steering Committee, but the latter will remain faithful to its guiding principles: responsiveness, support for 

users and trust. For Dante Edme-Sanjurjo, "the advantage of the blockchain would really have to be very significant 

for us to decide to spend time changing our current system”. 

4. CONCLUSION 

While the financial sphere, traditional financial institutions as well as Fintechs, but also governments are strongly 

studying the potentialities of blockchain technology, it remains far removed from the concerns of the first European 

CLC. 

Despite the advantages put forward by the financial industry and by some precursors inside the social economy (e-

léman, impakcoin, POI), the empirical study conducted with Euskal Moneta shows that various factors, such as non-
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demonstrated reliability or the difficulty of being technically independent, initially excluded the adoption of this 

technology. The lack of transparency on ongoing experiments and the lack of evidence of competitive advantages 

on already proven technologies are still obstacles today. In addition, the adoption of a CLC by the consumers is 

already a matter of accepting an innovation and integrating it into their practices and habits; a change that requires 

specific attention and time. EM prefers to facilitate this transition by adapting to the technologies already favoured 

by most people rather than imposing an emerging technology at this stage. 

However, blockchain is not ruled out because of a dogmatic posture, EM remains actively vigilant with regard to 

households’ and businesses’ behavioural changes in the territory, as well as with regard to positive operational 

evidence that could be provided by precursors. 

Functionalities related to the measurement of the social impact of CLCs could in the future participate in the value 

creation process by facilitating the identification of the economic and social effects of the use of the Eusko on the 

territory. Proof of impact could indeed strengthen the association in a virtuous circle and contribute to its vocation 

of social transformation. Perhaps in a shorter period of time, transactions security, which today requires human 

controls, will give a new impetus to strategic thinking within EM and will lead to reconsider the option of blockchain 

technology. 
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ABSTRACT 

Launched in January 2013, the Eusko (a complementary local currency of the Northern Basque 

Country in France) would become the foremost local currency in Europe. Five years later, with the 

equivalent of more than one million euros in circulation, it duly surpassed the Chiemgauer in Ger-

many and the Bristol Pound in England.  

This paper aims to explain the development of this complementary local currency and to formulate 

hypotheses about the factors for its success. Part 1 gives a statistical overview of the Eusko’s trajec-

tory, analysing the distribution of this currency in its chronological and spatial dimensions. Part 2 

focuses on the specificity of the territorial context, which is characterized by a high density of asso-

ciational and cooperative movements. Part 3 details the mobilizing organizational devices that have 

contributed to the Eusko’s success. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Since 2010, a new generation of complementary local currencies - or fourth group (Blanc, 2018) - has been rapidly 

growing in France (Blanc, Fare, 2018). These currencies are all based on a par between the euro and the local 

currency; they circulate in a restricted territory and are managed by associational structures. In France, these 

currencies have been legally recognized through the social economy law of July 20141. In 2018, there were 75 

complementary local currencies circulating in France representing the equivalent of 3.3 million euros with more 

than 37,000 private users who could pay their expenses in one of these currencies to 10,000 businesses, compa-

nies, associations or local authorities (Blanc, Lakócai, 2019). Among these currencies, the Eusko holds a special 

place. Launched in 2013, in the Northern Basque Country2, it quickly became the leading French local currency. 

With the introduction of digital payment (euskokart) for individuals in March 2017 we observed a rapid accelera-

tion of the Eusko's money supply, which enabled it to take the lead in Europe, surpassing the Chiemgauer in Ger-

many and the Bristol pound in England. In terms of capitalization, the Eusko has become the greatest local curren-

cy in Europe, with the equivalent of 1.5 million euros in circulation at the end of 20193. 

This contribution describes the trajectory of this complementary local currency and aims to formulate hypotheses 

regarding its success factors, thus placing the transition to digital money in a broader interpretative context. The 

paper documents a work-in-progress result from an action research collaboration by academic researchers with 

Euskal Moneta, the association that manages the Eusko. It is based on the analysis of information collected from 

Euskal Moneta over several years: financial data, website, internal documents (association's internal rules, 

minutes of general assemblies and board meetings). We also used the results of regular surveys made by Euskal 

Moneta among its professional members (firms and associations). A dozen expert in-depth interviews with Euskal 

Moneta leaders and other Basque associations leaders have been conducted, and 20 interviews with individual 

and professional users of the local currency. This has been complemented with information collected from several 

Master theses on the Eusko (indicated in the bibliography). The description of the Eusko trajectory and elabora-

tion of hypotheses to explain the success of the Basque local currency has been discussed between academics and 

Euskal Moneta leaders4.  

The first part of the paper overviews the trajectory of this local currency through statistical indicators that de-

scribe this exceptionally rapid growth. To explain this dynamic, two factors are underlined: the specific institu-

tional context of the Basque Country, characterized by a high density of associations and cooperative movements, 

which create conditions favourable for the local currency (Part 2); the mobilizing organizational devices devel-

oped by Euskal Moneta to make use of these institutional opportunities (Part 3). 

2. THE RAPID GROWTH OF THE EUSKO 

Launched in January 2013, the Eusko became the top 1 among complementary local currencies in France at the 

end of the same year: as of 31 December 2013, there were 245,000 euskos in circulation used by 3,245 members, 

including 445 “professionals”, i.e. members (mainly companies, associations, and local authorities) who accept 

local currency payments (Figure 1). The increase in the volume of euskos in circulation continued the following 

year (Figure 2). This rise was despite a decline in the number of individual members, as many support member-

ships issued at the beginning were not renewed5. 

After the first two years of rapid growth, there was a relative slowdown in the growth of the amount in circulation 

in 2015-16, although the rate remained high (around 20% per year). Since 2014, Euskal Moneta has offered the 

possibility for professionals who carry out major transactions in eusko to make electronic transfers from account 

to account. The digitalization of the eusko was accelerated with the introduction of a payment card for individuals, 

the euskokart, in March 2017. Contrary to other local currencies, which introduce electronic payments by mobile 

phone or smartphone (with SMS or QR code), Euskal Moneta chose to use a specific payment card: professionals 

must have a dedicated electronic device (terminal) to accept payments with the euskokart. 

It seems that the introduction of this euskokart boosted the total volume of euskos in circulation (digital and 

notes), with a doubled annual growth rate reaching almost 40% in 2017-19. While the digital eusko -used then by 

professionals alone- accounted for 27% of the total number of euskos in circulation at the end of 2016, it account-

ed for 69% in December 2019. The growth of notes in circulation has been limited to 22% during the last 3 years, 
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while the digital euskos have been multiplied by a factor of 7 (Figure 2). Most of the increase - which enabled the 

Eusko to exceed the threshold of 1.5 million on December 2019 - is associated with the widespread use of digital 

technologies.  

At the end of 2019, 62% of individual members and 72% of professionals had a digital account in eusko, which can 

be used for electronic transfers, payments with euskokart or cash withdrawals (eusko notes) at exchange coun-

ters. While only 26% of professional have a digital device for the euskokart, 36.8% of individuals have used this 

payment card during the year, and a total of 16,510 payments have been made in euskokart for a total of 442,000 

euskos (26.5% of the total payments in eusko in 2019). 

The average monthly amount of conversion from euros into euskos was 96,000 euros in 2019 (75% in digital 

euskos, 25% in notes). In addition, the rate of reconversion of euskos into euros by professionals has decreased 

since the euskokart’s introduction: it rose to around 80% in 2016 but has now stabilized to about 60% (Figure 3). 

This indicates a greater use of euskos by professionals, and probably a greater density of exchanges between 

them. 

 

Figure 1 – Number of professional members. 

Source: Euskal Moneta. 

 

Figure 2 - Evolution of the volume of euskos in circulation at year-end (2013-19). 

Source: Euskal Moneta. 
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Figure 3 - Annual amount of change from euros to euskos and reconversion. 

Source: Euskal Moneta. 

Beyond the global data, the diffusion of the local currency in the Northern Basque Country remains uneven, re-

vealing significant geographical disparities in the use of the eusko. Whether we look at the geographical distribu-

tion of individuals or that of professionals in 2017 (Maps 1 and 2), we observe two phenomena: 

• Not surprisingly, there is a high concentration of Eusko users in the urban agglomeration of Bayonne-

Anglet-Biarritz (BAB), which groups 42% of the population of the Northern Basque Country but only 

30.7% of Euskal Moneta members (almost 20% for the city of Bayonne alone).  

• Beyond the absolute number of the population, if we look at the diffusion rate of local currency among the 

population (the density of individuals or companies using the eusko), it appears much stronger in the 

mountains or valleys of the Basque Country than in the urban areas. While barely 1% of the BAB popula-

tion is member of Euskal Moneta, this rate can reach up to 12.4% in the rural commune of Gamarthe, 

which has just over 100 inhabitants (Piriou, 2018). This reflects a greater adoption of the local currency 

by the population in some rural areas than in urbanized areas. 

To understand this rapid Eusko take-off and its continuous growth, we need to analyze the social and organiza-

tional conditions which lead to activist and volunteer practices supporting this dynamic. We have to go back to the 

Eusko’s political and social genesis.  

 

Map 1 - Number and share of Euskal Moneta individual members in the population by municipality. 
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Source: Data from Euskal Moneta. Map prepared by Nicolas Piriou. 

 

Map 2 - Number of professional members accepting payment in eusko per municipality. 

Source: Data from Euskal Moneta and INSEE. Map prepared by Mathieu Gandois. 

3. THE EUSKO’S POLITICAL AND SOCIAL EMERGENCE 

The Eusko was born in a fertile social soil with an organizational ecosystem rich in human, material and monetary 

ties driven by a political and social history that brought ethical trust, symbolic strength, and diverse know-hows 

to this monetary initiative 

3.1. An ecosystem that generates community trust 

3.1.1 The alternative ecosystem in which the Eusko evolves 

In addition to the favourable national context, several factors – specific to the Basque Country – can explain the 

attention paid to the Eusko from its emergence phase. To understand them, it is necessary to review some histori-

cal elements related to social economy in this territory (Itçaina, 2010a). From the mid-1960s onwards, local de-

velopment "was a new priority for Basque nationalist and regionalist militant circles that had hitherto focused 

mainly on institutional, linguistic and cultural demands". The Basque nationalist movement "took a self-

management turn in the early 1970s", which encouraged the emergence of production cooperatives. For Itçaina 

(2010a), "the structuring of the Basque social economy (“économie sociale et solidaire”) ... results from an original 

alliance between a high degree of community trust (Basque territorial belonging) and organizational trust (the 

choice of the cooperative form)" (Dupuy and Torre, 2004). For this author, the Basque country is a “case of a terri-

tory with a strong "civic capital" in the sense of A. Evers6, in order to insist on the social and strictly political in-

terweaving of these economic initiatives”. The objectives of relocating the economy, revitalizing the territory, 

reappropriating exchanges by citizens or solidarity of a local currency could only find a favourable response in a 

context historically marked by the defense of an economic and cultural identity. 

Euskal Moneta is definitively part of a dense network of organizations with associational or cooperative status 

working to promote the ecological transition and to support the local economy in the Northern Basque Country. 

Three components can be identified historically in the development of this alternative ecosystem. 

The older subsystem constituting this alternative ecosystem shows that the density of mobilization in the eco-

nomic field has been a specific feature of the local context for several decades. This "first wave" of economic and 

social innovations, centred on the ideal of endogenous economic development at the local level, took shape in the 

1970s on the initiative of activists close to nationalist circles. Drawing on the experience of the Mondragón coop-

erative complex, which had existed since the late 1950s in the Southern Basque Country (Spain) and had tens of 

thousands of employees, they initiated a movement to create workers' cooperatives (SCOP, Société Coopérative 

Ouvrière de Production) in the Northern Basque Country (Itçaina, 2010b). Examples such as the cooperative 

Copelec (for the construction of power lines) founded in 1975, Berria (cheese production), or COREBA (building 
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and civil engineering) created in 1983, illustrate the diversity of the sectors concerned. It was at the same time, in 

1980, when local entrepreneurs who were gathered in the Hemen association ("Here" in Basque language) found-

ed the venture capital company Herrikoa ("what comes from the country or the people") to support job creation 

in the Basque Country by relying on local saving. It is particularly through this structure, which is now an example 

of success and longevity in alternative finance in France, that links are forged between this "first wave" and the 

third, to which the Eusko belongs. Herrikoa has provided financial support for some of the recent initiatives (in-

cluding I-ENER, Enargia and Lurzaindia), and has worked to create the Eusko by inviting its members to the first 

public meetings to prepare the local currency and by providing financial support for its launch. Euskal Moneta has 

since taken a stake in Herrikoa7, while Hemen is a member of the Euskal Moneta College Committee. 

The second component is agricultural and is organized around Euskal Herriko Laborantza Ganbara (EHLG), the 

alternative agriculture chamber created in 2005. As an association, EHLG offers technical support and local ser-

vices to farmers in the area. Its creation was an important event in the recent social history of the Basque Country, 

due to the tensions that this initiative has created between representatives of the State and its initiators (Itçaina, 

2009), but also to the important social mobilization it has generated. Bizi! was created as a result of this mobiliza-

tion, partly by activists who contributed to it, and this association, like the structures it initiated, now maintains 

close links with agricultural organizations defending peasant agriculture in the territory. EHLG, such as the Inter-

AMAP8 of the Basque Country, the federation of agricultural associations Arrapitz or the CIVAM bio (organization 

supporting organic farming) are thus beneficiaries of the reversal of 3% of the sums converted into eusko (3% 

Eusko, see below), and it is possible to participate through the use of eusko in the agricultural land company Lur-

zaindia created in 2013. EHLG, Arrapitz and Inter-AMAP sit on the Euskal Moneta College Committee. 

The most recent component emerged, like the Eusko, in the 2010s. There are structures specialized in energy 

(Enargia for distribution, I-ENER for financing and production), urban mobility (Txirrind'ola), and waste (Konpon 

Txoko) as well as citizen mobilization organizations such as Alternatiba or Action Non Violente COP 21. All these 

structures have in common that they were created in connection with the Basque alter-globalization organization 

Bizi! ("Alive!") which claims 600 members and celebrates its 11th anniversary this year. They thus share a set of 

values, political objectives, organizational methods and maintain important material links between them. For 

example, the Eusko is accepted as a means of payment in all these structures, Euskal Moneta is a founding mem-

ber of Enargia, while Bizi! and Txirrind'Ola benefit from the 3% Eusko and also sit on the Euskal Moneta College 

Committee, the association's decision-making body. 

Last but not least, all these organizations share the objective of defending the Euskara, the Basque language. The 

creation of the Eusko was thus the result of a meeting between members of Bizi! who saw in local currency a tool 

for relocalizing economic activities, and Dante Edme-Sanjurjo (the current director of the association), who want-

ed to make it a tool for promoting Euskara. The Eusko now has links with SEASKA, the Ikastola9 federation, which 

also sits on the committee of the Euskal Moneta colleges - as well as AEK, an adult education organization for the 

Basque language and Euskal Irratiak, a federation of radios broadcasting in Euskara. The parents of the approxi-

mately 3,600 students who attend these schools, colleges or high schools in Euskara increasingly pay their contri-

butions to school fees in local currency, while SEASKA is a beneficiary of the 3% Eusko, as are several Ikastola. 

Beyond the material link, the success of the Ikastola, who were born from the will of a few parents in the early 

1970s, is an example on which the leaders of current initiatives regularly rely to defend their projects, proof in 

action, in a way, that it is possible to rely on one's own strengths. 

The Northern Basque Country is therefore the place of a relatively old and dense dynamic of mobilizations ex-

pressed in the economic field, in the form of "discreet mobilizations" (Itçaina, 2006) located at the borders of poli-

tics. How can this density of cooperative and associational movements be a relevant factor in illuminating the 

success of the Eusko?  

3.1.2 Building trust and readiness to act 

The detour through the history of social economy dynamics in the Northern Basque Country makes it possible to 

understand the construction of dispositions to cooperate on the territory. Indeed, since the late 1970s, there has 

been a process of "social construction of territorial trust". It can be assumed that the existence of a sense of trust 

based on shared values and strong social cohesion at the territorial level is a key factor in the success of a local 
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currency. Indeed, Simiand had already pointed out that money is "a matter of trust". Aglietta and Orléan (2002) 

distinguish three forms of trust: methodical trust, hierarchical trust and ethical trust. The latter "refers to the 

symbolic authority of the system of collective values and norms, consensually accepted, which underlies social 

belonging" (Théret, 2008). The first hypothesis would therefore be that the Eusko has been able to benefit from 

the existence of an ethical trust previously established in the territory, in particular between networks of actors in 

the economic field and social economy. 

These dense interconnections lead to the accumulation of significant social and activist capital in the territory. In 

other words, it is assumed that the success of the Eusko is partly due to a strong capacity to activate pre-existing 

networks and to get partners (companies, associations and solidarity financial institutions) to join the project. In 

doing so, we highlight the role of political culture, understood as a set of representations (knowledge and beliefs) 

able to constitute a foundation of shared values that can crystallize in territories (Itçaina, 2010a), as a constituent 

factor of a territorial "social capital". Thus, from the design phase of the Eusko, the project leaders, in addition to 

their own voluntary commitment and the skills they attracted and retained in their group, were able to rely both 

on the resources (human, material, monetary, etc.) of an existing informal but strong institutional ecosystem of 

organizations and on the strength and symbolic trust created by the successes of initiatives such as the Ikastola or 

Herrikoa. 

In addition to this territorial social capital, there is also activist human capital10 "incorporated in the form of tech-

niques, dispositions to act, to intervene" accumulated through the various mobilizations preceding the Eusko 

(Matonti and Poupeaud, 2004). This capital is particularly visible in what is called "the Bizi! method", established 

and fixed by the alter-globalization organization (Bizi!, 2019). It contains principles of action defining the "radica-

lo-pragmatism" to which the movement refers and is also reflected in a set of operating and organizational rules 

aimed at efficiency (Laidet, 2019). 

Thus, we find this pragmatism in the Eusko's discourse: unlike many other citizen local currencies, it is not 

"against" (against supermarkets, against finance and others) but "for" (peasant agriculture, employment, local 

trade, etc.), which facilitates the support of people and companies who do not see themselves as activists. In addi-

tion, professionals can enter the network without being ethical in their practices, but they must commit them-

selves to concrete challenges. It is therefore in a process of progress for all (excluding supermarkets and industrial 

agriculture) and not in the constitution of a network of virtuous professionals (farmers and organic shopkeepers, 

alternative medicine practitioners, etc.). 

3.2 A large citizen engagement  

 The idea of creating a local currency in the Northern Basque Country11 came from a discussion and action com-

mittee within the alter-globalization movement Bizi! created in 2009 (Bizi, 2019). In particular, this group con-

ducted information campaigns on the practices of commercial banks, denouncing the use of their power of money 

creation to finance projects that were not ecologically and/or socially sustainable. The group had already pub-

lished bank rankings based on their practices on several occasions. Its members worked closely with the ATTAC 

movement12. In 2010, these alter-globalization activists participated in the Cancon13 counter-summit and discov-

ered the Abeille, a complementary currency that had just been launched in the Lot-et-Garonne department. For 

these activists, looking for an alternative that could be transposed to the Basque Country, it was a revelation. 

After an exploratory research phase on complementary local currencies, the small group decided to embark on 

the project. During the group’s first meeting, on 15 June 2011, the question of the Basque language (Euskara) was 

raised and it was decided that the currency would have two objectives: the relocalization of the economy and the 

defence of the Basque language. From the outset, it was therefore a political project for the environment, autono-

mous territorial development and the Basque language. Afterwards, the group invited about forty associations 

from the territory and trade unions to present the project on October 2011. About twenty of them came, thanks to 

the existing links between activists and movements. The group has expanded to include volunteers working on 

the local currency project. An intermediate association, the AMBES (Association for the creation of an Ecological 

and Solidarity Basque Currency) was formed to carry out the pre-project. AMBES members have continued to 

deepen their knowledge of the mechanisms of local currencies, expanding their network while gradually mediatiz-

ing the intention to create the local currency. On October 2011, they participated in the biannual meeting of the 
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Network of Complementary and Citizen Local Currencies (MLCC) in Villeneuve-sur-Lot where the Abeille was 

created in 2010. They went to Toulouse in December to study the Sol Violette, the most important local currency 

in France at that time, and then to Bavaria on January 2012 to study the Chiemgauer, which was then the most 

important local currency in Europe and a reference for AMBES. The Chiemgauer was taken as an example because 

it circulates on a territory that shares several characteristics with the Northern Basque Country (demography, 

associational fabric, local development, mix of small towns and countryside...). 

Based on these lessons, the association entered a phase of public meetings (about twenty) and actions that could 

be qualified as "educational promotion" in order to democratize the concept of complementary local currency. 

The objective was to make the approach known to as many people as possible and to initiate a real appropriation 

of the new exchange tool proposed by the inhabitants of the territory. It was also a question of integrating the 

feedbacks of citizens, activists and a few business leaders on the preliminary project, which led in particular to the 

abandonment of the Gesellian regular depreciation of face-value (Blanc, 1998). This co-construction approach 

resulted in the drafting of final statutes and regulations (still in force today) and the creation on 26 January 2013 

of Euskal Moneta (EM), an association dedicated to the management of the Eusko, the local currency entered on 

circulation on the 31 January 2013. 

Since the conception of the project, the AMBES has sought to generate a strong participatory dynamic among the 

inhabitants of the territory: in 2012, a cycle of around twenty presentation-debate evenings was organized 

throughout the Northern Basque Country and attracted hundreds of people. For the association, it was a matter of 

communicating and informing about the preliminary draft and amending it according to the feedback of the in-

habitants, shopkeepers, company managers, association activists, etc. The AMBES activists then wished to encour-

age the participation of the inhabitants in order to co-construct the local currency by involving them in strategic 

decisions.  

Thus, at the end of the many meetings that had been organized, it was decided not to retain the Gesellian principle 

of regular face-value depreciation for the future currency due to the reluctance of many participants to agree to 

such a mechanism. This same approach was adopted for the choice of the currency’s name, through a participa-

tory campaign entitled "it is your currency, you choose its name!". In the spring of 2012, the AMBES launched a 

public call for proposals, which saw the emergence of approximately 380 names. Then a jury composed of em-

blematic personalities from the Northern Basque Country representing different sectors (business leaders, artists, 

association presidents, etc.) pre-selected seven proposals, which were submitted to a vote that mobilized around 

2,000 people (Poveda, 2015). On the occasion of Herri Urrats, the great annual celebration of the Ikastola’s federa-

tion, the association unveiled the name chosen by voters for the future local currency: "Eusko", an adjective that 

means "Basque" in Euskara. 

During the last months before the launch, a new call for participation attracted some 40 additional volunteers to 

carry out various tasks, related to “the design and printing of the 1, 2, 5, 10 and 20 eusko note coupons, [...] other 

logistical aspects including the secure currency distribution and tracking system, [...] the necessary IT tools, com-

munication documents for individuals and companies, translation tasks [....], the recruitment of future users and 

professionals, etc.”14 . 

Finally, the participatory dimension must be maintained over time. Faced with the risk of gradual demobilization 

of members, Euskal Moneta regularly organizes popular events such as the Eusko Eguna (Eusko Day) every year 

in March since 2017, or the Eusko Week in Ciboure, small city close to Biarritz, in the spring of 2018. The aim here 

is for the association to anchor its presence in the calendar of local popular celebrations, in order to extend its 

visibility, to periodically mobilize volunteers and to broaden their recruitment.  

3.3 The Eusko’s values in line with its territory 

Most complementary local currencies in France support the vision of an alternative economic and social model 

and deploy a discourse full of promises of change. In the case of Euskal Moneta, this discourse is reflected in offi-

cial documents such as the statutes, or more informative and explanatory materials such as the association's web-

site. 

3.3.1 Euskal Moneta’s objectives 
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Euskal Moneta's statutes reflect the initial objectives set by its founders in January 2013. Article 2 specifies that 

the use of a complementary local currency in the Basque Country is intended to: 

• Relocalize the economy, 

• Promote the use of Basque language (Euskara), 

• Strengthen ecological and solidarity practices and social cohesion 

 

In line with these objectives, the missions entrusted to the Euskal Moneta association are divided into 11 points 

(article 3). We highlight here those that are most directly related to the objective of the economy relocalization, 

namely: 

• "to put the economy back at the service of the local, the social and the human, within a respect for nature, 

instead of an economy that simply encourages speculation and consumption"; 

• "to strengthen the Basque Country's associational life by structuring a regular and sustainable source of 

funding for local associations"; 

• "to be an organization providing support, management and research in any field concerning the sustaina-

ble, social and solidarity economy of the Basque Country, either on its own behalf or on behalf of third 

parties (local authorities and their groupings, public authorities, associations, companies...)". 

 

These associational goals are relayed by an explanatory approach on the association's website15. Support for asso-

ciations in the Basque Country is important, as 3% of the amounts converted into euskos ("3% Eusko") are donat-

ed to them (see below). For professionals, the system of "challenges"16 obliges them to take action in favour of the 

environment and/or the Basque language17. These examples illustrate the desire to make the Eusko vision a reali-

ty as "a tool that promotes the emergence of an economy that is more respectful of human beings and their natu-

ral environment". In summary, the main message is stated as follows by Euskal Moneta: "The Eusko is above all a 

means for everyone, professionals and individuals alike, to participate in a collective project for the harmonious 

development of the Basque Country, for the defence of the environment, the Basque language, local trade and 

peasant agriculture". 

These objectives, in conformity with the spirit of complementary and citizen local currencies, are also in accord-

ance with the orientations of the historical associational and cooperative movements in the Basque Country. One 

of Euskal Moneta's strengths is that it has been able to implement them into concrete action modalities whose 

links with the goals pursued are easily identifiable. The association was able to communicate on the vision: "What 

is the purpose of the action?" but also to strengthen trust in its action by proposing a coherent and credible "How" 

to act. 

3.3.2 Operating rules at the service of the Eusko's promises 

The operating rules of Euskal Moneta describe the actions by which the association proposes to achieve its aims18. 

In order to illustrate, we will limit ourselves here to the study of actions relating to economic objectives. 

(i) Promote the consumption of locally produced goods and services 

For individuals, euros converted into euskos cannot be exchanged back into euros19 (GP-rule 11)20, nor redeposit-

ed on a digital eusko account (GP-rule 18). These eusko notes are intended to be spent with professional mem-

bers, legal entities (GP-rule 7) having their registered office in the Basque Country and approved by the Euskal 

Moneta accreditation committee (GP-rule 10).   

For professionals, the conversion fee is 5% of the changed amount (GP-rule 12). To date, they are obliged to ac-

cept payments in eusko between themselves up to €500 per month (GP-rule 13) but remain free to impose 

thresholds above this amount. To strengthen relations between professionals, when they first become accredited, 

they agree to take up a challenge in favour of the relocalization of the economy (PA-Rule 2). To meet this chal-

lenge, which ideally consists of integrating local suppliers, Euskal Moneta offers specific support (PA-rule 4). 
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These provisions clearly aim to promote the economic activity of legal entities located in the Basque Country21 by 

directing private expenditure such as inter-company trade. 

(ii) Promote investment and ethical activity in the territory 

In order to comply with French law, any eusko issued must find its euro counterpart in a regulatory reserve fund, 

i.e. a financial account whose balance reflects in euros the amount of euskos in circulation. For Euskal Moneta, it is 

"placed with a financial institution that is socially responsible or ethical" (RF-rule 1). In addition, Euskal Moneta 

signed in 2013 a partnership agreement with the Basque venture capital company Herrikoa to set up an invest-

ment fund for local projects (RF-rule 2) which is not active yet. These provisions are intended to encourage in-

vestment in the territory and the development of local activities. 

(iii) Fostering associational activity in the territory (3% Eusko) 

Non-profit associations that are members of Euskal Moneta (IB-rule 2), chosen by at least 30 individual members, 

can benefit annually from a donation in eusko equal to 3% of the sums exchanged by the members who chose it 

over the period (IB-rule 1). This measure is intended to assist associations collectively. 

Through these examples, both the objectives and the operating rules of the Eusko reflect the values promoted by 

the Euskal Moneta association and to which its members subscribe. On the one hand, it is a question of  highlight-

ing the importance of the awareness that other modes of action are possible and that these alternative or com-

plementary modes of action influence the direction of a community's economic and social development. But, be-

yond awareness, a value of individual responsibility also emerges: everyone, through his consumer choices, par-

ticipates in the responsibility of this orientation. On the other hand, it is about values of commitment and solidari-

ty: Euskal Moneta aims to build a solidarity network in the territory involving all stakeholders. Citizens, private 

companies, associations but also public authorities are invited to join an open, independent of any political party 

movement, but with a political vocation as much as it concerns the affairs of the city or of the territory. These val-

ues are embodied in the coherence of the approach implemented from the very beginning of the project: peda-

gogy, inclusion, openness, cooperation with all stakeholders in the territory to influence institutional practices. 

In addition, Euskal Moneta's statutes seek to include these operating rules in the association's governance struc-

ture: the different types of members are represented in colleges (Active members college, Users college, Profes-

sionals college, College of associations receiving the 3%, College of core values, College of territorial authorities) 

composing a Committee of colleges, which meets to discuss and set the strategic orientations of the Euskal Moneta 

association, and to elect the Steering Committee and the Accreditation Committee. 

If the Eusko’s success is largely based on the high density of associational and cooperative movements, which is a 

remarkable characteristic of the Basque country, such a context does not explain fully the success story. It is a 

necessary but not sufficient condition. Another key factor of this dynamic is relative to the development of organi-

zational devices which can mobilize activist and citizen energies to realize the territory’s potentialities. 

4. MOBILIZING ORGANIZATIONAL DEVICES 

Three organizational devices seem decisive: the early professionalization of Euskal Moneta; the commitment of 

public local authorities; and the introduction of digital innovations. 

4.1. Professionalization as an institutionalizing process 

In parallel with the very strong mobilization of activists and volunteers gathered within AMBES, the design of the 

Eusko project was accompanied by a very early professionalization of the team: even before the launch of the 

currency, five people were already in place to carry out the work defined by the Steering Committee - a coordina-

tor, three professionals’ network development officers in charge of canvassing companies and associations, as 

well as a users' network development officer whose mission is the awareness and recruitment of eusko users. 

From the outset, this professionalization was largely based on "atypical" forms of employment, such as the intern-

ship, which then concerned the position of coordinator, or the use of national employment schemes supported by 

the State such as the Employment Support Contract (“Contrat d'Accompagnement dans l'Emploi”) for the four 
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network development positions. Thanks to these arrangements, Euskal Moneta has sought from the very begin-

ning to rely on an entrepreneurial approach that consists of creating positions that can generate income to finance 

themselves, in particular through the contributions of professionals. In May 2019, after six years of experience, 

this characteristic remains present at Euskal Moneta, which, alongside the team's 10 employees, mobilizes three 

volunteers in civic service for communication and social network management missions, as well as missions relat-

ed to events. This "atypical" professionalization of Euskal Moneta22 is reflected in a model of the "activist employ-

ee" (Hély, 2005), which seeks to favour workers whose involvement in the association (often first in the form of 

unpaid volunteering) can go as far as "a constant presence within the structure" which can lead to confusion re-

garding the roles of team members. Camino, the association's coordinator until July 2016, points out that "it has 

sometimes been difficult to differentiate between my position as coordinator and my involvement as a volunteer 

and activist" (Camino, 2013). 

The professionalization of Euskal Moneta is also part of a genuine strategic approach to developing the total pay-

roll: in mid-2013, very shortly after the introduction of the Eusko, two additional recruitments were already 

planned. Between 2013 and 2019, the size of the salaried team doubled. Indeed, the challenge set out by manage-

ment from the outset is to "create a team, train it and then sustain it" (Camino, 2013).  

Today, there is a functional division of labour within the team, since, in addition to the position of general manag-

er, employees are divided between a team focused on the network’s development (four employees), a communi-

cation team (two employees), a position dedicated to the promotion of the Basque language and two administra-

tive positions. In order to ensure a continuous dynamic of spreading over the territory, the various "development 

officers" are also organized according to a spatial division of labour, each being a reference for a specific geo-

graphical area. 

Nevertheless, the professionalization of Euskal Moneta must not hide the importance of unpaid volunteers’ mobi-

lization, which also contributes to the remarkable success of the local currency. This mix is observable in other 

French local currencies as concluded Blanc, Fare and Lafuente-Sampietro after their survey: “The number of vol-

unteers is positively correlated with the presence of salaried employees and the structure budget” (Blanc et alii, 

2020, p.13). 

But beyond the participation of volunteers and the various "traditional" categories of members - individuals, pro-

fessionals and associations - one of the most remarkable aspects of the mobilization dynamics generated by 

Euskal Moneta is the growing participation of public institutions within the Eusko network. 

4.2 The public authorities’ involvement 

The commitment of public authorities to the dynamics of a local currency appears to be a favourable condition for 

its development, through several levers, including the use of local currency for local public services (swimming 

pools, public transport, etc.) or for local authority expenditures such as allowances for local elected officials (Cau-

vet and Perrissin-Fabert, 2018). In this respect, Euskal Moneta has distinguished itself from most of the comple-

mentary local currencies in circulation in France by its ability to involve local authorities in the dynamics of the 

Eusko23. Throughout its history, the Basque Country's local currency has received increasing support from local 

authorities, first in the form of public aid: since the beginning subsidies from local authorities represent more or 

less 25% of the annual resources of the Euskal Moneta association. In addition to simple financial support, these 

local authorities have gradually become more actively involved: as of 2016, three municipalities were members of 

the association24 and their number has been growing rapidly since in 2019, 19 municipalities representing about 

one third of the population of the Northern Basque Country are Euskal Moneta members.  

In addition, in July 2018, the Basque Country Agglomeration Community - an inter-municipal cooperation struc-

ture that brings together the 158 municipalities of this territory - also joined the Eusko following a unanimous 

vote by its Permanent Council. Membership includes simple reciprocal commitments (information, participation 

in events, ...), and the possibility of varied uses for member municipalities and local authorities: those with local 

public services - swimming pool, canteen, nursery, media library... - have the possibility to receive payments in 

eusko.  
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As for the use of the Eusko by local authorities to pay part of their expenses, the issue is relatively complex under 

French law. The central government opposed the first attempts, which led to a legal dispute that resulted in a 

compromise solution allowing partner authorities to use local currency for expenses such as allowances paid to 

elected officials. 

If, the 2014 law fully recognized complementary currencies, nevertheless, it remained unclear whether it was 

legal for a public entity to use them for its expenditure. At the end of a highly publicized judicial episode, including 

at the national level, a compromise was reached in June 2018 between the City of Bayonne - which wanted to set-

tle certain expenses in eusko -, Euskal Moneta and the prefecture of the Pyrénées-Atlantiques (representative of 

the central state), which considered this practice illegal. The agreement between Euskal Moneta and a local au-

thority must not mention the terms "payments in eusko" but it will be possible to make payments to elected rep-

resentatives25, associations or companies through accounts opened with Euskal Moneta. The local authority en-

sures the Trésor Public (which manages the local authority's accounts) pays Euskal Moneta the euros correspond-

ing to the claim, the association places these euros in reserve and credits the recipient’s eusko account with an 

equivalent amount. These modalities of action are in accordance with the values promoted by the association and 

allow an even wider opening to cooperation between actors in the territory. 

If it was not the first local currency accepted for payment of services to local authorities in France, the Eusko has 

been the first used by local authorities for some of their expenses. Other local currencies have now followed suit. 

But this remains limited (6.5 to 8% indicated Blanc et alii, 2020). 

If the entry of several institutional actors into the Eusko system should lead us towards an analysis in terms of 

institutionalization, we may nevertheless wonder whether, unlike the situations traditionally studied by the soci-

ology of social movements (with an "integration" of movements into the arenas of public decision-making), we 

would not be dealing here with a "descent" of public institutions into the space of mobilizations - through the 

formal membership of municipalities and partner communities in the Euskal Moneta association - i.e. a transfor-

mation through social mobilization of the institutional system itself. Thus, local authorities pay a contribution on 

the same basis as any member, and municipal authorities must meet challenges for the environment and the 

Basque language, as do professionals. 

4.3 The Eusko’s digitalization 

We cannot seek to understand the development of the Eusko without analyzing the specific role that digitalization 

process has played in this dazzling success. The Eusko was one of the first French local currencies to shift to digi-

tal money, but, unlike the processes initiated by others, such as the Bristol Pound in England or more recently the 

Cairn in Grenoble, users do not carry out transactions via their mobile phone (by text message) or smartphone 

(through an application), but with a payment card similar to credit cards (Visa, MasterCard, etc.): the euskokart. 

 

Figure 4 - The euskokart. 

Source: https://www.euskalMoneta.org/2017/08/08/7-astuces-pour-bien-utiliser-son-euskokart/ 

Since 19 March 2017, Euskal Moneta has opened an online eusko account system for individual members: they 

can credit in digital euskos against euro payments to Euskal Moneta. Participants can then make transfers be-
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tween themselves free of charge26. They also receive a payment card, the euskokart, which allows them to pay in 

network shopkeepers that have been equipped with a eusko payment terminal made available free of charge by 

Euskal Moneta. Merchants can thus collect payments in eusko, with eusko then being transferred directly from the 

customer eusko account to the professional account. 

The "digital shift" was accompanied by a major participatory fundraising campaign that raised €30,000 in the first 

quarter of 2017 (in two months). This campaign was part of a major communication campaign that mobilized 

Euskal Moneta employees and volunteers in the months leading up to the launch of the euskokart (March 2017). 

Such a dynamic has culminated in the Eusko Eguna (first edition), a major celebration organized for the occasion, 

which has enabled members to adopt this new tool on a massive and rapid scale. In this case, after one year of 

existence, half of the active individual members (who changed euros for euskos at least once in the year) had used 

digital money (Piriou, 2018).   

 

Figure 4 – Monthly change of euros into euskos (2013- Feb. 2018). 

Source: Piriou (2018). 

The introduction of the digital eusko has revitalized the increase in the money supply in circulation, in particular 

through the mandatory monthly automatic exchange, which leads all holders of an online account to convert at 

least 20 euros per month into euskos. In this context, it can be seen that the mass of euskos in paper money 

(notes) is stabilizing, while the mass of digital euskos in circulation has been growing rapidly and continuously 

since 2017 (see above Figure 2). At this stage, the effects of digitalization on the dynamics of the Eusko seem effec-

tive as the monthly change of euros into euskos, which has been stable during the first years (about 30,000 € in 

yearly average in 2013-16), started to rise regularly since the introduction of the euskokart (Figure 4): the aver-

age monthly change jumped to 44,000 in 2017, and reach to 96,000 in 2019. Firstly, the shift to digital money has 

enabled Euskal Moneta to send a message to users who only follow the project from a distance: the Eusko is on the 

rise. This is a sign that the project is progressing and becoming sustainable. Secondly, in the use of currency, many 

users prefer electronic payments (with card or smartphone) and transfers. For them, the development of the digi-

tal eusko is an upgrade of the eusko against the euro. It is a way of reaching a wider audience, perhaps people who 

would not have been interested in a currency available only in physical form. Finally, the contradictory aspects of 

digital technology, and in particular the opposition between local and global, are not relevant to users. Since the 

notes system always exists in parallel with digital money, users can choose which one to use. Those who prefer 

notes have not had to change their habits and can continue to use euskos as they have always done (Piriou, 2018).  

Euskal Moneta will continue to introduce new technological innovations in this digitalization process. If the intro-

duction of a blockchain technology is not a topical issue for the Eusko (Pinos, 2019), two main innovations sup-

port the continuous growth in 2020. The first one is the possibility for the Eusko’s users to pay with their 

smartphone. The use of a euskokart needs a specific device (terminal), which means an investment (about ¾ of 

professionals do not have such devices), and some technological difficulties (for example, if devices are not 

charged, they don’t work and the user needs to pay with Euskoa notes). Most of the French local currencies that 

are presently engaged in a digitalization process will use a mobile phone (sms) or smartphone (QR code), and this 
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new way of payments is rapidly growing (Lung et alii, 2019). A new application (euskopay) has been developed, 

and since June 2020, the eusko’s users have the possibility to pay in euskos with their phone. Notes and euskokart 

will continue to be used. 

The second innovation is the possibility for tourists, who stay in this region to have access to this facility, within a 

broader project of “participative tourism”. The Basque country is a region of mass tourism, particularly during the 

summer, and the idea is to associate people visiting the region with participation in Euskal Moneta’s objectives: 

supporting the local economy, having more ecological expenditure and exploring the Basque language. Such a 

solution with a reduced fee for membership and the digital application euskopay has been proposed in tourist 

offices since the summer of 2020. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The various hypotheses explored here lead us to consider the success of the eusko as a resolutely multifactorial 

phenomenon. More than just an "identity factor" with ill-defined contours, it does seem to be linked to a fertile 

socio-political ground, marked by decades of economic, environmental and cultural mobilization and initiatives 

that have generated significant territorial trust. This place-based identity construction hypothesis should not lead 

to us underestimating the major role of the Euskal Moneta team in steering a sustained growth dynamic over time, 

particularly through the involvement of public authorities and the shift to digital technology. 

The exceptional success of the local currency of the Northern Basque Country, the eusko, seems to have its origins 

in the density of the activist associational network of this territory and the effectiveness of this associational net-

work (ethical trust). Within this milieu of associations Euskal Moneta prepared the launch, organization and first 

few months of development of this currency with consummate professionalism. After this it remained to go be-

yond this early adopter first circle of activists and sympathizers so that a larger part of the population could ap-

propriate the use of this currency. With the introduction of the euskokart and concomitant digitalization of the 

eusko this enlargement has been facilitated and thus given a new impetus to the spread of the eusko in the north-

ern Basque territory. Yet this is not the end point, and Euskal Moneta's ambition, expressed in its 2018-2021 stra-

tegic plan, is to continue such dissemination to irrigate the entire territory via the introduction of new monetary 

innovations while maintaining the focus on the fundamental values of the currency, in particular the ecological 

transition and the defence of the Basque language. 
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Blanc J. & Lakócai, C. (2020). Toward spatial analyses of local currencies: The case of France, International Journal 

of Community Currency Research Volume 24 (Winter 2020), p.11-29. 

Bizi! (2019). Beti Bizi! Climat d'urgence, 201p. 

Camino, X. (2013). L'Eusko, une monnaie complémentaire au Pays Basque, outil de relocalisation de l’économie ?, 

Bordeaux: IFAID Aquitaine. 

Cauvet, M. & Perrissin Fabert, B. (2018). Les monnaies locales : vers un développement responsable. La transition 

écologique et solidaire des territoires. Paris: Rue d'Ulm, collection « Sciences durables ». 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY CURRENCY RESEARCH VOLUME 24 (SUMMER 2020) 14-29 EDME-SANJURJO ET AL. 

 

28 
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? Cas de l’Eusko au Pays Basque Nord et du Pelou en Haute-Vienne. Mémoire de Master Développement Alternatif 
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ENDNOTES 

1 Loi n° 2014-856 du 31 juillet 2014 relative à l'économie sociale et solidaire (article 16). 

2 The Basque Country is a territory that shares a common history and a living language, Euskara, divided in two 

between Spain and France. The Northern Basque Country (Iparralde in Basque) is the French part. It is one of the 

territories of the Pyrénées Atlantiques department (administrative division in France). The other territory is Bé-

arn with another complementary local currency: the T!nda. 
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3 Are not include local currencies based on mutual credit (barter), such as WIR and Sardex, which have different 

dynamics compared with complementary local currencies. 

4 One author of the paper is Euskal Moneta’s Managing Director. 

5 Only a member of Euskal Moneta association can use the local currency and this member has to renew his/her 

membership each year. The number of individuals who paid their annual contribution dropped by more than 50% 

between the launch year (2013) and 2014. At the end of 2019, this number has risen to 2,998. 

6 “Social capital is then to be understood both as an indicator of the degree of development of a civic society (con-

stituted both by social and political action) and a way to debate civic commitment with an eye on economic devel-

opment and governance.” (Evers, 2001, p. 299). 

7 Even if this presence is very weak, symbolic. 

8 An AMAP (Association for the Defence of Farming Agriculture) is an association organizing the direct distribu-

tion of agricultural products in “circuits courts” (short circuits) from peasant to consumer. 

9 An Ikastola is a school of associational status where education is taught in the Basque language. 

10 Activist human capital refers to all "learning acquired through activism, [...] skills imported from outside, as well 

as those learned on the job" (Matonti and Poupeaud, 2004). 

11 More details on the Eusko emergence in Poveda, 2015 (pp.35 et seq.) 

12 The Association for the Taxation of financial Transactions and Citizen's Action (ATTAC) is an alter-globalization 

organization created in France in 1998. It develops its activities in 38 countries. 

13 Municipality of 1500 inhabitants of Lot-et-Garonne, Nouvelle-Aquitaine. The choice of the place echoed the 

Cancún summit that received the United Nations Framework Conference on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in late 

2010. 

14 https://www.euskalMoneta.org/faq-items/lorigine-de-leusko/ Last accessed: November 28, 2018. 

15 http://www.euskalMoneta.org/le-projet/. Last accessed: November 29, 2018. 

16 http://www.euskalMoneta.org/les-defis-de-leusko Last accessed: November 28, 2018. 

17 There is an obligation to take up a challenge for the environment, and one for Euskara, but if there is a challenge 

in one of these areas, there is no need to start a new one in this area. 

18 These rules are published on the association website. 

19 This is the rule for all complementary local currencies in France: only, professionals can exchange back local 

currencies into euros. 

20 The operating rules are divided into 5 sections: General Principles (GP), Reserve Fund (RF), Professional Ac-

creditation (PA), Issue Bonus (IB), Organization of Exchange Offices (OEO). 

21 Exceptions are possible (PA-rule 6). 

22 The average number of employees in French local currencies is 1.7 (source: Blanc, et alii, 2020). 

23 In some cases (8% in Blanc et alii, 2020), local authorities have been at the initiative of local currencies such as 

the Municipality of Nantes (SoNantes) or the Regional Council of Normandie (Rollon). In the case of the Eusko, the 

local authorities’ involvement occurred after its success.  

24 The first such partnership was signed between Euskal Moneta and the Ustaritz municipality in November 2016, 

so as to allow the use of eusko as a means of payment to enter the municipal swimming pool. This was the first 

public service in the Northern Basque Country to accept the local currency. 

25 This possibility materialized in Bayonne at the end of 2018 when the elected officials Martine Bisauta, Deputy 

Mayor in charge of Sustainable Development and Jean-Claude Iriart (elected abertzale opposition) were paid, at 

their request, respectively a part and all of their compensation in euskos. 

26 This was possible since 2014 for professional members with significant amounts of trade in eusko. 
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ABSTRACT 

The article is a case study of several digitally based schemes recently operating in Finland where 

some functions and properties of money are evident. While working effectively as designed, they do 

not fully meet the criteria of a well-functioning community currency. The schemes include: sysmä, a 

digitally based hyperlocal system of account introduced by the rural Sysmä municipality; Pisteet 

kotiin®, a housing association points system in the city of Tampere, copied from a working Dutch 

model; BookMooch, a global book-swapping site that has extended its operations throughout Fin-

land. Explored in the article are the institutional enabling and inhibitory factors and implications 

for and from other community currency projects. Data was collected by participant observation and 

semi-structured interviews in all schemes. Additional media surveying, internet webscrapes and 

online surveying supplemented this data. Along with the demarcation problem between currency 

and money, the technical issues about scale and purpose, if such schemes are to develop their offer-

ings to become fully fledged currencies, are considered. The concept of “current-see” proposed by 

the MetaCurrency Project, is used as a lens to evaluate if the schemes achieve their purpose and 

whether further development is desirable or possible. The concept of a proto-community currency 

is developed. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background to Money v Currency v Exchange 

Discussions on money, currency and exchange are often confusing, partly due to the varied usages of these terms 

by authors with varied backgrounds and partly due to common non-technical usage (Brock and Harris-Braun, 

2011:m12:54) which can be sloppy and is prone to semantic change (Robert, 2008). Practitioners may use a term 

wrongly on purpose: within the information given to the public to be easily understood as a lie-to-children 

(Stewart and Cohen, 1999), for example in explanations influenced by the barter myth (see below) (Ould-Ahmed, 

2010); or for obscuring reasons such as when avoiding the term money to avoid problems with legal and 

regulatory systems (Bindewald, 2018:p64; Ould-Ahmed, 2010).  

Institutions may perceive fiat currency as the only money. For example, the Bank of England, in its somewhat 

inconsistent Quarterly Bulletin (McLeay et al., 2014:p8), nevertheless explicates under the section “Fiat currency – 

banknotes and coins”, that “Currency is made up of banknotes” and “banknotes [are] a liability of the Bank of 

England”, and that “Since 1931, Bank of England money has been fiat money. Fiat or ‘paper’ money is money that 

is not convertible to any other asset (such as gold or other commodities).” Furthermore, such views can exclude 

other monies and require they are identified differently e.g. the Belgium Bank Commission “because RES was 

calling itself a currency” (Kennedy et al., 2012:p115). Cf. Peña de Carrillo et al. (2018) for details of the RES virtual 

community currency (VCC). In the case of the USA the process of this “power” to “restrain” (Hurst, 1973:p180) 

(and thereby exclude other monies, which existed as part of its “money system” (Hurst, 1973:p180) is 

underpinned by law. Cf. Mihim (2009) for a historical exploration of this process of exclusion in moderating the 

“system of currency” (Mihm, 2009:p4) over the 19th and 20th centuries.  

Thus, the word currency may be substituted for money; or the terms voucher or coupon used with no real 

explanation if they are money or not, as with the sysmä (Petz and Eskelinen, 2019). E-money or digital currency 

can be said to be the same thing (Berentsen, 1998) and any electronic form of money implied as being an AltCoin 

(Kamps and Kleinberg, 2018), by the attachment of the word COIN as a suffix, prefix or in the marketing hype 

surrounding a new project, as seen with the sysmä; and with the currencies promoted by the company Colu 

(Suberg, 2019). 

Money itself can be regarded as nothing but an “obscuring layer” (Samuelson, 1997 [1948]:p53) or “a veil” 

(Klausinger, 1990:p617), in other words “merely a technical issue or a more convenient alternative to barter” 

(Petz and Eskelinen, 2019). This reference to barter avoids the issue that bartered goods (within the framework of 

market exchange barter) are a form of money (commodity money), thus thereby exchanging apples for oranges is 

no different from exchanging yen for euro? 

Such a reductionist approach strips away the metalevel of currency flows and ignores that semantically money 

can be so much more than just representational tokens. It can be loaded with cultural meanings and is not “only 

money”. Money should be conceptualized in terms of money relations, as a social relation (Ingham, 1996). This is a 

Polanyian position. Polanyi described “the gold standard” as “the accepted name for a system of international 

commodity money” (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]:p202). He proposed that a great transformation had happened (to some 

extent, and unsuccessfully in his view) within money relations, to take money, as a tool of the market as a 

“commodity fiction” (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]:p204) toward acting in this debased way. We can contrast this money, 

acting in a market exchange barter, with reciprocity barter.  

In market exchange barter there has been a commodification process, concomitant with alienation (Marx, 2009 

[1844]) which makes pricing a key element of such exchanges. While it is certainly possible to show solidarity 

(Ziegler, 2008), and base transactions on other facets such as trust / reputation (Ye, 2013), delayed reciprocity 

(Prendergast and Stole 2000) and indirect reciprocity (Nowak and Sigmund, 2005) these are not essential and 

complete strangers may engage in market exchange barter without these considerations. There is nevertheless a 

move toward a “notional ‘equilibrium price’” as reported for the Lhomi for their agricultural goods at the bazaar 

(Humphrey, 1985) as a part of this process.  

In reciprocity barter, in contrast, price is not a consideration. Here social norms rather than market norms 

predominate (Ariely, 2009). Multilateral barter (barter chains) (Guriev and Ickes, 2000) is possible with 
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reciprocity barter, for example the Vienna Happiness Project, based on happiness economics, has run offline and 

online Happiness Circles and Happiness Cafés (Stonham, 2019) where different language conversations are held 

to enable international, intercultural and intergenerational learning which includes Japanese, German, and 

English. In reciprocity barter almost the opposite of the price-giving-commodification can manifest, such as flower 

giving when a prettily wrapped low-cost bouquet - wherein “it’s the thought that counts” - renders the commodity 

aspect as relatively insignificant in comparison with the emotional currency of the gift.   

Commodity backed money was used in Sysmä, Finland in the interwar period, with the dairy industry using milk 

as money. As physically carrying around milk is difficult, the form that existed was bills of exchange and 

bookkeeping barter (Parker, 2014). The use of other commodity moneys is recorded, for example in the 19th 

century in America (West, 1978). Accounting for such barter - not reciprocity barter, but market exchange barter 

(Dalton, 1982) - is problematic for armchair economic theorists, as for them these relatively recent forms put to 

the question old theories of how representational money arose. These theories are crystalized in the barter myth. 

The nice story here is: people without money began swapping goods and then found it was cumbersome, amongst 

other issues such as requiring the “coincidence” of wants (Jevons, 1989 [1875]), and it was better to use 

representational tokens, which became money. Initially those tokens were precious metals, and later lower value 

metals. Paper money arose later as credit notes or promissory notes, “documents representing those coins” 

(Menger, 1989 [1892]). Together these make up cash-money. Such a fantasy of functionalism eschews money 

relations in its crudity (Ingham, 1996). 

Furthermore, an anthropological analysis of money shortages revealed, rather that, barter only arose where 

already existing representational money became less available, and is a substitution, on a temporary basis or in 

special circumstances (Dalton, 1982). Rather what existed before money were local economies of surplus 

(Hudson, 2004). Here a talkoot culture operated where surpluses were shared in extended kin and kith networks. 

Talkoot was traced to etymologically connect with harvest tides (Paterson, 2010) – surplus at these times would 

often be shared within a community rather than traded outside it. Since then the meaning of talkoot has 

broadened and been appropriated more widely than the Finnish rural tradition which is described by Köppä 

(2009) as: “People getting together for joint work efforts, based on voluntary participation, and collective reward 

through hospitality and enjoying of the shared work performance.” 

Representational money, rather than being more convenient, acted to disrupt those relationships and erode local 

resilience. By allowing independence it facilitated isolationism and “is responsible for impersonal relations 

between people” (Simmel, 2004 [1907]:p273; Simmel, 1896). Of the various capitals recognized by such 

monetized economics, cultural and relational capitals (reciprocal / reciprocity) became of lesser value as the 

fungibility of the used money allowed them to be ignored (or at least de-emphasized) more easily than in a talkoot 

culture. A money free society has existed, with the Siane for example (Salisbury-Rowswell, 1957), and in utopian 

dreamers’ minds can exist again (Clarence-Smith, 2016; Fresco, 2002; More, 2012 [1516]; Saadia, 2016). 

In such a context when we talk about money in our highly monetarized society, we are prone to think of only one 

kind of money (the culturally dominant form). This money is often termed fiat currency, due to its designation by 

fiat, that is an official legal order. The political process of implementing fiat money has often led to the deprecation 

and even banning of other monies and has led Zelizer to refer to this process as “creating market money” (Zelizer, 

1994:p13). Money must fulfil several functions and have certain properties. One property is portability; and one 

function is that it facilitates the flow of an asset. It moves from issuer to spenders who transact it for goods or 

services. Here I focus on the movement, the dynamism I believe makes money into a currency. It flows and has a 

current or more accurately currents. Thus, currency is defined as the vitality or lebendigkeit of money in use. The 

properties could be better stated as having the potential for being realized (e.g. having the potential for 

portability). Identifying that potential can be done in the observation of it taking place – the proof of the pudding 

is in the eating. This concept of vitality, which focuses on the relational aspects comes from pattern science 

(Leitner, 2015; Humana and Schwartz, 2008; Petz, 2017:3.2; Leitner and Nahrada, 2014).  

The word currency links with exchange. Exchange is when an agreement is made for one thing in return for 

another (Eriksen, 2001). Currency is, amongst other functions, the representational aspect of that exchange. 

Currency can thus be a synonym of money, though to be a currency by implication it should circulate. Money can 
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then be seen as an implicit shared understanding over currency, or “an agreement within a community to use 

something as a medium of exchange” (Lietaer, 2001:p93).  

Indeed, money has functions beyond the representational tokens of coins and notes (Kennedy et al., 2012). Money 

is used within a given community for specific or general purposes. A community currency could be described as a 

more specific or special purpose money. The restrictions or specificity starts to indicate a possible typology; with 

the most restricted being a proto-community currency. They are restricted in how they can flow by design, who 

can use them, and where. There is a distinction here between the currents that are regulated, and whereto a 

money is allocated to be spent. The whereto is the domain and an accounting matter. This can be seen in the 

example of national economies where for example in the social allocation (in the USA) you have 3 big domains of 

health, welfare, and education (Soroka and Wlezein, 2010) with their own allocations or budgets. In the example 

of household economics, “domestic, gift and charitable money” via “earmarking of monies” (Zelizer, 1994:p85) has 

been identified.  

This budgeting shows the polymorphous concept of money, where the same money can be conceived of in 

different ways based on “differences in the roles the items in question play in the real lives of the people” 

(Snelders et al., 1992). This can be referred to as “social money” (Zelizer, 1994:p4) manifesting via tokenization as 

near-money. Book tokens are such an example; as is gift money, i.e. gift cards and gift vouchers (Chan et al., 2016). 

This tokenization can be extended as asset tokenization with a blockchain ledger where the token represents any 

tangible or intangible asset (CoreLedger, 2019). The resultant tokens can fulfill whichever properties and 

functions of money are designed and legally-culturally-socially accepted. 

Proto-community currencies do have something in common with how barter really arose, that is they are 

introduced into a society which already has cultural familiarity with a functioning money system and flowing 

currency, to meet a need that existing currencies cannot. Unlike community currencies, proto-community 

currencies are not aiming (or at least initially) at replacement of existing money relations and very much are 

complementary to them. Their designers thus may have no intention to evolve or develop them into more. The 

examples in this paper show this with; the sysmä introduced to counter rural population decline, Pisteet kotiin® 

to reduce maintenance costs, and the BookMooch points to swap books. 

When researching community currencies, we find generational typologies were attempted, though often the 

chronological is conflated with the developmental. So, a first-generation currency in one location may have 

features not found in a first-generation currency elsewhere. Generations can be dependent on the trajectory 

within and of a society taking into account cultural evolutionary factors that can be exogenous not only 

endogenous (Miyazaki and Kurita, 2018; Nishibe, 2018). 

Geographical typology is slightly easier to work with and is based on whether a currency is used “locally, 

regionally, nationally, or internationally” (Kennedy, 2012:p51). This relates more to the geographical ideas behind 

community rather than a community of interest (Kennedy, 2012). While a regional currency, such as the Lake 

District Pound may be geographically delimited – to the Lake District in England; it has fewer users than the 

Bristol Pound; fewer features too, although it was intended to have a higher capitalisation; and use over a greater 

geographical area, as a rural rather than urban community currency (personal communication from Ken Royall, 

Chief Executive, The Lakes Currency Project Ltd., 2018). These 2 Pounds in juxtaposition shows the challenge of 

classification. 

A further layer of complexity is added by trying to put the nominally generational classifications under cultural 

realms (Brown, 2001), sub-regional or even national descriptors, which come from the spatial geography found in 

the economic geography sub-discipline and touches on cultural evolution, see Nishibe (2018) for an attempt to 

map this. 

Purposeful, as a typology would see community currencies classified, “according to the specific areas they target, 

such as education, health, small and medium enterprises, culture, pension plans” (Kennedy, 2012:p51) and not an 

axis of individual to general public as (Martignoni, 2012) proposes. Here I propose to look at the appearance of 

new monetary forms. I suggest the very limitations contained within them are limitations which make them not 
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have the same status as fiat currency acting in all its forms and properties, yet still they partially act as money  – 

money could substitute for them, though not vice-versa.  

Instead of these other typologies, I propose we include all the forms of financial asset classes in our continuum, 

and call this, after the accounting term Cash and Cash Equivalents (CCE) (Ernst & Young, 2019), the CCE 

Continuum (Table 1). 

Table 1: The CCE Continuum. 

near-money, proto-money / proto-community currencies 

community currencies (CCs), local currencies 

fiat money (better termed fiat currency) / community money 

all capitals community money 

 

There are debates around defining all these assets (Elliott and Elliott, 2012). Fiat money is perhaps the clearest 

asset class as it can be gazetted or defined in written law, and as in this paper via properties and functions. The 

other asset classes can be compared and contrasted via these aspects. It has been claimed “that money is a 

‘unique’ asset in that it has no close substitutes” (Husted and Rush, 1984). Fiat money’s substitutability by near-

money and how to account for cash equivalents means that I do not offer speculation on what generally accepted 

accounting principles (which vary, even internationally between accountants) should say on any particular 

instrument or asset here. This overall lack of clarity has been thrown under the spotlight recently by questions 

raised by what accountancy should do with digital currency (Venter, 2018). Suffice to say: demand deposits, short-

term investments, money market funds, investments with maturities less than three months and bank overdrafts 

can all be considered in this framing as near money. Additionally, any asset could via tokenization (CoreLedger, 

2019) also be considered here. For them to flow promissory notes, money orders, bankers draft checks, share 

certificates or land title deeds for example provide a ready mechanism as a paper or digital instrument. 

We have 3 terms to be clear on: 

1.1.1 Money  

The form the items that transact are in: cash-money, e-money and other types (Bech and Garratt, 2017). 

1.1.2 Currency  

The movement and flows: via computer transactions, transfer of physical objects, or by use of documents. 

Currency is conceived as current-see, which is a flow of capital(s) and that happens within a system called a 

currency system. Currency was defined above as the vitality of money in use, to differentiate money from 

currency. 

1.1.3 Currency system  

How the system of use functions. Thus, the concept of a nested hierarchy exists with money, acting as a currency, 

within a currency system. 

What features do we find in proto-money? And which are missing, while maintaining functionality? In the CEE 

Continuum there is a final form of money- all capitals community money. This form seems absent from 

discussions about how money could operate and contains the idea of money capturing all the capitals (see 

Capitals, Assets, and Factors, 1.2.3 below) in the way that the surplus economy of talkoot did. Here money 

relations would not be based on scarcity, but on abundance. 

1.2. Properties and Functions of Money and Capitals  

1.2.1 Properties of Money 
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To operate, money demands certain properties or characteristics (Aliyu, 2018) (Table 2). 

  

Table 2: The Properties of Money. 

Fungibility Its individual units (meaning it is divisible and thus countable), are interchangeable.     

Thus, money is comprised of smaller units. 

Durability It can withstand repeated use. With digital currencies data loss or corruption shows there 

is still a durability property requirement. 

Portability It is easily moved around either directly or via representational movement. 

Usability It is conveniently usable. Complicated procedures for access or spending render what 

could be money as no longer money or vice-versa. This has a cultural acceptance aspect 

(acceptability), not just portability. This may be legally mediated, so restrictions on high 

value notes (to counter money laundering in the Eurozone). Or by custom such as refusal 

to take low value coins (1 and 2 Eurocent coins by retailers in Finland). Or due to ethics, 

such as refusal to accept euro coins as restaurant tips in London, as I experienced. These 

are examples of such usability aspects.  

Cognizability Its value must be easily identified by users. Aliyu (2018) considers this requires 

uniformity, saying “Uniformity of money calls for a standardization of money so that it 

looks the same. 

Stability of 

value 

Its value should not fluctuate. The money illusion is an interesting paradox here (Shafir, 

Diamond and Tversky, 1997). However, a consistent (bounded) decline is still a rate of 

value stability. Hyperinflation or removal from circulation (as with 1 penny and 2 pence 

coins in the UK, due to increasing value of the copper in these coins over their nominal 

values) render the money as no longer having this property.                                                       

See Oresme-Copernicus-Gresham’s Law on this (Sparavigna, 2014). 

Scarcity There is control over how much can be held or acquired or spent. Crypto currencies 

require limitations on issuance for them to have value enough to be used. It is only in the 

situation of demand that a utility value accrues to money. Excess beyond sufficiency would 

not be used and thus would not be functioning as money. 

 

1.2.2 Functions of Money 

Conventional economists reduce these to 3 functions: Medium, Measure and Store (Samuelson and Nordhaus, 

2010a). Some claim money can have more functions, up to 6 (Aliyu, 2018), with Aliyu’s ontology additionally 

giving the functions: the basis of credit, unit of account, and standard of deferred (postponed) payment. There is a 

way to talk about types of money in usage as the money supply or money aggregates e.g. M0, M1, M2, M3, M4, MB, 

MZ and L. How these terms are defined and used varies between central banks (Anderson, 2003; Wikipedia 

contributors, 2019). Nevertheless, these types of money are the mechanisms for creating / identifying money, 

which then (debatably) fulfil money functions (Table 3). 
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Table 3: The Functions of Money. 

Measure of 

value 

Services and goods can be priced in it and compared with each other and thus it is a unit of account. Some 

split unit of account from measure of value. 

Standard of 

deferred 

payment 

It can be used to value a debt over time. Some say this is pricing of a debt and a debt is a service, so this is 

just a measure of value. 

Store of 

value 

It can be saved and subsequently realised without loss of value. 

Credit It allows the units to be borrowed in advance to pay for goods or services now, and then paid off later. 

Ultimately, they can be created de novo in the system as “quantitative easing” and removed as “quantitative 

tightening”. 

Medium of 

Exchange 

Its value must be easily realised, so when used it can replace the coincidence of wants issue, making 

exchange possible. It is arguable that it is money if it facilitates a current-see - a flow of a capital / capital-

flow, and if it does not facilitate any flow then it is not money. Thus, medium of exchange could be replaced 

with facilitates a flow of an asset, which can be a tangible or intangible good, service or combinations of 

both. 

 

1.2.3 Capitals, Assets, and Factors 

Mainstream economics regards capitals as factors of production. There are principally 3: Land, Labour, and 

Capital (Ricardo 2001 [1821]) known as primary factors, which encapsulate others (so Information falls under 

knowledge and thus Labour and is debatably considered a secondary or produced factor of production) (Cohen, 

2003; Lee, 2017) and those excluded are referred to as externalities (both positive, which is a benefit not paid for 

– such as pollination of garden plants by bees kept by a bee keeper; and negative, which is a cost imposed on those 

not benefiting from production – such as pollution) (Callon, 1998). They are very anthropocentric; and if there is 

no relationship to people, they are not considered at all (Naudé, 2017). 

Current theorists treat capitals as having mutual substitutability to a greater degree – termed, weak sustainability; 

or lesser degree – termed, strong sustainability respectively (Coulson et al., 2015), though nothing can be 

completely substituted. Ecological theory, concerning plant growth, talks of Liebig’s Limitations of the Minimum – 

there is a limiting nutrient which cannot be compensated with replacement by another nutrient (Danger et al., 

2008). I believe the same idea has merit in being applied to economics with different capitals being required for 

balanced socio-environmental-economic functioning. Thus, there is an economics of co-abundance (strong 

sustainability) though not a single limit as such, problems will arise if there is an absence of some capitals. 

In such ecological approaches factors of production are avoided and instead they are referred to as capitals. Green 

economics regards more capitals as being present with up to 8 being used (Table 4). There are still externalities, 

though the aim is to be fully inclusive with the concept of the circular economy (Korhonen et al., 2018) often 

implicitly thought of by green economists. There is confusion here, as different thinkers have different 

conceptions and divisions, so to be clear in this paper we can think of a capital as analogous to money (an asset 

which can be tangible or intangible; primary or secondary). 
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Table 4: The Evolution of Green Capitalist Approaches: Capitals as Named by Scholars. 

Ricardo 

2001 

[1821]) 

Ekins et al., 

1992 

Porritt, 2007 Flower, 2015 Adams, 2015 Flora et 

al., 2018 

Levy and 

Wyckoff, 

2014 

Roland 

and 

Landua, 

2015 

Land Ecological  Natural  Natural  Natural  Natural  Natural  Living  

Labour Human  Human  Human  Human  Human  Individual   

Capital  Financial  Financial  Financial  Financial  Financial  Financial  

(Machinery) Manufactured  Manufactured  Manufactured  Manufactured  Built  Built  Material  

 Social 

Organizational  

Social  Social & 

Relationship  

Social/Relationship  Social  Social  Social  

   Intellectual  Intellectual   Intellectual Knowledge 

    Strategic  Political  Political   

     Cultural  Cultural  Cultural  

       Emotional 

& Spiritual  

       Time 

 

1.3. Current-sees and Meta-level Monetary Considerations 

Measuring these capitals, properties and functions are important for assessing the functioning and fitness for 

purpose of both money and currency in a system. This functioning is considered with the concept of current-see, 

which is the demonstrated movement as a flow of a capital (Brock and Harris-Braun, 2011)1. Again, with different 

conceptions of capitals, identifying them and flows as discrete flows with different disaggregations can lead to 

different results. The current-see concept does not make this clearer, due to lack of agreed boundaries over such 

current-sees. A good example is Land, now seen as Natural Capital and in turn is lexically expanded to Living 

Capital (Roland and Landua, 2015) thus matching Lovelock’s concept of Gaia, which includes all processes and life 

found about the planet Earth (Lovelock, 2007). So, current-sees of “hooves and trees” would be called differently 

from those of “prairie and forest”. 

Each of these typologies reveals a conception of the world. This Weltanschauung is made stark by contrasting: 

Macroeconomics; which is concerned with flows in aggregate operating at the national economy scale (Samuelson 

and Nordhaus, 2010b) or deals with accounting which is largely depersonalised (Morgan, 2001). With 

microeconomics; which looks at the household and even individual scale (Case et al., 2007). In praxis 

microeconomics and macroeconomics have a blindness towards local (not regional, which is at a different scale) 

and community economics (Hill and Myatt, 2010; Marglin, 2008). This is exacerbated by reducing economics to 

only looking at flows of financial capital i.e. (fiat) money. Current-see was conceived as a way to look at flows, not 

of money – which is seen as representational in abstract of concrete transactions - but of all the other things which 

money flows are an abstraction of (Brock and Harris-Braun, 2011:m12:54). So, when goods and services exchange 

what actually happens in addition to the financial transfers going on; the relational capital, the reputational 

capital, the physical and environmental transformations and even emotional transactions which may result. (cf. 

Hülsmann, (2008) to explore how ethics of money and morality influenced money design and modern economic 
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approaches; cf. Palley, (2018) for a debate over the origins of modern money, why of money, moneyness, modern 

monetary theory and functionalism in monetary theory). 

There is an overall utopian framing the inventors (Arthur Brock and Eric Harris-Braun) and adopters using the 

label “MetaCurrency Project” and others (e.g. Leander Bindewald) apply to current-sees (Bindewald, 2018:p69). 

In my reading of their view there is not one current-see but several current-sees operating in an economic 

environment and mutually reinforcing each other to create a new kind of economic ecology. Here we are part of 

the natural order and not dominating nor controlling it but working synergistically with it. So it is like talking 

about a family or a collection of current-sees operating in concert, and isolating a single current-see does not 

make sense, it fails to take into account the holistic-cybernetic-systems approach we find in “every living system” 

(Brock and Harris-Braun, 2011:m14:27), that any current-see operates in. Rather we must talk of current-sees in 

the plural. 

There is a belief that society will transform, and individual motivations will undergo a cultural evolution, merely 

by the development of different current-sees, practices and protocols as they emerge in our current econosphere 

(they are believed to create an emergent property by their very manifestation). There is some design science 

behind this thinking, with the idea that pattern languages and pattern science (Finidori, 2015) can capture some 

of these relational aspects. The difference between: instrumental values and intrinsic values; self-actualization v. 

survivalism; and even the different levels societies may be in as regards spiral dynamics (Wilber, 2001) are poorly 

accounted for by these ideas. Especially if we try to describe a current-see. 

To consider current-sees we need some notion of the properties and functions of current-sees and currencies, just 

as we have of money. Then we can assess if a community-currency is well functioning or not. Knowing this allows 

us to troubleshoot, redesign and repurpose so that the money (which although well designed e.g. in the case of the 

sysmä e-money explored below) has failed as a working currency system for those that wanted it to fulfil certain 

purposes due to lacks in terms of current-see (e.g. in the case of the sysmä allowing it to return to the source for 

reissuance). Aids to thinking about current-sees are: Arthur Brock’s Flowspace Brainstorming Worksheet (Brock, 

2005); Designing Social Flows (Brock, 2014); and Cultivating Flows (Wagter and Russell, 2016). 

2. RESEARCH AIMS, DATA AND METHODS 

The aim of this research was to look at near money (Chan et al., 2016) proto-community currencies in Finland in 

2018 and consider how they are / did not function as successful general-purpose money. BookMooch is somewhat 

of an outlier as it operates at a global level, yet it makes a useful comparison when considered with alternatives, as 

a community of interest / community of use, rather than a geographical community. These small schemes were 

chosen partly from convenience sampling (Teddlie and Yu, 2007), and because in using them, I gained an insider 

perspective on them.  

As a researcher, I am embedded in the world I research. Consequently, my personal milieu as a citoyen du monde, 

artivist and scientivist influence my methodology and research opportunities. Some of my contemporaries 

(Aubret et al., 2014; Das, 2015; Paterson, 2011;2020), follow similar methodologies, to capture our lived 

experiences which have been described as auto-archaeology (Buchli and Lucas, 2001; Harrison and Schofield, 

2009) and autoethnography (Adams et al., 2015). There is a particular desire to capture minority existences, the 

liminal and cultures of resistance which are vulnerable to erasure or distortion by domination of mainstream 

cultures acting in a hegemonic way. Nevertheless my theoretical approach was a scientific one, though I lean more 

toward that of an integral theory model, something that is shared by other researches in community currency 

(Arnsperger, 2010; Lietaer et al., 2012) and an enlarged explanation of can be seen in the work of Place (2018; 

2019). I also use Artistic Research Methods (ARM) (Petz, 2017:3.3-3.4) and a fuller description can be found in a 

paper on the sysmä (Petz and Eskelinen, 2019).  

Data was collected by participant observation and semi-structured expert interviews (n=30) in all schemes. I live 

in a VTS-kodit home, so use the Pisteet kotiin® as a resident; I have used BookMooch as a member for the past 9 

years, and I went to live in Sysmä during the trial phase of the sysmä proto-community currency. Such intimate 

familiarity and snowball sampling (Goodman, 1961) helped identify suitable interviewees. Additional media 

surveying, internet webscrapes and online surveying supplemented this data. Particularly useful were the VTS-
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kodit residents’ newsletter (Asukasviesti) which was subject to content analysis (Neuendorf, 2017); all the 

BookMooch transaction records and forum records from the last decade, which are available online; and minutes 

of meetings re the sysmä. The Flowspace Brainstorming Worksheet (Brock, 2005) was used along with different 

capitals to explore differences between the schemes. These were then textually tabulated and tagged for presence 

or absence of properties or functions of money. This then allows an analysis as to placement in the CCE 

Continuum (Table 1).  

3. ANALYSIS 

3.1 Context to Finland and digital payments 

Finland has some factors that foster fintech. The country has been in the last 2 decades very keen to promote 

innovation in many sectors. The rise of Nokia Oyj (Cord, 2014; Siilasmaa, 2018) then more recently Rovio 

Entertainment Oyj and Supercell Oy reveal a strong concentration on IT related innovation in the quaternary 

sector (Cheng, 2012; Härmä, 2013). More recently Fintech Finland, which was founded in 2017 by the Fintech 

Executive Community Finland, are collaborating with the Helsinki Business Hub to create a Fintech Farm to 

promote the development of this industry (Hallikainen, 2019). “Finland has roughly 160 fintech companies in the 

fields of payments, cryptocurrencies, blockchain, insurance, security&compliance, APIs&platforms, 

data&analytics, customer services&acquisition, financial software, wealth management, investing, financing and 

personal finance management. One of the strongest areas in Finland are financial software, back-end technologies, 

financing and payments” (Helsinki Fintech Farm, 2019). 

However, the three schemes of this article do not originate from the profit motive of firms. Instead they show a 

wider public desire to use the high computer literacy present in Finland for social innovation. A strong enabling 

factor is the high education of Finnish residents. This includes technological literacy and English. These are 

significant in being able to access both knowledge capital and making use of relational capital through the existing 

high ICT access (OECD, 2015). In the non-commercial sector Linux is such an innovation, which arose due to these 

capitals combined with a sharing approach (Puttonen, 2001). That sharing economy (Lahti and Selosmaa, 2013) 

or collaborative consumption comes from the cultural roots of Finland as a welfare society. While these roots can 

be traced back to the presence of the state-church (Pesonen and Riihinen, 2018) and influences from Britain 

(Marklund, 1988; Kuhnle and Hort, 2004) there are other influences from within Finnish culture. 

The talkoot culture is still active in Finland with talkoots taking place in VTS-kodit properties (Kivistö, 2017), in 

Sysmä (anttil, 2012), and within the book swapping culture. In the latter case this has been through BookCrossing 

where some BookMoochers are members too (pooca, 2015). While talkoots vary from: tietotalkoots – information 

talkoots, which are more about increasing knowledge within a community (Petz, 2017:3.4); to a pihatalkoot – yard 

talkoots, the most common form, which are for cleaning-up a communal space and have stretched to a world 

talkoot (World Cleanup Day, 2018) they share certain features. They support the care of club goods while working 

together (Botero and Saad-Sulonen, 2013). In this sense the BookCrossing talkoot has developed the sharing of 

books and built the culture around facilitating that. The possibility to use a community currency or proto-

community currency is a small step toward a sharing non-monetary economy, which already exists, and yet does 

not flow as it might if certain current-sees are stimulated. 

There are many associations, foundations and NGOs in Finland, which could use community currencies. 

Municipalities are fairly-well funded and could explore such innovations too. The first sector has provided some 

economic stimulus: e.g. Fintech Farm funded by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, the City of 

Helsinki and private partners (Helsinki Fintech Farm, 2019); and has the QUANGOs: VTT, Business Finland (from 

a 2018 merger of TEKES with Finpro Oy) and SITRA (Sjöstedt and Noponen, 2011) supporting innovation. 

Increasingly the idea of the circular economy is taking root in that innovation ecology. VTS-kodit is a member of 

The Association for Finnish Work. The Association, founded in Tampere in 1912, is highly rated by consumers and 

published The High Value Manifesto (Curry et al., 2015) and Making High Value Work: The Business Briefing 

(Curry et al., 2014) to influence government policy and business practices. The Manifesto states “policy should 

address the full range of innovation, including production processes, organisational innovation and social 

innovation. Innovation policy in Finland should include service and strategic design elements, incorporating these 

also into traditional product and technology driven sectors” (Curry et al., 2015:p15). Furthermore, with implied 
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criticism, recommending that “Finnish public policy and legislation should seek to widen the diversity of business 

ownership types in Finland.” (Curry et al., 2015:p26). 

As Finland already has quite a liberal arrangement with its cooperative law and the possibility for associations 

and foundations to engage in non-profit operations it is worth highlighting the biggest barrier to development of 

the community currencies found in this research. This appears to be the tax law. Many possibilities for developing 

the talkoot and sharing economy are stymied by the desire to treat every transaction as a professional service 

which must be charged at professional rates according to the collective agreements negotiated by unions which 

set out pay scales for workers. Unlike in other countries small scale community operations can be regarded as tax 

liable. A tax decision taken around this idea has led to a rapid decline in LETS schemes, and seriously damaged the 

growth and development of the Stadin Aikapankki (a Helsinki based timebank) (Eskelinen, 2020). This rent-

seeking tax policy (Angelopoulos et al., 2009) is a block on innovation and the development of flows of different 

capitals. It causes a domination of neoliberal capitalism favouring statism and not the community sector. 

Other inhibitory cultural factors include: bureaucracy, which prevents crowdfunding unless a license is obtained 

from the police (Hooghiemstra and de Buysere, 2016); racism, which prevents immigrants from bringing their 

knowledge and experience into praxis (Ahmad, 2019; Tessieri, 2017; Mashaire, 2014); and a certain kind of 

stubbornness called sisu (Lahti, 2013) (determination in the face of adversity), which can be a good thing when 

applied to perseverance in overcoming obstacles to new projects, but a bad thing when insistence on following a 

certain path or way as expected from historical experience despite it not being the best course of action. 

Nevertheless, some people and organisations do innovate and bring in alternatives. 

3.2 Description of Schemes 

3.2.1 sysmä 

Sysmä is a rural municipality, located in the Lake District of Finland, which as a post-productivist agricultural area 

has chronic population decline. Fewer people in the municipality results in an eroding tax-base and thus a 

financial shortfall to pay for expected local services. This decline in revenue acted as a stimulus for innovations to 

deal with this pressure, and one was the Kuponkieuro ja Pienyritysten Verkosto (Sysmä euro-voucher and small 

entrepreneur network) (PHL, 2017) which created the sysmä raha (sysmä money). It was run by Sysmä 

municipality as a project. The sysmä was a digitally based hyperlocal system of account, branded as a local 

currency, and trialled in 2018. It was voluntary for businesses and consumers. However, local road communities 

and associations were effectively forced to join if they wanted grants from the municipality. It was inspired by 

loyalty cards (Petz and Eskelinen, 2019). 

3.2.2 Pisteet kotiin® 

Tampere is a post-industrial city, on the edge of the Lake District of Finland, with a significant working-class 

history and an increasing population. It has a strong solidarity culture with red (Heinonen and Leivo, 2015), 

anarchist (Shcherbinin, 2013), feminist (Tamminen, 2014), artivist (Shcherbinin, 2013) and agonistic (Bäcklund 

and Mäntysalo, 2010) influences. In 1970 the municipality founded Vuokratalosäätiö ry (Rental House 

Foundation) to provide below market-rate rented property. VTS-kodit has introduced a points system called 

Pisteet kotiin® (literally: bring the points home). The Pisteet kotiin® development began in 2002 and was 

operational in 2008 (Jantunen, 2012). It is digitally based with points earned for tenant action (VTS, 2018); paying 

rent on time, buying insurance or involvement in residence committees (Jantunen, 2018), which bring a paper 

voucher for use with partners in local service or domestic goods firms. It is effectively a loyalty scheme which all 

residents belong to by default, although individuals can opt out of it. Note that the Pisteet kotiin® home points 

scheme was set up for tenants (those who pay rent) and is not yet extended to all residents (those that may live in 

a VTS home, for example children of tenants). Pisteet kotiin® is a successful technology transfer from the 

Woningstichting Rochdale in Amsterdam (Jantunen, 2012), and is in turn being copied by Jyväskylän Vuokra-

asunnot Oy (Jyväskylä Rental-housing Ltd.) in Jyväskylä (JVA, 2019). 
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3.2.3 BookMooch 

BookMooch was founded in California by John Buckman in 2006 and underwent rapid growth with other book-

swapping websites (Buckman, 2010:m3). It is digitally based on a points system with points earned for books 

added or essentially gifted away, which are traded on the system (Buckman, c2011). There were a few other ways 

to earn a very minimal amount of points, but these did not develop and in fact development of alternative uses 

was limited by the founder (Burns, 2006). There are active members in Finland. It was always free to join and use. 

 

3.3 Analysis of The Properties of Money Within the Schemes 

As these schemes are proto-community currencies they do not manifest all the properties of money. Yet they do 

manifest some to various degrees (Table 5). 

Table 5: Schemes Compared - The Properties of Money. 

Scheme       

Property 

BookMooch sysmä Pisteet 

kotiin® 

   

Fungibility Y N1. N1. 

Durability Y N N 

Portability P2. P2. P2. 

Usability Y N3. N 

Cognizability Y N N 

Stability of Value Y/N4. Y (for consumer)/ N5. Y (so far) 

Scarcity N6. Y  Y 

Key: Y = Property Present; N = Property Not Present; P = Property Partially Present 

As the representational “note” for sysmä and Pisteet kotiin® is a voucher, where the vouchers have varied values, 

one voucher is not substitutable for another. Effectively they are bills of exchange, meaning the sysmä and Pisteet 

kotiin® lack fungibility (Table5: N1). 

BookMooch points are only electronic and easily transferred electronically, so are thus portable. sysmä and 

Pisteet kotiin® are electronically stored, but not portable as printed QR codes and vouchers respectively are 

required for their spending. Lack of convenient usage means both sysmä and Pisteet kotiin® fail on the usability 

property of money (Table5: P2). 

The sysmä was also not usable as it needed to be recognised by a community of people. It lacked social 

acceptability due to cultural reasons (Table 5: N3). Something seen with the refusal of the Stroud Pound (Cato and 

Suárez, 2012). Pisteet kotiin® does not meet the usability threshold for money as it is complicated to spend it, 

with a voucher and authorization acting as cash controls, to render it away from a community currency to a proto-

community currency in the CCE Continuum (Table 1).   

Stability of value is present, but not universal, in all schemes. The BookMooch purchasing power varies according 

to country (Table 5: Y/N4) : so if the Moocher (Mooch member buying a book) registers their account in the same 

country as the Moochee (Mooch member selling a book), the cost and value of 1 Mooch Point = 1 book; in a 

different country (Moochee and Moocher are not registered in the same country) the value of 1 Mooch Point is 

1/3 of a book, i.e. 3 points are needed to buy = 1 book. This is a soft capital control, as people can smooch points 

back (Carolyn, 2012) and make offers at different rates (which happens).  
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The sysmä exchange value (Table 5: N4) had a 5% bonus for over 100 euro. In theory the retailers were to bear 

this cost if exchanging back to euro. As water bills could be paid from these sysmä the value was, different if a 

retailer decided to exchange for euro or to use sysmä to pay a water bill denominated in euro. It appears this was 

not fully implemented. Thus the value though predictable could change with these variables so was not acting as 

general purpose money, it was a special purpose money, or rather a proto-community currency, with restricted 

properties to facilitate certain current-sees and inhibit functions of money to prevent the flow of other current-

sees being restricted.  

(Table 5: N6) claims for BookMooch there is scarcity, though any book added to the system earns point(s), thus 

only a theoretical scarcity limit (how many books exist). Yet akin to inflation, without removal of books; or 

growth, like in a pyramid scheme, there can be more points than members can spend – thus scarcity is eroded by 

this points-surplus. Additionally, BookMooch Journals - a user generated traveling arts journal project (Tennant, 

2008), can be created and added, at least one author had a print run offered with a freemium (Pujol, 2011) scheme 

on his book, which allows the means of production to be in member hands.  

3.4 Analysis of the Functions of Money Within the Schemes 

Over time the money functions fulfilled by the schemes have changed, so an assessment must consider features 

that are present at a single time within a similar institutional framework for a fair comparison. Table 6 shows the 

schemes as they were all operating in 2018. 

Table 6: Schemes Compared - The Functions of Money. 

Scheme       

Function 

BookMooch sysmä Pisteet 

kotiin® 

   

Medium Y Y Y 

Measure Y Y Y 

Standard Y N N 

Store Y N2. Y 

Credit N1. (historically Y) N3. (local Q.E.) N 

Key: Y = Property Present; N = Property Not Present 

It can be seen that (Table 6: N1.) the credit function is missing from all three schemes. Originally it was possible to 

go into debt with BookMooch, but now it is not. There is no longer an “Unofficial Bank of BookMooch” (McBride, 

2009) to lend points, nor “BookMooch Angels Fund” to credit them for mooching books for others in a peer to peer 

lending model, nor create them (as used to happen with international mooches) (Cara, c2011). A formula applied 

to members limits mooching books, and how many you send, to prevent debt and thus credit arising. That formula 

is stated as a “2:1 ratio: you have to send out at least 1 book for every 2 you receive. If you don't keep this ratio up, 

you won't be able to mooch any books, even if you have the points, until you improve your ratio. Sending 

internationally counts as 3 books” (Buckman, c2011). This loss meant in current-see terms that social, emotional, 

knowledge, material and to some extent cultural capital have all been eroded. Pooling and sticking points have 

been increased, rather than a flowing system. 

Experimentally an “airdrop” (Alassouli, 2018) of 5 sysmä was trialled, which some considered to be helicopter 

money (cf. Jourdan, 2020 for a discussion about helicopter money). It could be used to give credit if the system 

was changed from all sysmä being backed by fiat-money. There is no consumer credit (Table 6: N3), though 

effectively there is a local quantitative easing, which is a form of credit with the money given to local association 

and road communities as block grants in sysmä. 
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Pisteet kotiin® has no credit function, but could be given in a mortgage type scheme, which would be paid off over 

time by rent. 

BookMooch fulfils most of the functions of money, admittedly a special purpose money, that can only be spent in 

certain places. It does not fulfil all functions as it is no longer used for credit. The sysmä and Pisteet kotiin® are 

both related to fiat currency and could be called subsystems of that fiat currency. Like the Barter Clubs of 

Argentina credito which was beholden to the peso (Ould-Ahmed, 2010), this argues for them not being money. 

However, independence is neither a function nor property of money, as fixed rate exchange systems indicates for 

many fiat currencies in use today.  

The sysmä as ran lacked the store function (Table 6: N2) as it ran till the year’s end (during the trial phase, but 

was planned for such annual retirements of currency anyway) and then had to be surrendered or the value was 

lost. While it ran it acted as a store of value, but the focus was on it transacting not storing value. The usability 

value came from attempting to stimulate the flow of social and relationship capital, this current-see would then 

hopefully increase financial flows, knowledge flows, material flows and even living capital if more people would 

come to sysmä. The failure of social and relationship flows also led to a damage toward political capital. 

The sysmä and Pisteet kotiin® can be used for measure of value. A 5 sysmä offer was made at the Sysmä Camping 

business for a coffee and brioche; and the cost of painting a wall is given in Pisteet kotiin® (tainak, 2018) neither 

can be used as a standard of deferred payment as they cannot be used for a debt value over time. Immediate 

purchase is required for sysmä, and Pisteet kotiin® must be used to pay for a service or product. When the Pisteet 

kotiin® are converted to a voucher, this is a negotiable instrument, like a cheque, which is limited in time and 

arguably a deferred payment, but it is not a standard as it is: a. denominated in euro, not points (pisteet); b. its 

validity is limited to a very short time, as we would find with company paper. 

From this analysis it can be claimed BookMooch has largely acted as a currency system with Mooch points being a 

money property-wise and functioning as a community currency, but the sysmä and Pisteet kotiin® do not meet 

the threshold to act as money or a currency. 

4. DISCUSSION 

Limitation of the flows in these schemes can be accidental, but this serendipitously allows a measure of control on 

how they are used. They could be co-designed to enable more flows and more properties of money. The sysmä 

could be enabled as a store of value. Mooch points could be enabled to trade other things. The Pisteet kotiin® 

could act as a medium of exchange with other holders of Pisteet kotiin®, so for example thus getting more 

participation in running a collective kitchen to counter old people’s loneliness and increase food literacy (Truman 

et al., 2017).   

While all three of them can be hacked, and used in these ways, there are strong disincentives to doing this. 

Alternatives are easier to develop, which are limited to specific purposes. For example, tourist money (Warner, 

2014) issued on an annual basis and then retired can act as a promotional tool for events over a tourist season. A 

note itself, while used over a summer as functioning money yet conceived, as a souvenir would earn seigniorage. 

In Sysmä a separate tourist currency could trade over a much wider, perhaps regional area. Were the value to be 

stored to subsequent years this could be disruptive when attempting to carry out quantitative easing, by allowing 

more currency to enter that economy.  

Local quantitative easing or tightening is possible by use of the policy mix over payments for the local council 

services, water bills or local taxes with that money. In Sysmä it would make sense to use the sysmä issued from 

the municipality to limit the flows of finance within the area when it comes to the road communities and local 

associations. For that proto-community currency to be a store of value, over several winter seasons, when 

demand for buying stone for fixing roads can vary is useful. A hyperlocal only issuance as sysmä reduces the risk 

of embezzlement or for any association to use grants for speculation. 

BookMooch points, could apply to the nebulous “favors”, notwithstanding the difficulty of describing what a unit 

of favor could be (Buckman et al., 2015). The system and architecture of the community is there. There was 

interest in so developing both by the founder (Buckman et al., 2015) and members (Fast et al., 2008). There were 
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some successful members’ innovations in the form of the Angel Network, the Unofficial Bank of BookMooch and 

even the BookMooch journals. By using the lens of current-see we can elucidate that there is a relational capital 

flow here, trust was built by feedback comments, smooches and forum use. The forums, with various subjects 

facilitated an Angel Network; people were willing to give time or points to support not only BookMooch, but 

“charity” accounts, and thus certain institutions and wider community development at a global level. 

When juxtaposed with BookCrossing, another book-swapping site that is currently more vibrant than BookMooch, 

there are clear differences. BookCrossing relies on a new conception of flow-value of the books, which while they 

can be retained, focuses more on making books circulate and building a community of use and interest. Hence the 

common BookCrossing “get-togethers”, “meetups”, “conventions” (BC, 2019a) and in Finland “talkoot” show this 

friendship is the community of book-reading, not ownership of physical property in books. There is in effect a 

constant flow, with no points to be accumulated and then spent in order to get more books. The well-functioning 

Finnish forum (BC, 2019b) shows BookCrossing enables these community enriching flows whereas BookMooch 

does not (Fast et al., 2008). 

Could these book-swapping projects allow swapping of other things? Would our proto-community currency be 

more useful without its limitations to only books? BookMoochers accept a book is worth one point; even though 

they can see varied pricing in fiat money via Amazon’s prices juxtaposed in the Your Wishlist page in BookMooch. 

Timebanks and LETS projects, which tried to equate everyone’s time as of equal value have struggled in societies 

where people or institutions are not willing to recognize everyone’s time as equal (Eskelinen, 2020). 

Limiting to only books works as the value is agreed and inflation-proof. However, there is an accounting 

conundrum. If we try to think like an accountant and work out the cash equivalency we soon come unstuck as the 

book values in fiat cash-money terms vary greatly. We could force the situation by considering an estimated value, 

and regarding these books as restricted cash equivalents. Doing the same across product classes without fiat 

currency is more challenging.  

A limited site builds trust and familiarity, around a product class, whereas an (over) diversification (Palich, 

Cardinal and Miller, 2000) of offerings may erode them? However, trust maybe related to the kind of trust, if it is 

distributed trust (Botsman, 2017) based on the user reputational capital then offering diversity is not the issue, 

rather the current-see approach shows it is harder to monitor flows in many capitals.  

VTS-kodit limits its Pisteet kotiin® mainly due to tax complications, something affecting the community 

currencies throughout Finland. Nevertheless, there is a legal possibility to turn tenants into cooperative members 

and allow them to trade with each other (Unkuri, 2018) which would bypass this issue to some extent. The system 

was extended to allow earning of points by community engagement.  

We can use the current-see lens to see this worked to support the VTS-kodin Asukasdemokratia-rhymä (literally: 

ResidentDemocracy-group). This AD-group “develops residential activity and takes a stand on the economic and 

operational development of VTS homes. The AD-group meets 4-6 times a year often around a major theme, such 

as property maintenance or housing satisfaction” (Jantunen, 2017). The AD-group, and Asukastoimikunta 

(residence committee) members get points. Points are available for participating in related courses too (VTS, 

2017). These incentivise residents to be active community members. If points could be traded with other 

residents it could be beneficial in spreading knowledge capital and wealth for solidarity, rather than individualism 

as at present.  

Such a forward-thinking policy has precedence in public policy, and thus cultural familiarity in the housing sector, 

in Finland. Homelessness is tackled in Finland under a Housing First model, where good quality housing is given 

to homeless people and then remedial work is done on the factors affecting them such as alcoholism, criminal 

recidivism et cetera (Pleace et al., 2016). The Pisteet kotiin® could be given in such a futuristic way, where home-

improvements and rewards for civic engagement were given prior to the engagement. This would create a credit 

and a standard of deferred payment function in the points-system. This is much as fiat money functions with loans 

for home improvement or career development. Pisteet kotiin® is now being described as a “tenant benefit 

system” and being updated where the “aim is to improve and diversify the use of the benefit points” (Jantunen, 
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2019) within “part of the implementation of VTS-kodit’s strategy, in accordance with which we provide our 

tenants with the foundation for a good life” (Eskelinen, 2019). 

The limitations of these proto-community currencies are there by design to fulfil the purposes which the 

communities that use them want. They are adequate for the purposes which they are aimed to fulfil and evolving 

them to meet a wider range of flows would change the milieu in which they operate, with a different focus and 

outcomes. While this can be desirable, this makes them no longer as merely a tool to serve those existing 

communities, but engages with the paradigm of technological determinism, whereby a technology shapes the 

community by its usage. Transformation and alteration of the community necessarily will alter the flows and 

capitals. If such social engineering is desirable or not is a matter of opinion. In Finland public-policy is having a 

limited influence on the municipal application of community currencies and very much it is the cultural evolution 

of the community members themselves that are opting to use or not use these systems and thus determine their 

futures. 
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ENDNOTES 

1   “the definition I threw up there for currencies was talking about current-sees, first of all the ability to see cur-
rents, to see flows, the ability to see those different layers it’s referring to that as a language of value … what I am 
suggesting is that current-sees are social DNA. They are the way that we embody agreements for … what we value 
and how we are gonna interact around that value” m19:19; “current-sees are the symbol systems to make flows at 
different levels visible” m20:25 (Brock, 2011). 
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ABSTRACT 

In this paper we reviewed Community Currencies (CC) that contribute to endogenous regional revi-

talization. 49 CC cases, collected by a nationwide questionnaire survey to the operating groups, are 

classified to 5 types by applying mathematical quantification theory class III and cluster analysis on 

the viewpoint of endogenous development theory. We focused on the ‘community endogenous col-

laboration type’ of CC and carried out field investigations on three selected examples that pertain to 

this type. The obtained contents were arranged using the KJ method to clarify the characteristics of 

this type. (1) The ‘endogenous community collaboration’ type of CC frees the people from being a 

‘consumer’ and gives the possibility of transforming into ‘prosumer¬=sei-katsu-sha’. (2) In Japan, the 

citizens' group operating this type of CC actively implement various events & projects, thereby facil-

itating the re-identification and utilization of resources that have potential in the area. (3) By using 

such CC for exchanging and participating in such activities, it creates chances for participants from a 

wide range of age groups to interact with each other. While inheriting the wisdom of the elderly, it 

contributes to the formation of common concerns and values in the community and trigger new net-

works within the region. 

KEYWORDS 

Endogenous regional activation, community currency, prosumer¬=sei-katsu-sha.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The ‘money’ we are familiar with is likely to disappear with the wave of digitization and the cashless society. This 

anticipation is strengthened by the fact that several countries and regions have been issuing their own community 

currencies. There are various arguments regarding the future of money. Among them, a vision to expand the con-

ventional money system more conveniently and globally is being considered over the extension of the consumption 

economy. However, it is a fact that the possibility of money being able to impart real richness to human life is being 

pursued. In the conventional money system, the connections have been cut between creator and user, man and 

environment, person and person. Therefore, the future image of money is a medium which is capable of ‘relinking’ 

those connections. For this reason, this paper focused on several kinds of ‘community currency’ found around the 

world, especially in Japan over the last 30 years. As Japan's community currency enter into maturity, various new 

types of community currency have been implemented. For example, the ‘Kinoeki Project’, which has a value in con-

sideration of local forestry resources, ‘Sarubobo Money’ in the form of electronic money issued by local credit banks, 

and several community currencies that can be converted into national currency. It is considered that the existence 

of those community currencies transcends, or on the other hand, expands conventional concept of community cur-

rencies. Therefore, it is necessary to clarify the actual condition of recent community currencies in Japan. According 

to Kobayashi，Miyazaki & Yoshida, they collected 792 community currencies from all over Japan and set criteria to 

classify the purpose of issuing those community currencies. CCs were classified into 5 types, such as "Activation of 

local economy based on resource circulation" "Multi-purpose community currency" "Activation of forestry and local 

economy" "Formation of connection of people and activation of local economy" "Promotion of local activities and 

community welfare based on connection of people"（Kobayashi & Miyazaki & Yoshida，2020）. 

2. RESEARCH PURPOSE 

The purpose of this research is to categorize the community currencies implemented recently in Japan according to 

the perspective of promotability to endogenous regional activation and to elucidate the characteristics of the form 

of the community currency that contributes most to endogenous regional activation by conducting field investiga-

tions. 

3. RESEARCH METHOD 

In this research, the methods included literature surveys, questionnaire surveys, statistical analysis, and interviews: 

(1) A total of 49 cases of community currency were collected by centering on newspaper articles published in ‘Asahi 

Shimbun’ from 2005 to 2016. We conducted questionnaire surveys among the operators and clarified the infor-

mation about the mechanism and subject situation of each case.  

(2) By referring to community currencies of Japan and the literature on ‘theory of endogenous development,’ the 

theoretical possibility that the community currency can contribute to endogenous regional activation was clarified. 

Based on the results, categories were proposed to be used in a classification. 

(3) The samples of the collected community currency were classified by applying mathematical quantification the-

ory class III and cluster analysis. This method is to converge a large number of observed qualitative variables to find 

some latent variables, and to visualize the correlation of these variables and the samples. 

(4) According to the results of (3), we organized field investigations of representative cases that belong to the ‘en-

dogenous community collaborative type’ of community currency. The characteristics of this type of community cur-

rency were expounded by KJ method, and the promotabilities to the endogenous regional activation were verified. 

4. TYPOLOGY OF COMMUNITY CURRENCY FROM THE VIEWPOINT OF ENDOGENOUS REGIONAL ACTI-

VATION 

Here it is necessary to review the origin of community currencies in Japan. That is said, as Makoto Maruyama intro-

duced the case of LETS to Japan, to break through the commodities transaction relation, it is a new attempt to create 

new interpersonal relationships. At the same time, it means that economic activities show consideration for the 

entire ecosystem based on the needs of life (Maruyama, 1990). In the context of current money been regarded as 
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the sole criterion to measure the pursuit of life, the value of things and the richness of the region; the fundamental 

significance of the existence of community currencies is to provide another scale of value for ‘goods, events, and 

people’ in a region or community. Furthermore, it is ‘another medium’ to spread that value among the participants 

gradually. Therefore, we classified the existing community currencies from this viewpoint; examined the character-

istics and the fulfilled achievements. 

4.1 Criteria for classifying community currencies 

In this paper, referring to endogenous development theory of Japanese sociologist Tsurumi Kazuko, we considered 

that community currencies should have the following characteristics: 

(1) Inhabitant-led system with the collaboration of authorities and specialists. 

(2) The goal is not to increase property, but to meet the basic physical and spiritual needs of humans in daily life. 

(3) The community currency is a method of re-identification and utilization of the resources that have potential in 

the area. 

(4) Concerns over and improvements to the surrounding environment. 

(5) To respond to future changes in economics and society. 

Based on the study of the theory above, 4 major items and 21 categories can be derived as categories for a consid-

eration of typology. Regarding community currency (1) The attributes of the group that operates the community 

currency; (2) The consciousness for management such as a reason to operate; (3) The community mechanism such 

as whether it can reveal the ability of inhabitants, or volunteer activities are supported to improve the environment; 

(4) Management situation such as whether it operates independently, or with the existence of a central executive 

office.   

Table 1. Contents of the 21 categories. 

Major Item Sub-item Contents of 21 Categories 

Attributes of the management or-

ganization 

 1.Inhabitant group;  

2. Company; 

3.Administration;  

4. Commercial district organization 

 

The consciousness of community 

currency 

Purpose of managing community 

currency 

5. Promoting regional economy;  

6.Promoting community 

Characteristics of community cur-

rency to be emphasized 

7.Emphasis on free value; 8.Empha-

sis on the practical use of an indi-

vidual's ability 

Mechanism of community currency Issue method 9.Paper currency; 

10. Passbook type; 11. Other issu-

ing methods 

Convertibility to national currency 12. Redeemable for Japanese Yen 
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4.2 Classification by mathematical quantification theory III and cluster analysis  

A total of 49 samples of community currencies were categorized, including 42 cases identified in the questionnaire 

survey mentioned previously and 7 cases from the 2016-2018 field investigations. The categorization was per-

formed by using mathematical quantification theory III, with 21 sub-items based on the endogenous development 

theory. 

As a result, Solution 1 and Solution 2 were adopted in which the correlation coefficients are 0.5976 and 0.5035, 

respectively. Fig. 1 shows the distribution of the category in which Solution 1 is set to axis 1, and Solution 2 is axis 

2. The negative direction of axis 1 contains several categories as follows: ‘exchangeable for Japanese Yen,’ ‘commer-

cial district organization,’ ‘administration,’ ‘purchasing mainly in the commercial district,’ ‘establishing an executive 

office for issue/management,’ ‘staff shortages,’ and so on.  

 

Fig 1. Scatter plot of the categories. 

Main purpose 13. Purchasing mainly in the com-

mercial district; 14. Handicrafts 

transactions; 15. Appreciation of 

volunteers 

Operation of the community cur-

rency   

Method of price decision 16. Price is decided by negotiation 

of both parties 

The actual condition of operation 17. Dependence on subsidy; 18. In-

dependent finances; 19. Holding of 

other activities; 20. Establishing an 

executive office to issue/manage;  

21. Resolution of staff shortages 
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Thus, whether the issuing group is an administration or a commercial district organization, it is considered as a 

unified value recognition, which is a centralized issue/management system like the current money system. There-

fore, it is interpreted that the negative direction of axis 1 indicates ‘single’ tendency as a value evaluation system. 

The positive direction of axis 1 including categories: ‘price is decided by negotiation of both parties,’ ‘handicrafts 

transactions,’ ‘emphasis on the practical use of individual's ability,’ ‘passbook type,’ ‘inhabitant group,’ and so forth. 

Accordingly, the positive direction of axis 1 is managed by the inhabitant group. It is interpreted as a tendency to 

demonstrate the diversity of value evaluation, which is being decided by the agreement of both sides on goods and 

services. However, such diverse value evaluation is not recognized in the market.Then, Solution 1 was described as 

‘(for value evaluation system) unitary-various.’ In terms of the negative direction of axis 2, there are plenty purposes 

concerning market or capital, as for instance: ‘company’, ‘independent finances’, ‘exchangeable for Japanese Yen’, 

‘purpose for promoting regional economy’, ‘purchasing mainly in commercial district’, etc. On the other side, many 

non-economic concerns and so-called public/social purposes, such as ‘administration’, ‘dependence on subsidy’, 

‘emphasis on the free value’, ‘inhabitant group’, ‘appreciation of volunteers’, etc., Solution 2 is interpreted as ‘mar-

ket(capital)-public(social)’ from the above.  

Fig. 2 demonstrates the scattering condition of the 49 samples in the coordinate system formed by axis 1 and axis 

2 obtained by the results of mathematical quantification theory III. Furthermore, these samples were analyzed by 

cluster analysis (group average method) to obtain 5 clusters. The characteristics of each category were summarized 

and named concerning the location of the category and the samples contained in each cluster. 

4.3 Characteristics of each type 

Cluster 1 ‘public resource utilization type’ is located nearly in the ‘public(social)×unitary’ quadrant and is close to 

‘administration’, ‘paper currency’, ‘establishing an executive office for issue/management ‘, and ‘dependence on 

subsidy’. The community currencies belonging to cluster 1 are mostly ‘paper currencies’. Meanwhile, specialized 

executive offices have been established to issue and manage the community currencies.  

 

Fig 2. Scatter condition of the 49 samples. 

Administration or inhabitants’ groups designing systems which use public resources and government subsidies e.g., 

community currency the ‘Libra’ issued by Ina City Library, the ‘Kirara’ issued by public transportation in Tsuchiura 

City ‘Community Development Activation Kirara-chan’, and the ‘I-Sa’ issued by NPO corporation Kakegawa City 

Sports Association. The ‘premium voucher’ issued by various municipalities is a case which uses government sub-

sidies. In the case of the community currency ‘Kirara Ticket’ in Tsuchiura City, customers who purchased 1,000 yen 

or more of goods could obtain a ‘Kirara Ticket’ for 100 yen as a benefit from sponsor shops. And the ticket could be 

used as a part of bus fare in the shopping district of the corresponding area. In the peak time of 2013, there were 
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approximately 2.36 million yen’s worth of public transport boardings with community currency; and it increased 

the use of public transport by about 23,000 times. Besides, the mechanism of the community currency ‘Libra’ issued 

by Ina City Library is to distribute 10 pieces per year to an individual with a library card and 20 pieces per year to 

library volunteers, and a weeding book（a book removed from the library） can be exchanged by 1 piece of ‘

Libra.’ At the same time, at the old book fair, which is held in the library, the ‘Libra’ can be used as a coupon. 

Moreover, in 2015, the third year of activity, ‘Libra’ extended to nearby commercial streets, where the participating 

stores decided about the services which could be used with ‘Libra.’ This indicated that, in cooperation with a com-

mercial district, ‘public resource utilization type’ community currency can promote the utilization of potential re-

sources in public (social) areas and lead to the rehabilitation of the regional economy.  

Cluster 2 ‘endogenous community collaboration type’ is located in the quadrant of ‘public (society)×various’, and is 

close to categories such as ‘inhabitant group’, ‘price is decided by negotiation of both parties’, ‘emphasis on free 

value’, ‘passbook type’, ‘organization of events’, ‘emphasis on the practical use of an individual's ability’, ‘handicrafts 

transactions’, and etc. The community currencies belonging to cluster 2 are the ‘the goods and services exchange 

system Ma~yu’ issued by the Santo Club, Ueda City, Nagano Prefecture; the ‘Tengu’ issued by a citizen group in 

Hachioji City, Tokyo, and ‘Awa Money’ issued by a citizen group in Kamogawa City, Chiba Prefecture. In cluster 2, 

the passbook-type system is operated by the inhabitants' group mostly. The passbook system involves a book issued 

to all members in which all the occurrences and fares are described. Even if the balance on the member's passbook 

becomes minus, it is possible to communicate with other members. No matter how the trades go, the summation of 

the passbook of all members will always be ‘0’. It is considered that the individuals who have a minus balance in the 

passbook are dependent on the community (region) because the debt is shared with the entire community. Also, 

‘minus’ suggests that it has played an essential role in bringing out others’ abilities. This currency system presents 

the biggest difference from the conventional monetary system as participants can use the currency voluntarily with-

out any administrative efforts in the executive office. This type of community currency cannot be used in the re-

gional commercial district. However, the contents of the exchange are abundant, including unused goods, partici-

pation in the regional activities and the exchange of goods and services that can make the most of the participants' 

ability and energy. Their prices are consulted and decided on between the two trading parties, which means that 

transactions that transcend the ‘market’ frame. Moreover, it contributes to the transformation of participants into 

prosumers in the regional community. Another characteristic of this type of community currency is that the opera-

tion group holds various events. For example, with the community currency ‘Ma~yu’ in Ueda City, events such as 

miso making projects and rice planting projects implemented, which catalyze the use of the natural resources; and 

members also held events that make use of human resources such as lecturers at ‘Ma-Yu Terakoya’ and pottery 

classes. It is considered that the ‘endogenous community collaboration type’ might fully embodies the character of 

the community currency which contributes to the endogenous regional activation. 

Most of Cluster 3 ‘intra-regional consumption promotion type’ is located in the ‘market(capital)×unitary’ quadrant. 

It is close to the categories, ‘commercial district organization,’ ‘purchasing mainly in the commercial district,’ ‘pur-

pose for promoting regional economy,’ ‘exchangeable for Japanese Yen,’ ‘independent finances.’ The community 

currency ‘wood station project’ which has been developed in various areas of Japan, as well as the Miyako City’s 

earthquake support community currency ‘Rias’ is included in this cluster. The feature of this type of community 

currency could be regarded as ‘α+consumption promotion of regional commercial district.’ Regarding the mecha-

nism, it is a system in which the specific acquisition ‘α’ connects with consumption in the regional commercial dis-

trict. This ‘α’ includes various acquisition methods and reflects multiple management purposes. For example, with 

the community currency ‘Sugi Koban’ issued by Chizu Town in Tottori Prefecture, participants can receive ‘Sugi 

Koban’ worth 6,000 yen with 1ton of thinned wood through the process of carrying down timber from the mountain, 

collecting it in a ‘Wood Station’ and using it in 44 shops in the commercial district. This community currency is 

called ‘wood station project’ and has recently been introduced in more than 60 sites throughout Japan. Since par-

ticipants have no restrictions, the regional commercial district is activated, and those people who have not tradi-

tionally been involved in the forestry are also able to enter it or become interested in Satoyama. By means of this 

exchangeable mechanism, regional commercial organizations can participate easily, and the economic effect of pro-

moting regional consumption is achieved. On the other hand, it is not available for participants to communicate 

with each other, to value, or to exchange freely. Additionally, attached to the unicity of the value evaluation criteria, 

it cannot be used for purchasing of things other than from specific businesses. 
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Table 2. Contents of the lectures. 

Event Date Theme Lecturer Place 

Ma~Yu Terakoya 1/25 Nature and Hu-

man Livelihood 

part 1： Vegeta-

tion map and cli-

mate distribution 

Mr. Iccha Citizen plaza ‘Yu’ 

Ma~Yu Terakoya 2/15 Nature and Hu-

man Livelihood 

part 2 ： Desert 

prevention ex-

periments in 

Kenya 

Mr. Iccha Citizen plaza ‘Yu’ 

Ma~Yu Terakoya ３/10 Nature and Hu-

man Livelihood 

part 3：Mongo-

lia 

Mr. Iccha Citizen plaza ‘Yu’ 

Ma~Yu Terakoya ４/12 Nature and Hu-

man Livelihood 

part 4：Japan 

Mr. Iccha Citizen plaza ‘Yu’ 

Ma~Yu Terakoya ５/17 Nature and Hu-

man Livelihood 

part 5：Brazil 

Mr. Iccha Citizen plaza ‘Yu’ 

Café Ma~Yu ５/20 Painting on pot-

tery 

Mr. Suekichi ‘Our Home’ 

Ma~Yu Terakoya ５/26 Accessories Class  ‘Our Home’ 

Ma~Yu Terakoya ６/10 The Wind Caves 

in Ueda 

Mr. Iccha Citizen plaza ‘Yu’ 

Café Ma~Yu 

 

 

７/20 

 

 

One day ma～yu 

School. 

 

Mr. Gonnbei, 

Mr. Hide, 

Mrs. Masumi 

‘Our Home’ 

 

 

Ma~Yu Terakoya ８/20 Sketch Class Mr. Pare ‘Our Home’ 

Ma~Yu market 10/10 About support-

ing dementia 

Mrs. Mi-suke Central Commu-

nity Center 

Rekureshen 10/25 Walking on the 

Northern Street 

Mr. Hide TokuraーYashiro 
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Cluster 4 ‘volunteer value-based type’ is located in the quadrant of ‘market(capital)×various.’ It is close to the cate-

gories of ‘appreciation on volunteers,’ ‘emphasizes the practical use of an individual's ability,’ ‘other issuing meth-

ods,’ ‘independent finance.’ The community currencies that fall into this cluster are the ‘Hishikui Coin’ issued by the 

citizen group ‘Sakai no Satooyatomo no Kai’ from Osaki City, Miyagi Prefecture, the ‘Bulan’ issued by the Okayama 

city NPO ‘Sallon Nada Village’, and ‘Beach Money’ established in Gamo-gun, Shizuoka Prefecture. This type of com-

munity currency is not limited to paper currencies or passbooks, as there are diverse types involved: coin, elec-

tronic, and real material. While paper currency-based community currency is likely to apply in commercial district 

consumption, it is indicated that this type of community currency with multiple currency-issuing regimes is not 

restricted to regional consumption. The mechanism of the ‘volunteer value-based type’ distributes currency to vol-

unteer activities and compensation to solve the difficulties from the issuing organization's perspective. This type of 

community currency cannot be used in the majority of stores in the regional commercial district because of not 

being exchangeable for national currency, other than in stores that appreciate the value of community currency. 

Taking the ‘Hishikui Coin’ as an example, it issues one Hishikui coin (1 coin=500 yen) for each hour of volunteer 

activity to preserve the overwintering scenery of Hishikui. This community currency is accepted by four stores in 

the regional commercial district. In 2001, 200 Hishikui coins were issued (for 200 hours of agricultural work). Also, 

the ‘Boran’ of the NPO corporation ‘Salon-Nana-Mura’ is a community currency to be distributed to people who 

volunteered at a nursing home called ‘Salon-Nana-Mura.’ ‘Boran’ is not a real material and exists only in data form 

that records the number of hours of volunteer activity. Additionally, it is possible to donate to family or acquaint-

ance who use it in ‘Salon-Nana-Mura.’ 

Cluster 5 ‘local corporation Contribution type’ is located on the negative side of the ‘public(social)-market(capital)’ 

axis, and is near to categories such as ‘company,’ ‘other issuing methods,’ ‘independent finance,’ ‘exchangeable for 

cash,’ and so on. Examples that belong to this cluster include the ‘Yu-zu’ issued by Kitomura Corporation in To-

kushima Prefecture, and the ‘Sukikuru Star’ issued by the NGO ‘BeCOM,’ Chōshi City, Chiba Prefecture. The commu-

nity currency of this cluster is intended to contribute to the region with the growth of the company’s profits and 

coexists with the region. The issuing methods include paper currency type, the signature type, and electronic cur-

rency. For example, the community currency ‘Yu-zu’ is called ‘Citrus Junos Standard System’ which operates as a 

signature system (or a promissory note) and can be paid to the local citrus junos producer as a part of its price. In 

addition to exchanging services among members, it can be used in 20 ‘Yu-zu’ cooperating stores represented by 

Kitomura Corporation and be converted into Japanese yen within the region when participating in the Yudu expe-

rience tour planned by Kitomura Corporation. It is regarded as a new attempt to trigger the use of regional resources 

by operating such a community currency in ecotourism. The community currency ‘Sukikuru Star’ has a mechanism 

to collaborate with the local WAON card issued by the Aeon Group, which issues one star for 200 yen for each pay-

ment using the Inu WAON card. Community currency stars can be donated to local non-profit organizations at their 

discretion. A donation amount of 2,813,388 yen was issued in 2017. 

5. CHARACTERISTICS OF ‘ENDOGENOUS COMMUNITY COLLABORATION TYPE’ COMMUNITY CUR-

RENCY BY KJ METHOD 

5.1 Outline of field investigation 

KJ Method (Affinity Diagram) was devised by Jiro Kawakita in the 1960s. An Affinity Diagram is a tool that gathers 

large amounts of qualitative data and insights from field interviews or open-ended survey responses and organizes 

them into groupings based on their natural relationships. The KJ method consists of 4 steps: record each data on a 

card; sort the cards into related groups; create header cards that summrize the contents of cards in each group; 

repeat sept 2 and step 3 until the header cards cannot be generalized; document the finished Affinity Diagram. 

Five field investigations were conducted on three selected cases of ‘endogenous community collaboration type’ 

community currency. Details of the areas and content are as follows:  

Community currency ‘Tengu’ from Hachioji City, Tokyo: (1) on July 2, 2017, participated in‘Tengu Market,’ 

interviewed the participants and the organizer. (2) on July 14, 2017, participated in the ‘community currency 

study group about Tengu’ and experienced the community currency games. Community currency ‘Ma~yu’ 

from Ueda City, Nagano: (3) on November 11, 2017, participated in‘Ma~yu’ general meeting, interviewed the 
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‘Ma~yu’ group participants. (4) on December 12, 2017, participated in Mochi Pounding Festival and ‘Ma~yu 

caretaker meeting,’ conducted interviews with members from the events. Community currency ‘Awa money’ 

from Kamogawa City, Chiba: (5) in March 2017, interviewed ‘Awa money’ member Mr. S. 

5.2 Data collection 

The event process and interviews were recorded with permission. In addition to the contents of recordings, infor-

mation obtained from field investigations and other materials such as mail bulletin boards of ‘Ma~yu’ were collated 

by cards. 

5.3 Investigation 

By using the KJ method, the collated information was finally organized into three groups. It was documented and 

summarized as follows: 

(1) The ‘endogenous community collaboration type’ of community currency transcends the conventional commod-

ity distribution rule of producer-market-consumer, which frees the people from being a ‘consumer’ and gives the 

possibility of transforming them into ‘prosumers ¬= sei-katsu-sha.’ 

The goods and services, used by the community currency, include small hand-made items, accessories, home-made 

bread and vegetables, car transfer service, the assistance of moving, weeding, rice-planting, personal out-of-use 

books, BBQ sets, Kimonos, etc.. In general, goods and service that are: owned and produced by the participants; 

unavailable in the market or not ‘high value’ judged by sole-value-judgment commodity market; potential re-

sources in the region. By using a community currency, these goods and services can be valued freely among the 

participants and exchanged in a face-to-face and reliable way. It is possible to find out what is truly essential in the 

corresponding area according to the contents of the exchange, such as elderly care, transfer service, old house ren-

ovation, and assistance with rice-planting. Therefore, it is regarded that this type of community currency would be 

a trigger to give participants the possibility to transform from ‘consumers’ to ‘prosumers’ in the regional area. 

(2) The citizens’ group operating this type of community currency not only provides a platform for the exchange of 

entity-oriented goods and situation-oriented goods using the local currency but also actively implement various 

events and projects -thereby facilitating the re-identification and utilization of resources that have potential in the 

area. 

Community currency ‘Ma~yu’ organizes a market for the exchange of ‘goods and services’ twice a month (twice or 

three times a year for ‘Tengu.’). ‘Awa money’ irregularly establishes a market where only the community currency 

can be used. The conduct of the exchanging event is useful in activating the practical use of the community currency. 

Except for the exchanging of goods and services, events and projects are voluntarily projected and implemented by 

the participants. For example, with the community currency ‘Tengu,’ the community set up a movie club and learn-

ing group and studied biomass electricity generation by recycling tempura oil. As for the ‘Ma~yu,’ delightful events 

such as cherry blossom viewing and a summer beer festival have been organized. Moreover, there is the ‘Everyone 

Gather Around Project’ in which members can design and organize the project freely, and ‘Ma-Yu Terakoya’ in which 

members become the lecturers. The ‘Everyone Gather Around Project included in 2017 the renovation of the com-

munity hall called ‘our home,’ rice planting ‘Tanbo,’ miso making ‘Misozukuri,’ ‘Ma~yu Cinema’ and ‘Akiwa Garden.’ 

The ‘Ma-Yu Terakoya’ organized the experience of pottery making and various lectures such as ‘The wind caves in 

Ueda,’ ‘Nomadic culture of Mongolia.’ It is considered that implementing and participating in such events and pro-

jects could contribute to the recycling of the regional resources and re-recognition and utilization of each partici-

pant's wisdom, skills, and experiences.  

(3) By using such community currency for exchanging and participating in such activities, it creates some chances 

for participants from a wide range of age, to interact with each other. It allows the young to inherit wisdom from 

the elderly, contributes to the formation of common concerns, values in the community and triggers new networks 

within the region. 

All the exchanges of ‘endogenous community collaborative type’ community currency are conducted voluntarily 

according to the awareness of the participants. According to the rule that the total balance of all participants is 
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always ‘0’ and the ability to communicate and exchange even if the balance described in an individual's passbook 

becomes minus (debt), and so on shows that the users are conscious that “the minus balance in the passbook is a 

borrowing”, “asking favors becomes easy by using the community currency”, and there is the “desire to do some-

thing for the community when the balance becomes minus”. Moreover, it is indicated that a friendly atmosphere 

can be created through the exhibition of the calligraphy works and pottery works made at the event. At the events 

such as pounding mochi, Mayodama making, rice planting and so on, participants of a wide range of age, from chil-

dren to 80-year-olds, can be seen. At the venue, it is common to observe slogans like “save the traditional vegeta-

bles” and “stop using nuclear power”. A community currency event is a platform to transmit and share the concerns 

and values of the people in the region. From these facts, it is considered that the endogenous community collabora-

tion type of community currency could cultivate a sense of belonging to a region and a community and could be a 

medium for new human-to-human relationships in underpopulated areas.  

In conclusion, it can be said that ‘endogenous community collaboration type’ of community currency could contrib-

ute to freeing up potential resources and the individual’s abilities and energy from the single value evaluation cri-

terion of conventional money. Meanwhile, it could facilitate the creating, transmitting, and sharing of new values in 

the participant network based on the real needs of the region. Furthermore, in the long term operation of a com-

munity currency in the corresponding area, new relationships can be created between people of different genera-

tions, immigrants and areas, which can be a network to rely on when something happens even if the community 

currency disappeared. Therefore, it is considered that the ‘endogenous community collaboration type’ of commu-

nity currency would be the foundation of the endogenous regional activation.  

6. CONCLUSION 

In this paper, characteristics of the community currencies in Japan were elucidated according to the categorization 

of the collected community currencies. We classified the community currencies in Japan into 5 types, among which 

we focused on the ‘endogenous community collaboration type’ after analyzing the characteristics of each commu-

nity currency. By verbalizing and structuring the information obtained in field investigations, we examined the pos-

sibility that this type of community currency could contribute to the endogenous regional activation. As a result, (1) 

The ‘endogenous community collaboration’ type of community currency frees the people from being a ‘consumer’ 

and gives them the possibility of being transformed into ‘prosumer¬=sei-katsu-sha.’ (2) In Japan, the citizens' group 

operating this type of community currency actively implement various events & projects, therefore facilitating the 

re-identification and utilization of resources that have potential in the area. (3) Both exchanging through this type 

of community currency and participating in such activities create chances for participants from a wide range of age 

groups to interact with each other. Apart from inheriting the wisdom of the elderly, it contributes to the formation 

of common concerns and values in the community and trigger new networks within the region. 

It became clear that this trend is no longer negligible society activities. When interacting with these activities, the 

consciousness of the individual is reflected, and the money should be recovered within reach. 
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ABSTRACT 

The issue of basics for successful functioning of a complementary currency has gained utmost im-

portance in the recent years because of the crisis phenomenon in the world economic domain. In the 

discussed research, the focus has been put on the structural aspect of the problem with the network 

approach having been used as a theoretical background. During the initial stage of the research, a 

mathematical model of a local municipal economy has been engineered. Using this this economic 

model and a number of other economic local system models, it has been revealed that closed ex-

change contours could be found in every modelled system. It has been found that the number of 

closed exchange contours in an economic system is greater than in the similar random or social sys-

tem, and exactly these contours form a structural basis for system’s sustainability. To evaluate the 

effect of complementary currency introduction, an agent-based computer model has been coded. 

This computer model has proved the efficiency of complementary currency introduction. Comple-

mentary money supports functioning of the economy, and, in case of the lack of real money, can im-

prove and speed up economic processes flowing in the system. The described results have been re-

ceived while computer simulation with implementation of the agent-based computer model and have 

been verified through the experiments in the real local economic system. 
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Complementary currency, agent-based computer model, closed contour, network approach, sustain-

ability. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Intense development of communication means, rapid growth of data volumes which could be processed and ana-

lyzed due to increasing computer power are the main features of the today world. All these processes have built a 

solid basis for instant decision making and have eased capital movement over boundaries and territories. 

Information technology development, and emergence of the Internet have become the technical foundation for a 

new economic reality, and all these factors have given a rise to continuous growth of electronic commerce with 

introduction of various type virtual money. Our world is rapidly turning into a global information space with prac-

tically unlimited possibilities of economic communication.  

Not only real individuals have become the subjects of these communications, but also economic structures gener-

ated by them through economic communications. Today, we have communications of entities which are based on 

communications, i.e. we have a type of “squared” communications. All this poses new challenges for economics as a 

science. 

Communications form a complicated network. If to follow the foregoing logic, we observe a network of networks, 

and the network approach has been gaining its popularity and has proved its usability and validity in most cases. 

2. NETWORK APPROACH 

Due to the dynamics of communication development during recent 30 years, Castells has postulated that “under the 

condition of information era, the historic tendency results in the fact that dominated functions and process are 

mainly organized in accordance to the network concept” (Castells, 1999). This does not mean that network struc-

tures did not exist before. It means that this phenomenon has come to the foreground and has changed the well-

known concept that social and economic systems should have been organized according to their geographical char-

acteristics in order to succeed. 

Skills and knowledge received by means of networks has proved to be the basis of effectiveness and competitiveness 

of economic agents. Moreover, by means of networks, these skills and knowledge are transformed into goods and 

services which are being propagated over vast territories. It is necessary to mention that knowledge under discus-

sion is not of technological type, but the marketing one, being received as the result of processing big data consisted 

of information about communication acts between economic agents. 

Theoretical models and empirical experiments developed on the basis of the network tensor analysis and system 

techniques implementation have shown that communications between manufacturing subjects in an economic sys-

tem (a region, or a municipal entity) could be comprehended as a set of economic subnetworks of two different 

types: 

• the first type, locally closed subnetworks (contours), meet the demands in locally manufactured products; 

• the second type, open, or transit, subnetworks are oriented towards exchanges with other local systems 

and are to meet both part of internal demands (import), and a part of external demands (export). 

This division might be considered as a trivial one. The mainstream in the modern economic theory pays a great deal 

of attention to subnetworks of the second type, but the focus of today research should be put on closed subnetworks, 

as exactly this type networks might be considered as a structural pattern for a sustainable and self-organizing eco-

nomic system. 

Closed networks, which main goal, de facto, is to meet reciprocal demands of network participants through the 

equivalent exchange of goods and services, are the most interesting type of self-organization, as it provides the 

ability of individually open microsystems to be collected into macro systems, and to evolve progressively. Ignoring 

this type of self-organization in a regional macro system study makes it incomplete, and, thus, not valid. 

It is important to note, that locally closed economic networks (internal market) functionality is based on medium 

and small businesses which create the substantial share of workplaces, deliver great volume of essential products 

and services, and, as a result, determine social-and-economic “climate” in the region. 
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Any network of economic exchanges could be represented by a commodity and financial components. In a commod-

ity network, raw materials, half-stuff products, goods and services are circulating in accordance with the Leontief’s 

“input-output” model (Leontief, 1990). Geographical position of economic agents, volumes of exchange, dates of 

product delivery are significant factors for this network functioning.  

In a financial network, every communication act of product exchange is reflected, but this type network deals with 

non-material objects, such as property rights, money, and etc. The rate of their exchange does not depend on prod-

uct volumes, or geographical distance between economic agents. Furthermore, communications in the financial net-

work have the opposite directions in comparison to product movements in the commodity network. 

Both commodity and financial networks could be described in terms of money in the theory and practice of econ-

omy. At the same time, the fact that money is means of communications with a discrete code (yes or no, buy or do 

not buy), while records in financial reports being reflection of material flows have a continual nature, is not under 

serious attention. Money in a cash or in a company’s account, as materials and goods on their ways, are signed in 

corresponding columns from accounting balances in terms of rubles (or euros, or dollars, or etc.). But this is only 

an accounting technique which has been existing for more than several hundred years. Representation of material 

flows in the money form strongly obscures the fundamental difference between money and goods. Not only this 

fundamental difference is ignored, but the algorithm of their circulation as well. 

Not paying attention to the essential difference between the natures of objects under communications in commod-

ity and financial networks means to be in a risk position while decision making, for example, in case of decision to 

start a product manufacturing or do not. As a rule, all decisions are based on the analysis of different ideal financial 

indices in accordance to the Fridman’s monetarist approach (Fridman, 2002) which is in the mainstream of eco-

nomics today. Thus, many material characteristics of manufacturing, as well as local region peculiarities, specificity 

of the national economy, and many other factors could be omitted.  

Without comprehending material and ideal flows conjugating mechanisms in the economy, it is impossible to have 

a success in investigation of the observed phenomenon of the “network society”. 

3. CLOSED AND TRANSIT NETWORKS 

Representation of an economic system as a network helps anyone to take a fresh look at the so-called hierarchical 

levels of the economy (municipal, regional, national). Since any economic system at any hierarchical level could be 

represented as a network, it becomes possible to consider any economy as a network in which a separate system 

as a node interacts with the other similar systems (nodes). Every node in this network is a "viable" system: being 

visually enlarged, it will turn out to be a network. Researchers, as a rule, try to integrate “small” systems into a 

larger one according to the hierarchical principle, placing a large system over the smaller ones in the style of a 

pyramid. However, this is only a construct in a human mind. In the world of economic networks, there is no “above” 

and “below”, there are no hierarchies. There are only networks nested over other networks. The properties of net-

work parts are not intrinsic properties: they can be understood only in the context of a larger whole. 

Structurally, every economic system could be perceived as a network where a node is a single enterprise, and an 

edge is an existing economic link between two enterprises.  

Let’s discuss any arbitrary open contour comprised of enterprises. In this case, every enterprise could be considered 

as a black box, a linear operator, converting one set of products (resources) into another is set in accordance with 

specific coefficients. This enterprise appears to be a classic component of any balance model. All these enterprises 

compete with each other for access to limited resources trying to minimize inputs, maximize outputs, and as a result, 

come to equilibrium prices in the market. The only stimulus for such “transit” production processes is to receive an 

added value, which is equal to the difference between the input and output (node) prices. This concept, which can 

be called the “input-output-paradigm,” has firmly entered the minds of economists along with the linear balance 

models. As a result, chains of enterprises and production programs are lined up, giving the maximum effect in the 

scope of the “input-output” system with the stated restrictions on the initial resources. Resources, products, goods, 

acts of exchanges of goods, markets, prices, value added, profits – that is where attention of market economy sub-

jects and, consequently, the mainstream economic theory was concentrated. 
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Currently, this narrow view is more and more eroded by the efforts of institutional theory, which postulates that 

the act of goods exchange is, of course, the “moment of truth”, but it is influenced by many important factors, rela-

tions between enterprises, thus, should not be reduced to a single fair act of buying and selling. Moreover, lasting 

relationships and supporting them contracts play in the economic life more important role than targeted commod-

ity exchanges. 

This becomes clear from the glance at the developed microeconomics cores where contractual relations, and ser-

vices are not only the most promising, but already has become the basic sector of the economy. For example, in 

2018, total services in the UK GDP were estimated as 74.5%, while production sector was only 24.2 % (Proza,ru, 

2019). 

When a chain of enterprises forms a closed loop, balanced in all its nodes, then a closed structure is formed, this 

structure is independent from the external price landscape. In a closed contour (loop) of the network, production 

largely acquires the character of a contract, service, and this factor is mostly preferred by consumers, and can help 

to compete with the “production monsters”. In this way, all internal markets are reproduced. 

In closed contours, internal, or complementary, type of currency could be successfully used, because of the dis-

cussed properties of these contours. This concept is postulated in (Popkov, 2015). In transit contours, only external, 

or real, currency can act. Without doubt, this kind of currency can be used in contours of both types, and this fact 

blurs the distinction between external and complementary money. The same idea was expressed by F. A. Khayek in 

(Khayek, 1996), where he wrote that “we learn that there is no clear distinction between money and non-money”. 

In experiments discussed later in these materials, we try to prove the fact that complementary money (non-money, 

in terms of Hayek) can play the role of external money in case of the lack of the external money. 

Taking into account experience of the non-payment crisis, this complementary money, apparently, can have the 

nature of debt securities, by means of which all internal needs are measured, their significance and weight can be 

evaluated. Outside the closed contours, they are included into the general financial flow. 

4. MUNICIPAL ECONOMY MODEL 

Economic system of the municipal level was chosen to be investigated through implementation of the network ap-

proach. Open statistical data has become the data foundation for the Municipal economy model. This model repre-

sents economy of a municipal entity with 10,000 population. The population distribution by age groups is as fol-

lows:  

• 55% (5500 people) – working age (over 18 years),  

• 27% (2700 people) – above working age (retirement age),  

• 18% (1800 people) – below working age (up to 18 years). 

The Municipal economy model was engineered based on the following concepts: 

• it was necessary to support diversification of the economy in order to provide different goods and services 

in condition of a single leading enterprise absence, as this enterprise existence could convert a municipal 

system into a mono town economy, 

• it was necessary to provide production-and-market relations between different manufacturing entities in 

the municipal system; those entities which did not have such relations were excluded from the model. 

Types of products and services and volumes of their consumption were identified based on the analysis of the con-

sumer basket and according to the modelled population distribution. As the “raw” data for calculation of the com-

modity flows between enterprises in the municipal entity, annual reports of similar enterprises from similar eco-

nomic sectors were used. Such indices as product volumes, average wages, average number of employees were 

taken into consideration. Population was allocated as a separate sector that consumes products of local enterprises 

and provides them with the most important resource – the labour resource. 
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To determine the significance of the internal communication (production-consumption) relationships between the 

enterprises, their needs in the each other’s product were taken into consideration in accordance with the structure 

of the production costs. In estimation of the financial flows, the average costs in the Ural region were used.  

The sectoral composition of the Municipal economy model was determined as follows: 

1. agricultural farm (cereal and industrial crops cultivating), 

2. meat and dairy farm (meat and dairy production), 

3. poultry farm (poultry breeding and egg production), 

4. meat processing plant (production of semi-finished goods from meat and poultry), 

5. dairy plant (production of dairy goods), 

6. bakery (bakery product manufacturing), 

7. flour mill (flour production), 

8. feed mill (feed production), 

9. furniture factory (home and office furniture production), 

10. car care centre (car maintenance and repair), 

11. trucking company (shipping operations), 

12. population. 

As it was already mentioned. based on statistical data and actual economic indicators of similar enterprises, a con-

sumption matrix was compiled. It represents commodity/financial flows aggregated over the year. It contains vol-

umes of product/service exchange (in the money form) between municipal sectors: a row matches to a sector– 

seller, and a column – to a sector – consumer. In the other words, the matrix rows reflect the “output” flows which 

municipal sectors deliver to the other municipal sectors, while the matrix columns reflect the “input” flows which 

contain data about product/services they consume from the other municipal sectors. 

The primary matrix was balanced, all imbalancing flows were restricted as they reflect relations between municipal 

enterprises and external companies. It means that the modelled system became to be a sustainable one (the dy-

namic system model has proved this fact, it will be discussed further in this paper), thus, providing conditions for a 

simple reproduction. In a reproduction cycle, every economic agent sells its product, and, due to the received 

money, can buy all the necessary materials and goods from the other system agents in order to manufacture its own 

product in the same volume, and, once more, to sell it, to receive money, and etc. The resulting consumption matrix 

is depicted as Table 1. 

This matrix demonstrates that domestic production meets the needs of population: they obtain the ability to buy 

local bread, meat and dairy products, furniture, as well as to use services of the car care centre and transport (trans-

portation). In the municipal economy model, 28 main internal ties between municipal sectors were identified (non-

zero cells in Table 1).  

This matrix could be visualized as a graph, and this graph is shown in Fig. 1. This graph is built in Pajek64 version 

5.07 and is presented in the Kamada-Kawai layout. 
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Table 1: Consumption Matrix of the Municipal Economy Model. 

 Product consumption (𝑤𝑖𝑗),. 

Sector 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

1 – 0 0 0 0 0 496000 1340680 0 0 0 0 

2 405 – 0 53993 590322 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

3 0 0 – 79100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 8227 

4 0 0 0 – 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 109460 

5 0 0 0 0 – 0 0 0 0 0 0 79389 

6 0 0 0 0 0 – 0 0 0 0 0 27514 

7 0 0 0 0 0 4081 – 0 0 0 0 0 

8 0 8726 419318 0 0 0 0 – 0 0 0 0 

9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 – 0 0 2352 

10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 – 33 9000 

11 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 – 16280 

12 14000 17000 40450 59000 170300 48000 16000 30000 19200 7000 7730 – 

 

5. SOFTWARE SUPPORT FOR CLOSED CONTOURS DETECTION 

To investigate structural features of the Municipal economy network, especially, to find out all closed contours in it, 

a computer program named “TechNetwork” was coded. This program also proposes additional functionality, in ac-

cordance with SNA-methodology (SNA-Social Network Analysis) (Faust, 2006), but this functionality will not be 

under discussion here. A screenshot with the Municipal economy network, being investigated in this program, is 

shown in Fig.2. One of the closed contours, which were revealed, is highlighted in this figure. 

 

Figure 1: Municipal Economy Model Graph. 
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In this network, in total, 19 closed contours were detected: 7 comprised of 3 network nodes, 5 – of 4 nodes, 5 – of 5 

nodes, and 2 – of 6 nodes. 

These results have showed that even a simplified model of municipality includes a significant number of closed 

contours of commodity exchange, which serve as a natural basis for the further development of cooperation. Many 

entities simultaneously participate in several exchange chains, so financial flows related to different exchange con-

tours often pass through the links between the same enterprises. For the formation of cooperative ties, the role of 

population, which often acts as a closing element of a product chain, is important, since products are produced for 

a final consumer, moreover, it is impossible to imagine an enterprise without labour resources. 

To prove the fact, that a closed contour (or a cycle) is really a prevalent structure in a sustainable economic system, 

one more study was carried out. In the first stage of this study, several economic networks were built. The Municipal 

economy network was also included in the economic network set together with the four other economic networks 

which became the results of business games held in different local business communities.  

Three business games were organized in different regions of Russian Federation: Ufa city (Bashkortostan Republic), 

Ekaterinburg (one of the Russian industrial centres), and Moscow (the capital of the Russian Federation). 

 

Figure 2: Screenshot of “TechNetwork” with the Municipal economy network. 

All of the business game participants had been collected from the local business communities, where the games 

were organised. Each game was lasting for two hours: during the first hour participants were acquainted with the 

rules and regulations, the second hour was spent for a communication/exchange process and a network formation 

activity. In the game, participants were simulating the process of business activity: they were buying and selling 

(exchanging) different goods. One of the main requirements of the experiment was that these goods for exchange 

were the same as the participants were producing in the real life. Virtual money was used in the game to support 

these exchanges, every participant had received definite sum of money before the game started. Intensification of 

the exchange and network formation was obtained by introducing the negative interest rate (Lietar, 2007) for the 

money fund available in the game.  

One more economic network (the fifth in the set under exploration) was received as a result of business game, which 

main goal was to engineer a model of camp provision with all the necessary goods. 

Closed contours were revealed in every economic network of the set. For the aim of comparison, for every economic 

network, a set of the similar (with the similar properties – the same size and density) random networks was engi-
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neered. This technique of the network comparison with the similar random networks in order to find the peculiar-

ities of the networks under research is very popular in SNA-methodology. These similar random networks were 

produced in Pajek environment. Closed contours distributions for two of the economic networks and corresponding 

random networks are shown in Fig. 3  

The horizontal axis corresponds to the number of nodes comprising closed contours (cycle size), and the vertical 

axis shows the number of this size closed contours (cycles) found in a network. In a red, one can find the results of 

the business games, in blue – the average numbers calculated for random networks (of the same sizes and densi-

ties). It is evident, that for economic networks formed in business games, closed structures are really intrinsic, as if 

they are more frequent for every dimension in distribution than for the random networks. The same effect was 

denoted for all other investigated economic networks. 

 

Figure 3: Distribution of closed contours in economic and random networks: a) Business game in Ekaterinburg; b) 

Business game in Ufa. 

Similar experiments were held to find closed contours in various social networks of small groups. This research has 

delivered the opposite results. Closed contours in social networks are even more rare structures than in similar 

random networks (Zvereva, et al., 2017). 

6. DYNAMIC AGENT-BASED MODELS 

In the previous sections, we have discussed static economic models. In relation to the Municipal economy model, it 

was postulated that it was a sustainable one, it means that it can operate in a long time, repeating cycles of simple 

reproduction. To prove this fact and to have a chance to investigate the model’s behaviour, dynamic computer 

model has been developed. One more question was of a great interest to evaluate the possibility and estimate the 

effect of complementary currency introduction. To achieve the goals, the set of agent-based models was built in 

Netlogo (Wilensky, 1999) environment. This environment supports the process of engineering agent-based models. 

It is a common knowledge that the agent-based technology is geared towards social and economic sciences area, 

and, in this case, was considered to be the most suitable simulation technology (Macal, 2010).  

In Fig.4, a screenshot of one of the models from the coded set is presented. This model might be considered as a 

dynamic version of the Municipal economy model. In this model, 12 agents corresponding to the 12 sectors of the 

municipal economy are acting. They make exchanges in accordance with the consumption matrix inputted into the 

model. Money is introduced into the model to support these exchanges. One can observe money turnover in every 

moment of the modelling time. 

This computer model was used in simulation experiments to investigate the system behaviour in conditions of 

money lack, and when money amount is enough. The main goal was to prove or reject the fact of the system’s sus-

tainability. This model has proved the fact that the system under research is a sustainable one, because all the ex-

changes in every experiment ended successfully, but when the money amount was insufficient, it was necessary to 
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spend longer time to finish all the exchanges. For investigating how complementary currency could work, this 

model was almost useless because of its small size and non-intense exchange process flowing in it.  

Some other models realizing similar algorithms but based on the other data sets were engineered. Let’s discuss the 

basic algorithm of all models from the set.  

In every model from the set, there are N agents, every (i-th) agent produces a unique product in the volume of (xi), 

and, at the same time, consumes the other agent’s products. The consumption volumes are determined by the cor-

responding (i-th ) column from the consumption matrix, and the volumes of production (xi) are estimated based on 

the mathematical concepts of the Leontief’s “input-output” model (Leontief V.V., 1990). Based on these data, ex-

change processes between the agents are simulated.  

Money is introduced into the Model to support exchanges in the system, its volume is determined by the Money 

supplement coefficient (K) and the total product volume in the system. Every agent receives a sum of money on its 

account, initial value of the agent’s money (mi) is estimated in direct proportion to its initial product volume 

(mi=K∙xi). The coefficient (K) can be set to the necessary level before the modelling process starts. In simulations, 

money volumes on the agent’s accounts are changing permanently, and one can observe these changes in the 

model’s window (these changes also are stored in the output file for subsequent analysis). 

 

Figure 4: Screenshot of the Municipal Economy dynamic model. 

One model from the set delivers the opportunity to model agents of two different types: the Environmental agent, 

which represents external business environment, and internal agents, which model local enterprises. Exchanges of 

internal agents with the Environmental agent can be understood as import and export operations.  

In this model, two types of money circulated are modelled: external (real) money and internal (complementary) 

money. For each type of money, there is its own coefficient, which can be controlled from the model window (Fig. 

5). External money is the money in its common sense. It can be used in all exchange operations simulated in the 

model, and the complementary money is used only for internal exchanges between all but the Environmental agent. 

It was discovered that complementary money introduction is a very useful idea for exchange process optimization. 

The following conclusions have been made: 
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• complementary money introduction into the system greatly decreases the time necessary for exchanges 

completion, the complementary money can work and works as the real money; 

• complementary money weakens, and when it is enough, suppress the crisis which arises if the money vol-

ume is insufficient in the system; 

• the less volume of real money is in the system, the greater positive effect is made by the complementary 

money being introduced into the system.  

 

Figure 5: Screenshot of the model version with complementary money. 

Once again, it was shown that there were internal exchange chains, in which complementary money was circulating, 

they closed and balanced themselves. Internal chains were invisible for the Environmental agent. Exactly these in-

ternal closed chains made the basis for economic system sustainability. More experiments and result details one 

can find in (Zvereva, Berg, 2017)  

7. ECONOMIC EXPERIMENTS IN THE LOCAL BUSINESS COMMUNITY 

Real economic experiments were carried out in the agricultural region of Bashkortostan. This region is about 40 km 

far from Ufa, there are several small manufacturing companies and service sector enterprises. Agricultural output 

and products manufactured from agricultural products comprise the economic basis of the community. The aggre-

gated indicators of the local community are as follows: 

• number of employees is under 200 persons; 

• business activity types are as follows: crop farming, cattle breeding, trading, agricultural machinery ser-

vices, and etc.; 

• area of cultivated land is about 8000 hectares, the area of arable land is about 6000 hectares; 

• cattle number is 1200; 

• level of capitalization is 330 million rubles. 

At the beginning of the experiment, the community was in a depressive state, bank loan debts had been growing. 

There were almost no cash for the salary payment, and the salary debt exceeded three months’ salary, thus, all the 

foregoing facts resulted in the social tension increase. 
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In the period of 2010–2013, three economic experiments on commodity exchange were carried out in the territory 

of the community based on the complementary currency usage. The complementary currency was fully supported 

by the locally manufactured products and trade residues in the local shops. 

The largest local enterprise, “Shaymuratovo Ltd.” became an emission centre of the complementary currency. It 

issued this currency (hot bones) in the cash form, it was called “shaimuratics”. Every year, the previous issue com-

plementary currency was withdrawn from the turnover and replaced by the new one. The annual issue of the com-

plementary currency was in the ranks of 100 thousand to 400 thousand rubles. 

There were no restrictions on the usage of this currency, it was used for salary payments as well as for mutual 

payments between entrepreneurs. The complementary currency usage was a freewill case: any day, every commu-

nity member had a possibility to receive the necessary currency volume (not more than their salary amount). That 

is why, “shaimuratics” were in demand in the case when there was a lack of ruble cash for supporting the turnover. 

The ruble and complementary currency turnover control was executed when they were paid (in the enterprises 

cash-desks) and when they were received as payments for products and services (in the shops cash-desks, and etc.). 

All data about the complementary currency and ruble turnover were aggregated for a week. It gave a possibility to 

estimate how many rubles and hot bones were involved in the turnover for a week. The turnover diagram is pre-

sented in Fig. 6. The turnover scales were made comparable (look at the left and right range) for better visual illus-

tration of revealed synergetic effect which arose due to the currencies joint use. 

It is evident from Fig. 6 that it took at about 5 weeks “to launch” the turnover, during this period the community 

members were studying to use the new type currency. Later, the turnover of “shaimuratics” demonstrated the ten-

dency towards the growth, while, at the same time, in the neighbour communities, which used only rubles, the turn-

over was continuously decreasing. The week level of turnover has the strongly marked season characteristics: the 

29th – 32nd week peak became the result of the New Year eve, then we can see the drop (the 33rd week) because 

of activity decrease while the winter vacations. 

 

Figure 6: Comparable dynamics of the local community commodity turnover of the complementary currency (is 

shown in blue colour, left range) and Russian rubles (is shown in red colour, right range) in terms of week specifica-

tion. 

From the diagram one can guess that in the periods when there was the lack of rubles in the community, it was 

compensated by the complementary currency, and vice versa, when the rubles volume was large enough, the ne-

cessity in the complementary currency became less (the same results were received during the computer experi-

ments). Thus, complementary currency in a local business community acts as a complement and in compliance with 

the national (real) currency.  

In the discussed economic experiments, the complementary currency usage provided sustainable development of 

the local business community according to the following parameters: 

• commodity turnover has been increased twelve times; 

• productivity has been increased by 20 percent; 
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• all salary debts were repaid; 

• average salary level has been increased by 26 per cents. 

As to consider the structural aspect of the problem, it became evident that closed contours of exchange comprised 

of various type participants had been formed. As examples, we could propose 2 different versions of these struc-

tures:  

• Enterprise (paying salary) – an enterprise employee (paying for a taxi service) – a taxi driver (buying 

wooden products) – a local entrepreneur (paying warehouse rent) – Enterprise; 

• Enterprise (paying salary) – an enterprise employee (paying debt to a neighbour) – a neighbour (paying 

for food) – the enterprise’s store/Enterprise. 

Thus, each closed contour of exchange began with the enterprise and ended with it. Currency circulation along some 

contours could be repeated periodically, and along others – could be done only once. It was impossible to track the 

movement of each currency unit, because all of them were in a cash form (all complementary currency was in a cash 

form), one could observe only their turnover over a week, but several traces were recorded by means of observation 

and questionnaires. 

8. CONCLUSIONS 

Closed production contours might be considered as a structural basis of any economic system; strong economy is 

based on mutually supporting and reinforcing each other domestic production cycles. These structural elements 

always can be found in sustainable economic networks, as exactly these contours form the structural template of 

economic system sustainability and self-producing. These closed contours operate as generators of non-inflationary 

money, since they are provided with goods and services. Internal complementary currency supports economic sys-

tem functioning, and, in case of real money lack, can improve and speed up economic processes. The described 

results have been received while the computer simulations with implementing the agent-based computer model 

and have been proved through the experiments in the real local economic system. 
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ABSTRACT 

This paper discusses the governance process of digital complementary currencies (DCCs). Our reflec-

tions are based on contributions from fields such as the anthropology of economy and currencies, 

especially from the perspective of monetary plurality and governance of commons, and also on con-

cepts developed in the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS). The research effort accompa-

nies the material changes of the Mumbuca DCC (Maricá, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil), connected to the Bra-

zilian Network of Community Development Banks (CDBs), which has accumulated more than one 

hundred experiences since 1998. We use three different approaches to investigate the Mumbuca dig-

ital platform: the processes related to the requirements of the digital platforms adopted, the tensions 

concerning its closed architecture model and finally the currency circulation data - now digital, and 

relatively traceable. The paper explores the impossibility to dissociate, on the one hand, the ‘social 

practices’ enunciated by the communities related to the local currency proposals (and connected to 

the idea of money as a commons) and, on the other, the materialities present in digitalization pro-

cesses. Finally, calling for a sociotechnical approach, it outlines some of the challenges faced by the 

CDBs Network, towards treating the DCC as a commons. 

KEYWORDS 

Digital community currencies; Social currencies; Commons; Governance.
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1. INTRODUCTION: A PREHISTORY OF MUMBUCA E-DINHEIRO 

This paper discusses the governance processes of the digital complementary currency (DCC) Mumbuca E-dinheiro, 

currently the greatest Brazilian experience in solidarity economy and basic income (in terms of the volume of fi-

nancial resources involved). Precisely, the paper analyses three points: the processes related to the requirements 

of the digital platform, the tensions concerning its closed architecture model and finally the currency circulation 

data. In this sense, the paper contributes to an increasingly important topic concerning community currencies, the 

DCCs governance (DINIZ, SIQUEIRA, VAN HECK, 2019). 

Before discussing the Mumbuca network in this article, we should examine the concepts of monetary plurality and 

common resources (commons). In the field of economic anthropology, Hart and Ortiz (2014, p. 466) report that Karl 

Polanyi and Marcel Mauss attribute multiple meanings to money. Mauss states that: freedom, justice and the person 

can only be understood in the midst of specific monetary arrangements, which give us our several social identities. 

Polanyi, on the other hand, associates all-purpose money to modern societies and special purpose money to the 

“ancient societies in which different objects are used for different uses of currency” (DISSAUX; FARE, 2017, p. 8, 

[our translation]). 

However, according to those authors, one of the limitations of the Polanyian approach is “to consider that modern 

societies do not know the special purpose money”. To overcome that limitation, Dissaux and Fare (2017) adhere to 

the idea of monetary plurality, both in the sense of “differentiated monetary uses” (ZELIZER, 2005 [our translation]) 

and that of the “existence of various forms and currencies such as associative currencies” (DISSAUX; FARE, 2017, p. 

9 [our translation]). According to that approach, the idea that currencies are made by states is [...] contradicted by 

many studies of proliferating monetary instruments produced by other bodies […]. (HART; ORTIZ, 2014, p. 473) 

That is the context in which we trace the experiences of Community Development Banks (CDBs) in Brazil, especially 

the Mumbuca ‘E-dinheiro’ (meaning in Portuguese, both “e-money” and “it is money”) issued by the People’s Com-

munity Bank of Maricá (Banco Popular Comunitário de Maricá - Banco Mumbuca), the Mumbuca Bank (60 km from 

Rio de Janeiro) . Within the context of monetary plurality, some authors give support to a possible relationship 

between the Brazilian experience and the commons category (HUDON; MEYER, 2016), a set of institutional prac-

tices [...], which responds to the principle whereby a more or less broad group engages itself in a collective activity 

that produces tangible or intangible goods, available to commoners or a larger community, according to democratic 

rules of self-organization (LAVAL, 2016 apud DISSAUX; FARE, 2017, p. 2, [our translation]) 

Fare and Dissaux (2017, p. 13) also consider that if the commons category does not naturally exist, the social prac-

tices established around a resource are those which allows it to be instituted as commons. In order to contribute to 

this debate, it is important to establish a dialogue with the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS). STS ap-

proach helps us to show that the social practices as enunciated by the Brazilian proposals (and connected to the 

idea of currency as a commons) and the materiality present in digitalization processes (where different nonhuman 

actors are in play) are indissociable.  In the STS field, here we emphasize an Actor Network Theory approach, spe-

cially concerning: attention to categories which emerges from the field (just as autonomy, mediation and economic 

democracy emerged among CDBs (FARIA, 2018)) and sociotechnical approach, meaning that “the constructions of 

sciences and technologies [are analyzed] as phenomena in which the 'social' and the 'technical' are inseparably 

intertwined in a seamless network” (Marques, 2003, p. 678)1. 

Such observations are important for any investigation of Brazilian Community Development Banks’ (CDBs), whose 

rules establish that local currencies and national currency (Real) have fixed parity. The CDBs invention has gained 

relative scale since its first experience, Palmas Bank (Fortaleza, Ceará, in 1998), and currently is spread over more 

than 100 (one hundred) experiences. The CDBs experience are connected to categories such as the autonomy of a 

community (for example, in relation to technologies, companies or governments) (FARIA, 2018). In this sense, it is 

important to highlight the way that autonomy manifests itself intertwined with the materiality inherent to the dig-

italization processes by which those relationships have been articulated. An example is the case of the Mumbuca 

digital social currency, which we will prioritize in this paper. It started to be implemented in 2013, when Washing-

ton Luiz Cardoso Siqueira (Washington Quaquá, the Mayor of Maricá, a city in the state of Rio de Janeiro) and his 

Secretary of Human Rights visited the Palmas Bank (the first Brazilian CDB, founded in Fortaleza, Ceará towards 
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the end of the 1990’s). After hearing about a case of theft of Palmas community currency during their visit, the 

Secretary decided to propose the use of magnetic cards in order to meet the Mayor’s demand to implement a social 

currency in Maricá. The autonomy and mediation practices of Palmas Bank (which we will show later on) faced a 

hitherto unknown artifact: the magnetic card reading machines hired from Vale Shop, a private business. Joaquim 

Melo, director of Palmas CDB, hired to coordinate the implementation of Mumbuca in Maricá, was uncomfortable 

with the fact that poor communities (where the CDBs are located) did not have the technology for developing their 

own  “little machines” (as he called the machines used to read Mumbuca cards). 

Through the Mumbuca Currency, around two million Reais circulated per month from 2015 until 2019, in projects 

financed by oil royalties (Maricá is the Brazilian city that receives the most resources from this source), which 

makes Mumbuca the Brazilian community currency with the greatest volume of circulation. In order to observe and 

analyze the currency circulation, we collected data from 2015 until 2019, including semi structured interviews and 

materials provided by the Mumbuca CDB, as well as other CDBs and the Brazilian CDBs Network, besides accessing 

the Mumbuca E-dinheiro system administrative interface (2018-2019). We used also ethnographic research (which 

generated field notes), with immersive observations about Mumbuca Bank (at Maricá, from 2015 to 2016), and we 

organized 3 “hackathons” (meetings where information technologies were discussed with CDBs, in 2018).  

The network of cards and card–reading machines was established between 2013 and 2017 to administer a social 

benefit payment to 14,000 families, earning approximately R$ 100 per month. Since then, the program has been 

progressively transformed into a basic income initiative2. The stabilization of that electronic infrastructure oc-

curred despite initial evidence of traders' distrust of local politicians (FARIA, 2018) and based on the spread of 

magnetic card-use by populations of the Brazilian urban peripheries. In parallel with the Maricá scenario, Palmas 

Bank experimented with other possibilities for digitalizing its currency (DINIZ; CERNET; ALBUQUERQUE, 2013). In 

the most promising of them, a small company from Brasilia, headed by João Bosco and Marcos Sarres (coming from 

financial and IT markets, respectively (BOSCO, 2016)) planned to create an electronic payment platform for the 

periphery (BOSCO, 2016). According to Bosco (2016), two coincidences crossed his path: the ‘revolution’ of the 

Brazilian electronic payments law, which would have broken the monopoly of the big financial entities of financial 

services in Brazil and, in 2014, the partnership with Palmas Bank, something unplanned by those who “had never 

heard of social currencies or community banks” (BOSCO, 2016). 

Bosco “knocked on Palmas Bank’s door", offering a partnership: 2% of all business transactions (BOSCO, 2016) 

made on the platform called E-dinheiro would be charged to local commerce associated with the CDB and split 

between MoneyCloud3  and each community bank - 1% would pay the company (for application development, mon-

itoring, and support) and 1% would be used by the CDB which the merchant was linked to. In addition, any with-

drawal – in other words, any operation where a trader or resident exchanged E-dinheiro for Reais – would also be 

taxed at 1%, which would accrue to the bank. The local digital circulation of the currency would thus present slight 

but significant differences from its paper version: for example, it would allow CDBs to dream of financial autonomy, 

previously impossible considering the Brazilian legal scenario. 

In 2018, Mumbuca changed its infrastructure, sticking to E-dinheiro, for which the initial protagonist was a mobile 

app: ValeShop leaves, MoneyCloud enters; the magnetic card goes out, the E-dinheiro platform comes in. In the next 

sections we will address the implications of adopting that platform, firstly in terms of its requirements and uses and 

afterwards, its development and source-code and finally in a perspective that discusses the privacy of the data cir-

culating there. 

2. THE FLAVORS OF TECHNOLOGY. OR, REQUIREMENTS AND USE: FROM CARD CULTURE TO APP IM-

PROVEMENTS 

In the field of software engineering, the importance of the requirements-gathering phase with the client goes with-

out saying, so that the developers can turn such requirements into a program that works on a computer, notebook, 

smartphone, or tablet. The distinction between functional requirements (the main features of the software) and 

nonfunctional ones (such as ease of use, different data access permissions, software license type, or number of con-

current accesses the system must support) is also well known.  If we look at the experience of the Mumbuca DCC 

from this point of view, we can begin by stating that the initial solution, the one of the magnetic card, was a ‘shelf 

product’, a ready-made solution, and therefore with little aptitude for modifications ordered by the client. It is worth 
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highlighting two points here: one of them, the Mumbuca currency feature, incorporated into ValeShop card, which 

allowed only ‘one spin’ of the currency; in other words, after beneficiaries receive their monthly credit in Mum-

bucas, when the currency passed into the hands of the first trader (in general pharmacies and small markets), it 

was automatically converted into Reals (the national currency in Brazil). That requirement, which greatly limited 

the circulation of the local currency, even when compared to other currencies in the CDB Network, was due to a City 

Hall fear rather than to a technological limitation (MELO NETO SEGUNDO, 2016b). 

Another point from Mumbuca’s first phase that deserves mention was the consequence of the currency’s material-

ity, in this case a magnetic card (a requirement established by the City Hall). Such a solution proved itself adequate 

for the beneficiaries, mostly elderly (less than 30% of them under the age of 35). A ‘card culture’ circulates among 

them (MELO NETO SEGUNDO, 2016b), meaning that the beneficiaries declared themselves to be accustomed  to 

dealing with magnetic cards, but not with smartphones, for financial services (FARIA, 2018). That is to say, even in 

the  low income group, the population had got used to the handling that artifact (the card): in terms of software 

engineering, the solution had good usability (ease of use). However, when asked about a possible technological 

change (from card to smartphone), users of what was then the ‘Mumbuca card’ were clearly uneasy (FARIA, 2018). 

That evidence seems to have been captured by the Mumbuca Bank and the Maricá City Hall in the ValeShop card 

transition to the E-dinheiro platform in 2018: besides the E-dinheiro app, available for smartphones in the CDB 

Network, Mumbuca E-dinheiro came into circulation coupled with a card, allowing for a smooth transition for the 

uneasy beneficiaries. 

While in Maricá we observed that the need for a card was a requirement incorporated to the product, in the CDB 

Network itself we collected evidence of important challenges in the process of gathering requirements for the E-

dinheiro platform. Such evidence suggests that E-dinheiro has been perceived by some members of the CDB Net-

work as stemming from a unilateral will, as verbalized by one of the community banks (Hosana Gomes’s report 

(2015), from Preventório CDB, in Niterói - RJ). The platform was not perceived by the elderly as easy to use: “this is 

damn difficult”, said Sônia Faria (2015), also from Preventório Bank; “we couldn’t feel the flavor of that [E-dinheiro] 

technology yet”, stated João Manoel Santos (2018) from Terra Bank (Vitória -ES). 

Thus, here we map at least two challenges to the CDB Network: the first, to overcome older people's difficulty in 

handling the E-dinheiro app on smartphones (including users from community banks themselves); the second, to 

include a large portion of those working in community banks in the ongoing process of defining the platform’s re-

quirements. Such challenges should not be treated merely as ‘technical details’ of digitalizing Brazilian social cur-

rencies, but as sociotechnical challenges that put in jeopardy the practices/principles of the CDBs in the search for 

the so-called economic democracies (FARIA, 2018). It seems fundamental to consider who is included or excluded 

from the construction of artifacts, in this case, the software itself. 

In this section, we are looking at a part of that process, namely, defining the software requirements or, in other 

words, its features and characteristics. As we have already highlighted, the requirements include not only software 

functionalities but also features like access permissions and license types. On the one hand, it is worth noting that 

the Palmas CDB seems to have inherited the platform’s administrative access profiles; accesses that other CDBs did 

not have (maybe because of Palmas’s pioneer performance of an E-dinheiro prototype). The use of E-dinheiro in 

practical terms has been characterized by the fact that some features are enabled only for global administrative 

users - a relatively widespread concentration of power in the world of Information and Communications Technol-

ogy (ICT), but apparently a new situation in the world of the CDBs Network. Moreover, the translation of the E-

dinheiro prototype (conducted by the Palmas Bank in Fortaleza-CE) to E-dinheiro as a platform for the entire CDB 

Network, imposed new situations. As highlighted by Callon (1986, p. 18-19), in what he calls a sociology of transla-

tion, “the notion of translation emphasizes the continuity of the displacements and transformations which occur in 

this story: displacements of goals and interests, and also, displacements of devices, human beings (…). To translate 

is to displace (…). Translation is the mechanism by which the social and natural worlds progressively take form". In 

our case, the mentioned translation means that a single bank account at the Caixa Econômica Federal (Federal Sav-

ings Bank) starts to back all the digital social currencies of the Network. One consequence of that situation was the 

need for validation by the Palmas Bank for some of the transactions between users and CDBs (such as the feature 

to recharge prepaid mobile phones with social currency). 
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That scenario could have been modified (and still can) if less centralized management strategies had been consid-

ered earlier in the process, as alternatives to the E-dinheiro options – like operating with software running on a 

single server, maintained until today for the entire CDB Network. That situation, which may not be problematical 

for those not yet familiar with source-codes and databases, like the majority of CDBs, in our understanding has 

posed risks to CDB practices since its beginning, especially to their autonomy (in relation to the E-dinheiro technol-

ogy and to MoneyCloud) and, therefore, to the autonomy of the territories where they are located. Given the diag-

nosis that “the community is impoverished by losing its local savings” (QUEM..., 2014), throughout their history 

CDBs have been indicating ways of getting out of poverty (such as microcredit and social currency) by means of 

autonomous choices in the field of the so-called solidarity economy, even considering mediations with govern-

ments, and without denying the role of the state. We note that the autonomy of each bank is relatively modified by 

the type of digitalization which is operationally dependent on Palmas Bank (albeit partially) and on MoneyCloud. 

In this section, we have emphasized the sociotechnical framework when considering who was included in the defi-

nition of E-dinheiro requirements (Palmas Bank and MoneyCloud, for example) and who was relatively excluded of 

it (other CDBs, like Preventório Bank and Terra Bank), aligned with concerns expressed by the CDBs themselves at 

the Hackathon Solidarity 2018 for a more intensive opening of the platform (FARIA, 2018), and also aligned with 

the CDB practices related to economic democracy and autonomy. Such a standpoint also points to another dimen-

sion which we will take into account in the next section: the E-dinheiro source-codes. 

3. “I GIVE YOU NOTHING.” OR, THE SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT AND THE CODE: BETWEEN THE FREE 

UTOPIA AND THE PROPRIETARY MEDIATION 

Scene 1: The First MumbucHacka 

Saturday, January 2018, Maricá -RJ. Almost 30 people meet at Mumbuca Bank – community bank workers, researchers 

and young people interested in understanding and proposing solutions for challenges to the establishment of E-din-

heiro in Maricá. João Bosco and E-dinheiro’s software development team, from Brasilia, are connected to the meeting. 

The first attempt to connect Brasília and Maricá via Skype failed: the audio wasn’t that great. While trying to fix the 

technical problems, someone suggests a connection using WhatsApp: a Bluetooth portable speaker pops up. This solu-

tion works: the call via WhatsApp provisionally stabilizes a connection between the collective in Maricá with Brasilia. 

João Bosco is sorry, because the programmers had to leave due to the delay. Maricá collective doubts are enunciated: 

what technologies are used in the software? How are the improvements being implemented? Bosco clarifies that the 

demands are given to MoneyCloud by Palmas Bank, and implemented according to the priorities and resources avail-

able. Someone asks “what could you give us so that the collective in Maricá could enter the network and also collabo-

rate?”: “Nothing, absolutely nothing”, said Bosco. Someone in Maricá whispers: “So the hackathon is over… ”. Bosco 

keeps justifying: it is necessary to keep the source code safe, which can only be assured by the confidentiality of the 

software developments – after all, it is a software to control money. Someone from Maricá problematizes: there are 

several studies which prove that, because there is no confidentiality in the code, open softwares are safer than propri-

etary ones. In the evaluation circle at the end of the event Joaquim Melo understands that, for the first time, an ‘open 

E-dinheiro’ was discussed.   

Scene 2: The Second MumbucHacka 

6 a.m., Saturday, May 2018, Rio de Janeiro. André goes to the bus stop to catch a ride with a Federal University (UFRJ) 

group. Sympathetic to the hacker world, he decides to attend the II MumbucaHacka in Maricá, a hackathon in support 

of the Mumbuca, a ‘social’ electronic currency (‘What could that be?’, he wondered). At 8:30 a.m., André stands side by 

side with local businessman selling handcrafted items, food, organic juices, all paid for using the E-dinheiro app. At 

9:30 a.m., Joaquim Melo inaugurates the new Mumbuca Bank branch in Cordeirinho, a Maricá neighbourhood, and 

starts the event. André sees a sign “Credit with zero interest” and becomes intrigued: someone explains that everything 

will be financed by a Mumbuca circulation fee. When he sees the table with four heads of department from the city 

government, he immediately turns around and goes for a stroll outside the auditorium. He opens an account and gets 

a credit of 10 Mumbucas. He asks the attendant if the software code is on GitHub for download. “Yes, you can use it, just 

download E-dinheiro from Playstore”, he said. “No, no, I mean the source code”. “Oh, I don’t know about that”. He buys 

a juice and snack and pays with E-dinheiro. André becomes bothered by the lack of some functionalities such as paying 
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without internet. He goes back to the auditorium, and sees that the government secretaries are gone. Victor, his col-

league from UFRJ who had invited him to the event is presenting a dark screen slide show and the source code related 

to the developing of a map of the circulation data of the Mumbuca currency. He sits down, relieved and thinks: “finally 

my world”. 

Those scenes approach, through a situated standpoint, the controversies of E-dinheiro’s software source code gov-

ernance. This section is mostly based on experiences from two MumbucHackas, inspired by the dynamics of ‘hacker 

marathons’ (hackathons), where programmers and the community bank searched for improvements in the Mum-

buca digital currency. It is noteworthy in such scenes that different worlds collide: one being that of the small IT 

company stuck in the property software business model; another world constituted by the CDBs realities, focused 

on the support for local manufacturers and for a solidarity economy; and the open software world, permeated by 

the notion of individual freedom and a certain aversion to politics and central governments. 

At the crossroads of those worlds – incorporated here by MoneyCloud, the CDBs Network and programmers sym-

pathetic towards the open software movement –, we find the controversy concerning the governance of the source 

code developed for the Brazilian community banks’ digital platform. In this software dimension, it is important to 

think about who would be able to have access to its instructions, the source code. Such (lack of) access permissions 

to the software ‘recipe’ (i.e. the source code) is materialized by a license, which may be closer to an open/free soft-

ware (where anyone trained in the programming language used can read the ‘recipe’) or to a closed/proprietary 

one (the case where the ‘recipe’ is retained by those who made the software). In our study case, E-dinheiro was 

initially developed by MoneyCloud, and its license was proprietary; at the end of 2016, after negotiations with Mon-

eyCloud, the CDBs Network announced the software purchase (FARIA, 2018), however, the appropriation by the 

Network as well as the management of its source code are still surrounded by controversy. 

At this point it is useful to resume the concept of commons, in order to address what we would call the utopia of 

currencies and softwares as commons. Dissaux and Fare (2017) enunciated the utopia of currencies as a commons: 

“[the] development of common monetary goods can be the result of multiple territorial levels of decision-making 

(from the more territorialized to global ones), combining equally diverse organizations and partnerships (private, 

public, community, etc.), supposing, and perhaps favoring – a capacity of strong auto-organized, citizen participa-

tion. […] Through associative currency, non-stated based sovereignty forms arise based on civil society groups. 

Those groups [...] do not aim to dethrone the national monetary sovereignty, but actually to complete it in different 

territorial scales. […] The challenge is, therefore, to relearn to live together, and the commons is the relevant means 

for that. The currency should be the first of these commons to be constructed.” (DISSAUX; FARE, 2017, p. 20-23, 

[our translation]). 

On one side, entities of the open software world (such as software development and use communities, as well as 

their own source codes) can be thought of as shared goods with rules of access and use, and that dialogues with the 

idea of community resource management. So, the implementation of a currency as a software brings with it the 

establishment of a development community of the source code (another good to be managed), whereby the soft-

ware license can make the shared management easier or harder. 

Perhaps it might be that management, the software development community of E-dinheiro, where we can find the 

biggest challenge to the CDBs Network. During our research, the CDBs usually appeared to be relatively distant from 

both open source softwares as well as from their business models, unlike others actors also connected to a solidarity 

economy in Brazil, like some software producers groups. Even the distinction between source codes (the ‘cake rec-

ipe’ as it were) and the software being executed in a device (“a cake being prepared in a certain oven”) presented 

itself as non-trivial for the community banks researched by this article. Fundamental questions that emerge from 

the development of a software, like who can contribute with the code, who can define which contributions will or 

will not be incorporated to the version to be distributed, or who can have access to the source code, are not part of 

the bank’s daily routine. The surprise with the ‘proprietary E-dinheiro’, shown by some of the other actors in the 

Brazilian social financial scene (such as Pedro Jatobá and Heloísa Primavera (FARIA, 2018)), contrasted with the 

CDBs Network ‘pragmatic mediation’ with MoneyCloud. That mediation allowed the CDBs Network to use a digital 

platform, delegating the code’s governance however, to a company from outside of both the solidarity economy and 

the open software circles. 
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We propose that initially the discussion of E-dinheiro licensing was of  relatively small importance for the main 

actors of the CDBs Network. On the one hand, it happened because of the opportunity represented by MoneyCloud, 

and on the other, because those actors were not equipped (instrumentalized) with necessary practices and reflec-

tions regarding software and its licenses. However, from the moment those discussions were placed – for example, 

by Primavera, Jatobá and also in the first MumbucHacka –, new mediations and translations became possible, bring-

ing up new stabilizations. In other words, the closed business model anchored partially by a supposed lack of secu-

rity in open software (according to MoneyCloud’s narrative) gained new governance possibilities connected to what 

we called the software-as-a-commons utopia. That process started to place on the CDBs agenda, for example, a more 

participative governance of the code, formerly, retained by MoneyCloud and hardly discussed by the CDBs Network 

at all. Those possibilities, more connected to CDBs practices related to the themes of autonomy and democratic 

economy, may expand this ecosystem (without excluding the programmers from MoneyCloud) for example, includ-

ing young participants from the innovation and technology experiences linked to the community banks themselves 

(like the PalmasLab experience, connected to Palmas Bank), solidarity economy cooperatives that develop open 

softwares, and also university students that support the process. 

This subject, of establishing an E-dinheiro source code governance involving collectives beyond their own original 

programmers (MoneyCloud) – in which a distributed transaction storage system using blockchain technology may 

also be evaluated4 – was debated between the CDBs Network and the Information and Society Laboratory, from Rio 

de Janeiro University (LabIS/UFRJ5), but it was not prioritized. However, LabIS (where the authors collaborate) 

proposed and organized (with the CDBs Network) the first MumbucHacka (the partnership’s pioneer action) in 

January 2018, focusing on analyzing the circulation data from Mumbuca. That action considered the possibility of 

tracking the money, and discussed the mutual understanding of the need for increased transparency and reliability 

in the CDBs experiences. That will be the subject of the next section. 

4. DISCOVERING / BUILDING DATA. OR, PRIVACY AND THE DATA: DREAMING OF TRANSPARENCY 

PANELS 

The importance of measuring social currency data from the CDBs Network and quantifying the increasing use of E-

dinheiro could be noticed, for example, in June 2016: a post from Joaquim Melo in the Facebook network informed 

that the platform registered 7,048 operations, the circulation of R$ 428,879.83, 1,752 users, 133 associated traders, 

and 20 cities using E-dinheiro (MELO NETO SEGUNDO, 2016a). 

During the first MumbucHacka, even before the introduction of E-dinheiro in  Maricá, the concentrated use of the 

currency (at that time, the ValeShop card) was discussed, analyzing the low mobility between the top 10 local busi-

nesses using Mumbuca. In the second MumbucHacka (April, 2018), Joaquim Melo announced that the beginning of 

circulation of Mumbuca in the E-dinheiro platform had leaved Mumbuca Bank with a total of R$ 33,000.00 between 

February and May of 2018 - due to the taxes allowed by the Brazilian electronic payment legislation6). The excite-

ment marked the advent of the CDB financial sustainability dream, while a poster announced microcredit for local 

entrepreneurs with zero interest, funded exclusively with resources acquired from the circulation of Mumbuca 

through E-dinheiro (after five years of circulation via card). The credit concession was finally taking shape in Mum-

buca Bank and incorporating a conversation circle methodology (the “cirandas”) – open meetings with the popula-

tion. That was good news, but it also increased the importance of a transparent discussion about the currency cir-

culation data and the amount of money collected monthly by Mumbuca Bank. 

After the second MumbucHacka, LabIS produced a preliminary report with an initial examination of Mumbuca E-

dinheiro data from January to July 2018. It was debated not only with Mumbuca CDB, but also with the CDBs Net-

work during a hackathon in the Solidários 2018 meeting (September 2018, held in Fortaleza, Ceará7). The report 

proposed some potentially useful metrics for CDBs, public authorities and communities using the electronic social 

currency: for example, the percentage of Mumbucas leaving the network (when people change it for Reals), or the 

amount of Mumbucas in circulation. In the preliminary report the graphs were grouped in sections in order to make 

it easier to understand and visualize what in the future could be […] a community bank’s ‘transparency panel’.  

The following panels were proposed: ‘Age’, indicating the age distribution among beneficiaries and other users; 

‘Business and Beneficiaries dispersal’, identifying locations per neighborhood; ‘Deposits’, highlighting the total vol-

ume and monthly averages of deposits related to the city’s programs and those voluntarily performed by residents 
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(the Mumbuca beginning to circulate); ‘CDB fund and Mumbucas leaving the network’, describing graphically the 

monthly evolution of operations such as purchases in local businesses, bill payments and exchanges of Mumbucas 

for Reais (Mumbuca circulation beginning and ending); and ‘Mumbuca Stock’, comparing monthly withdrawals and 

deposits in Mumbucas. In addition, a version of the report restricted to the CDB proposed the following visualization 

panels aimed for internal management of the community bank: Relative Withdrawal and social currency circulation, 

Consumption and Savings (including monthly monitoring of the residents’ balances) and Sales concentration (al-

lowing for a visualization of the local traders that sold the biggest volumes of Mumbucas, and the ones that regis-

tered the biggest number of sales). 

The community bank’s electronic currency traceability, even though it is stored in a centralized database, allows us 

to think up ways to translate the CDB transparency. Whereas prior to the ‘digital age’ it was materialized, for exam-

ple, in the form of sheets stuck on the walls of the community banks (as we could see in Preventório Bank), now it 

could be translated to community banks’ digital transparency portals. On the one hand, that could support CDBs in 

their management and, on the other, democratize access to information about the currency’s circulation, not only 

for the community but also for the different levels of public authority. Another important point is that the material-

ity also acts in data governance, both opening possibilities and adding limitations: some of the panels’ graphs were 

not able to be fully interpreted because the data studied was accessible only through the administrative interface 

of E-dinheiro. In the future such questions can be mitigated through mediation with the developers of E-dinheiro, 

focusing on expanding this ‘ecosystem’ (at least to the CDBs Network), in the sense of more data openness as, for 

example, with an application program interface (API) that allows for more flexible queries to the database. Anyway, 

we can say that the process of monitoring the social electronic currency’s circulation translated the words of Cukier-

man (2018), for whom, with the digitalization process, one can think in “other looks on poverty and the informality”, 

with the data exposed in a more friendly way for the CDBs, the public authorities and the users of the social currency.  

As we have seen in regard to requirements/use (second section) and source code/development (third section), the 

data governance implies attention to what we could call ‘social practices’: which panels are relevant? Which would 

become available only to the CDBs? Which would become available to the City Hall and to the local community as 

well? Furthermore, the data governance must equally pay attention to what we are calling ‘the process materiali-

ties’: for example, which instruments are available for the transparency panel to connect with the database that 

stores all the digital currency information? On demand reports? Administrative interface? APIs? 

Such definitions and mediations dialogue with the search for economic democracy, which is so important to the 

CDBs (FARIA, 2018): although questioning the traditional financial system was already on the agenda of the com-

munity banks (a structure that implied mobilization and community participation), the digitalization process added 

challenges regarding how to handle information technologies intertwined with democratic practices. One of the 

perspectives, highlighted in this section, is the access to the data, to the information about the circulation of the 

currency (now registered and tracked in databases). During this research, we observed that this access could be 

more decentralized, including specially the communities were E-dinheiro DCC circulates. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The E-dinheiro platform experience in the CDBs network accomplishes two goals: it conforms new payment mar-

kets, both locally and nationally. Possibly the greatest difference these markets present is the enhanced traceability 

of the financial movements and the relatively easier reprogramming of their rules. We have shown here that differ-

ent digitalizations embed distinctive values, cultures and practices, and redistribute both facilities and difficulties - 

one of the latter being the problems elderly people in Brazil have with handling smartphones for financial services. 

On that topic, it is worth highlighting the challenge to be overcome, namely, that of translating the “flavors of these 

technologies [E-dinheiro]” (SANTOS, 2018) for everyone who deals with community banks and is not familiar with 

source codes and databases. Unless the ICT world and its categories (like software - proprietary or open - and da-

tabases - centralized or decentralized) is incorporated to the CDBs’ world (and understood by CDBs themselves), 

people involved in these experiences will not have any other option than to delegate tasks like data administration 

and software development to specialists. That is a problematic situation for a movement (the Brazilian CDB Net-

work) that considers autonomy and economic democracy as important practices that should circulate along with 

its currencies. 
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Our research indicates a first point of emphasis, valid for the aspect of the digital platform requirements as much 

as for the source code and also for the data produced by the digital social currencies traces: that point is the need 

to promote dynamics such as those organized in the Solidarity Hackathons and the MumbucHackas, which we call 

‘Crafting Money Workshops’. Such workshops propose: to denaturalize the concept of currency, pointing to the pos-

sibilities of ‘financial plurality’; and to discuss the advent of ICTs as important actors in alternative currency net-

works. In the Brazilian case, those workshops contribute significantly to support the CDBs Network in regard to the 

possibilities of what we could call appropriation or taking control of the new ICTs tools by the Network, or, in other 

words, the possibilities of advancing the process of sociotechnical mediation. That support makes it possible to 

strengthen community governance of Mumbuca E-dinheiro DCC, and E-dinheiro platform as a whole (moving to-

wards the idea of “DCC as a commons”), for example including the CDBs as protagonists in their own project, de-

signing their own requirements, data analysis and even source codes. 

If in the beginning of the digitalization process, Palmas Bank and the CDBs Network seem to have been poorly 

guided by reflections and practices concerning software and their licenses, gradually both software and licenses 

have become part of their everyday life. An indication of the progress of understanding different digitalization pro-

cesses and their effects was the recent issuing of the E-dinheiro Brazil card by the CDBs Network. As shown, the 

cards are artifacts reasonably disseminated for financial practices, even for poorer populations (especially in the 

urban outskirts of Brazil), and considered much more reliable than smartphones in the case of elderly people. We 

believe that a greater involvement of the CDBs in project requirements decision via processes like Solidarity Hacka-

thons can provide other gains, not only for Mumbuca, in Maricá, but also for the whole CDBs Network.  

The idea of Mumbuca E-dinheiro as a commons, concerning precisely the inclusion of the local communities in the 

process, is also connected to a testimony of the local CDB president, which highlights the importance of workshops 

to explain the apps functionalities and the possibilities that arise from using the app. “We were able to establish 

ties, whereby they [beneficiaries] started to understand the Bank’s operation better.” (SCIAMMARELLA, 2018, [our 

translation]) 

To continually improve the local community understanding of E-dinheiro is also important for the now traceable 

currency circulation analysis. For example, among the commercial establishments in Maricá, the social currency 

‘recirculation’ practice is still merely incipient: the practice of quickly exchanging the local currency for Reals is 

disseminated  (at least considering the top 15 stores that most accepted Mumbuca at the beginning of 2019). A 

hypothesis is that the period that Mumbuca circulated only via card (2014-2018), when that exchange was auto-

matic, may have left habits in the local commercial practices - from 2018 on, the local trading businesses could, for 

example, pay their workers, suppliers, bills or even offer change in Mumbucas. In that regard, data analysis suggests 

that campaigns and workshops are needed to better explain the possibilities offered by the new digital platform to 

the local business network. 

The organization of dynamics such as hackathons and workshops is connected with the concept of “DCC as a com-

mons”, once it is related to the engagement of the commoners in a collective activity (LAVAL, 2016 apud DISSAUX; 

FARE, 2017, p. 2). Organizing these processes in a task which is connected to practices of CDBs, such as  autonomy 

and mediation practices, translated into a new (digitalized) scenario. In the one hand, the digitalization process had 

effects, for example in the financial autonomy of the CDBs. If we compare a version of digitalization offered by the 

Vale Shop card in Maricá with the E-dinheiro/MoneyCloud (and later with E-dinheiro owned by the CDBs), it can 

be seen that in the last version the resource retention is greater in the region: if Mumbuca/Vale Shop implied a 3% 

evasion of the community resources (paid to the card administrator in each purchase in the local business), the 

Mumbuca/E-dinheiro model presented an evasion reduction as it was limited to the maintenance costs of the plat-

form – lower costs, because E-dinheiro is now owned by the CDBs Network. The current social currency digitaliza-

tion is enabling the CDBs to acquire greater autonomy in relation to public entities. That is the case with Maricá, 

where, in a short period of time, the currency circulation resulted in the consolidation of an autonomous community 

fund detached from the City Hall budget. Therefore, the importance of digital transparency of CDBs is even greater. 

That greater ‘financial autonomy’ appears in the responses of a survey administered to the CDBs (FARIA, 2018) as 

an important change brought about by the digitalization via E-dinheiro – it was mentioned alongside the necessity 

for technology appropriation by the banks. 
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On the other hand, we would also like to highlight the category of mediation, a term utilized by Joaquim Melo to 

designate possible negotiations between the CDBs Network and other relevant actors (FARIA, 2018) (putting aside 

ideals, doctrines and purified utopias), and its connections with the source code dimensions discussed in this paper. 

The history of Brazilian CDBs is full of mediations (not all of them successful) that have made it possible for different 

types of local businesses, micro companies (such as ValeShop and MoneyCloud), phone companies, insurance com-

panies, community associations etc. to coexist in a financial system. On the topic of digitalization processes, the first 

CDBs Network project included actors such as Palmas Bank, Caixa Econômica Federal, Mastercard and Vivo, and 

brought in unsatisfactory results for the Palmas Bank. It also brought with it the perception on the part of BACEN 

(the Brazilian Central Bank) that “closed platforms […] would not survive and should not be encouraged” (DINIZ, 

2013, p. 15). In both the Maricá and E-dinheiro cases, the negotiations with MoneyCloud established what was, 

perhaps, the most important mediation. The opportunity the company offered of digitalization of the CDBs social 

currencies started as a prototype at Palmas Bank and later spread to the whole CDBs network without, however, 

the expected return on investment (ROI) - from the point of view of MoneyCloud  (FARIA, 2018). The crisis that 

threatened E-dinheiro’s continuity was solved after the CDBs Network acquired the software, with resources mostly 

from the Brazilian Development Bank (BNDES). The purchase of E-dinheiro may be considered as an achievement 

for the CDBs Network as it made the social currencies more robust, now translated to the electronic payment 

method supported by BACEN legislation. Palmas Bank’s evaluation, claiming that E-dinheiro was the possible me-

diation for the moment in which MoneyCloud entered its network, is that the partnership yielded important results 

– and we agree with this analysis. 

However, considering possible negotiations between the utopia of DCC as a commons and the utopia of software as 

a commons, the improvement (or maybe even (re)doing) of the development community of E-dinheiro is an ongoing 

challenge. In the light of what we called ‘instrumentalization’ of the CDBs Network (concerning ICTs), its dialogue 

with projects that allow for different digitalizations can open concrete possibilities. For example, digitalization pro-

cesses more connected to notions of solidarity economy and open software, such as social cryptocurrency projects 

(DINIZ et. Al, 2018). In that sense, a possible opening of E-dinheiro source code could connect the community banks 

with Brazilian software production collectives (MoneyCloud, PalmasLab, free software cooperatives, hackathon, 

etc.), which could, in turn, contribute with E-dinheiro.  

We believe that in this paper, inspired by the pioneer work of Palmas Bank, adopted by the city of Maricá (RJ), we 

have pointed out how new mediations and autonomies are present in the digitalization processes of social curren-

cies. Additionally, the paper shows that the challenge of improving the governance mechanisms of the digital cur-

rencies (concerning their requirements, data and source code) is perhaps “currently the more complex question” 

(MELO NETO SEGUNDO, 2018) for the CDBs Network as a whole. Finally, we call attention for a sociotechnical ap-

proach, in order to emphasize the indissociability between, on the one hand, the ‘social practices’ enunciated by the 

local communities or the CDBs Network community and, on the other, the materialities present in its community 

currencies digitalization processes.  

Finally, regarding economic democracy, it is important to point out that the Brazilian Constitution states that “all 

power emanates from the people who exert it by means of elected representatives or directly” (sole paragraph, 

art.1º). The history of Brazilian Community Banks shows that democratic practices include not only disputing in-

stitutionalized politics power but also community mobilization in the sense of currency management as common 

goods. In addition we would argue that a fundamental dimension of economic democracy circulates through the 

code lines of the software installed in the MoneyCloud computers, which centralize the CDBs banks database; eco-

nomic democracy could also circulate in the access of the young people from the PalmasLab team to those codes 

and databases. The sociotechnical arenas where the ‘commons’ are built (“le faire commun” (DISSAUX; FARE, 

2017)) are also under dispute. The recent reports on the CDBs clearly show that every mediation, every translation 

that adds a new element to this network (whether they are a city’s government, a company, a university, a card, a 

cellphone or a software) implies new (re)distributions of power. 
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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the fundamental importance of sociality to monetary sovereignty, investigating 

the apparent contrast between the state and the market in theories of money. Sociality deserves at-

tention given the recent increase since the 1990s of denationalised, regional and, more recently, 

crypto currencies, which are different from legal tender. First, we examine the classification of met-

alism and chartalism, that is, the commodity theory of money on one hand and the chartal theory of 

money on the other (Section 2). The former has been dominant in the history of economic thought, 

focussing on catallactics, or the function of money as a medium of exchange, while the latter lays 

more importance on the function of money as a means of payment and relies on literature in history 

and anthropology. We then concentrate on the meaning of the institution of payment and debt, with 

which a person can participate in the society to which he/she belongs (Section 3). People’s belief in 

the perpetual validity of this institution is indispensable for monetary sovereignty. Further, we in-

vestigate the idea of the social credit given a hundred years ago, when the trust in this institution and 

the state itself was severely lacking, as an important application of the sociality of money. In conclu-

sion, we show that sociality among people, embodied in the existence of monies and currencies, can-

not be reduced to the market nor to the state. 
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chartalism, monetary sovereignty, means of payment, crypto currency, social credit
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This article investigates the validity and possible extension of the meaning of the social and credit theory of money, 

taking our contemporary situation of monetary sovereignty into consideration. Since the birth of the first major 

crypto currency, Bitcoin, in 2008, then called ‘virtual currency’, relevant literature in the social sciences has tended 

to classify it as a denationalised currency. The original idea is often attributed to F. A. Hayek’s 1976 treatise on the 

denationalisation of money. This contribution was not the only one, but we can still cull many ideas and implica-

tions, after more than 40 years, by investigating the text and its context1.  

Since the 1990s, the former block of socialist states has collapsed, and the process of globalisation has accelerated. 

The international system, constructed mainly with liberal, capitalistic nation-states, gradually faced the contradic-

tion and dilemma with the reality of free markets, which exceeded the border of sovereign nation-states. Addition-

ally, the European Union developed from the European Community with a concrete plan for realising a common 

currency. These were factors that accelerated the denationalisation of money. At the same time, there were attempts 

to indicate the importance of ‘the social and communal’ to be left behind, which seemed to have also supported the 

take-off of regional currencies. Parallel to these, technological developments have opened a huge area of digital 

transactions.  

Further, more recent attempts for quasi-states utilising some crypto currency reveal a sort of dream, or ‘pure (an-

archist) wish-fulfilment’ (Goodhart 1999, p. 413), of community or free area of law and order, independent of the 

usual state or the government. Crypto currencies seem to be a symbol of a new and independent community or 

republic for the planners of such attempts2. It is certain that these attempts would remain a luxury hobby of wealthy 

people if they kept avoiding serious elaboration of their stance towards the nation-states to which they belong and 

towards the international frame of political and economic institutions. However, we have to perceive in it some sign 

of people’s more general desire to become free from our existing political and economic institutions. 

Here, we investigate theories of money to explain such diversification as denationalisation, regionalisation or digi-

talisation of monies and currencies3 since the 1990s. In our understanding, these phenomena require clarification 

of the relationship between nation-states and money and the meaning of monetary sovereignty, as well as a recon-

sideration of the common contrast of state and market in market-centred economic theories. We consult with his-

torical and anthropological literature in an interdisciplinary approach (Gilbert and Helleiner (ed.) 1999, Wray (ed.) 

2004). It is also beneficial to consult the typology of theories and thoughts on monetary singularity and plurality 

(Blanc et al. 2019), but we rather focus on the unbalanced strength of the political institutions of singular money 

and on the possible methods of conceptually loosening it. The importance of the sociality or social aspects of money 

then emerges, which does not necessarily contradict with state authority. In this connection, we will briefly argue 

the characteristics of the modern monetary theory (MMT), which has recently been receiving much attention.  

2. RECONSIDERATION OF THE CONTRAST OF THE STATE VS THE MARKET 

2.1. Two main conceptions of money and the meaning of metalism  

To begin, we follow the distinction of two main conceptions to grasp money in the history of economic theories: 

according to the terminology of Goodhart, the commodity theory of money, or metalism/M-theory, stands against 

the chartal theory of money, chartalism/C-theory4. Goodhart explains that M-theory has been supported by many 

eminent economists, while C-theory, though it ‘arrayed a more motley, fringe group of economists, such as Knapp 

(1905) in Germany, and Mireaux (1930) in France and (most of) the post-Keynesians in the UK and USA’ (p. 408), 

has rather been supported by other disciplines dealing with the origin of money, such as anthropology, history and 

numismatics. Goodhart explains that C-theory therefore has a historically rigid foundation and can explain diverse 

monetary phenomena, such as the emergence of some non-national currencies, multiple currencies in one nation-

state and the expansion of strong currencies beyond the boundaries of the sovereignty of a nation-state5. Certainly, 

there have been many different paper monies issued by private and public institutions, with two dominant coins of 

silver and gold until the 19th century (Gilbert and Helleiner 1999, p.4). Only after the creation of some ‘nationally 

homogeneous and standardized currency’ (Ibid., p. 6) became encouraged and central banks became established 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY CURRENCY RESEARCH VOLUME 24 (SUMMER 2020) 89-100 NAKAYAMA AND KUWATA 

 

91 

around the beginning of the 20th century did the legitimacy and hierarchy of the authorities face inquiry. The situ-

ation with diverse monies and currencies, not a singular currency in one state, was rather normal in the broad 

course of history. 

Goodhart further elucidates that those economic theorists who support either the metalist or commodity theory of 

money tend to reject the other option. Here, we check the basic meaning of M-theory, the commodity theory of 

money or metalism being included in this category. In a frame of reference in the history of economic theories as 

outlined by Schumpeter in 1954, we can see how metalism was connected to the commodity theory of money6. 

There had long been practices and theoretical discussions by scholars about metalism and anti-metalism from the 

age of Plato to the 19th centuries, but according to Schumpeter, it was Knapp who devised the precise terminologies 

of metalism and chartalism.  

The commodity theory of money is denoted in two stages. First, according to Schumpeter, ‘it is logically essential 

for money to consist of some commodity so that the exchange value or purchasing power of money is the exchange 

value or purchasing power of that commodity, considered independently of its monetary role’ (Schumpeter 

1954/1994, p. 288). In modern times, only gold and silver have normally been used, resulting in the term metalism, 

though any commodity (or commodities) could have been used7. Then, with this theoretical metalism, practical 

metalism was introduced as the principle of monetary policy ‘that the monetary unit “should” be kept firmly linked 

to, and freely interchangeable with, a given quantity of some commodity’ (Ibid.), supporting the institution of the 

gold or silver standard with the usage of gold or silver in history. 

We notice that, with this takeover of Knapp’s terminology, Schumpeter intends to avoid M-theory’s common and 

favourite explanation that ‘since … the theory of money derives directly from the logically prior theory of barter, 

metalist theories are … catallactic theories of money (to exchange)’ (Ibid., pp. 288-289). He is critical of catallactics 

or the barter theory of bargaining. As the catallactic explanation was the main point used to support the commodity 

theory of money, we have to look into the characteristics of this catallactic thinking. In our view, there are some 

unconscious assumptions in M-theory related to a faithful focus on exchanges in the markets. 

2.2. The contrast of the state and the market in M-theory 

Market theorists were and still are used to the alternative judgement between the freedom of the market and the 

intervention of planning by the state. For their positive stance towards the ideal of competitive, transparent, neutral 

and effective markets, any intervention into or direct control of the market by any political power is one of the main 

causes of malfunctioning in the economy and of digression from the equilibrium. However, this distinction, approx-

imately corresponding with the political conflict between free market and state- planning in the Cold War period, 

seems to hinder the main point of C-theory, that the existence and the role of the state does not necessarily contra-

dict with the social aspects of money, which we would like to emphasise.  

For M-theory, it has often been assumed that the state and social/credit theory of money are mutually opposed, 

according to the contrast of trust and credit toward the state, that is, toward some upper authorities on one hand 

and trust and credit among members of a society on the other. Hayek, a prominent market theorist, criticises the 

abuse of the prerogative or privilege of making money and monetary arrangements by the government, quoting 

Knapp (1905) as the origin of this clarification. According to Hayek, creditors began to be forced to accept legal 

tender because it was issued by the state. He hence asserts the liberation of such privilege to free markets, con-

trasting the trust for ‘private money’ (Hayek 1976/1990/2014, p. 48)8. By private money, Hayek means specific 

money issued by private banks under market competition, and he explains its reasonability: ‘the threat of the 

speedy loss of their whole business if they failed to meet expectations would provide a much stronger safeguard 

than any that could be devised against a government monopoly’ (Ibid.). In this view, people’s trust and credit is 

directed towards the self-regulating force of market competition between private banks: supreme value is laid on 

market competition, independent of any political authorities in principle, even though private banks are practically 

and institutionally supported by the central bank and, eventually, also by the state as the supreme integrators of 

such institutions.  
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In fact, we have experiences showing that similar contrast between the state and the society or community, though 

not the market, concerning the money issue was practically emphasised since the first flourish of plans and prac-

tices of non-national currencies around the interwar period in the 20th century, for which Hayek was a witness. 

People had to survive a period of post-catastrophe after the destruction of almost all institutions by the First World 

War, then the crisis caused by the Great Depression and the Second World War. In such circumstances, people were 

faced with destitution and, the normal confidence in the system of nation-states or the validity of legal tender could 

not be sustained. As a result, the whole ordinary monetary process stopped functioning. Hayek mentioned that 

there appeared several advocates for free money or similar plans, as ‘they (the advocates) wanted more money’9, 

or, more precisely, other money.  

For example, the contrast or contradiction between the state and the society or community was endorsed by a fa-

mous attempt to issue a sort of special currency in the small town of Wörgl in Austria, which Hayek, as an Austrian 

contemporary economist, must have also heard about at that time. Around 1930, the mayor of this town was faced 

with the misery of the people10. He therefore, being aware of the idea of ‘Schwundgeld’ or shrinking money, the 

decline of its value over time as proposed by Silvio Gesell, and also an attempt at applying it in the Bavarian village 

of Schwanenkirchen, decided to issue a ticket of certification in exchange for people’s labour to construct some 

infrastructure in the town, which he himself had prepared. This ticket of certification of labour with declining value 

over time urged people to buy daily necessities, which drastically helped to recover economic circulation in Wörgl. 

Evidently, this ticket was a sort of local currency, defined in a different way to avoid becoming illegal with the issue 

of any currency different from legal tender in Austria. The mayor did not intend to revolutionarily destroy the state-

based monetary system. 

However, it was forbidden by the national government of Austria after less than a year over the state’s fears that 

this local currency in substance would disturb the functioning of legal tender and, eventually, the state’s political 

power and control. It might have been because Wörgl’s success in overcoming the economic crisis with the ticket of 

confirmation of labour attracted wide attention, including among economic theorists like I. Fisher11. In any case, 

this example shows that the contrast between the state and the society or community is highlighted by such at-

tempts, and the state authority would not permit the existence of anything similar to but different from legal tender. 

However, the distinction between society, community or market, which all stand against the state, remains ambig-

uous in such a concrete, non-theoretical example. 

The issue of money or currency is essentially political in nature (i.e., ‘money is politics’12), and we have to investigate 

more in detail what this politics of money means. The state would not surrender the monetary prerogative, as an 

essential component of sovereignty, to anyone, but such sovereignty stems from the entrustment of the nation (the 

people) in the institution of the nation-state since the modern period. Catallactic theory and market analyses are 

devoid of political considerations so that we must leave these and proceed to the concept of monetary sovereignty 

in the political and social context. As will be examined further, the meaning of money cannot be reduced to the 

functioning of markets (Aglietta and Cartelier 1998/2012, p. 203) as it historically and conceptually precedes the 

existence of market exchange.  

2.3. The conception of state power in finance: A brief look at MMT  

Here we add one more point of conception that state sovereignty cannot be dissolved into the role of government. 

In our understanding, the mere introduction of government as one of the economic actors and of governance in the 

sense of intervention into consideration is not enough to clarify the meaning of the state itself as the institution for 

the theory of money.  

For example, an inquiry by Friedman and Schwartz, two prominent market theorists, into the role of government 

in money13 explicitly demonstrates this point. It was a scrupulous argument on the possibility of leaving monetary 

and banking arrangements entirely to markets, and their theme was to investigate the issue of ‘competition versus 

government monopoly’ in the creation and control of money. Their motivation was to examine the function of gov-

ernment via whether and how well it could contribute to the minimisation of transaction costs to make markets 

and money work. They began with the introduction of the rise of ‘the theory of public choice’ and of ‘the rational 

expectations approach’ becoming popular since the 1980s, to show their motivation14.  
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As this shows, market analyses in general presume that decision-making by the government can be analysed in the 

same way as that of other economic subjects and agents. The government is supposed to pursue the same economic 

rationality, that is, the essential logic of the market. However, then the government cannot possess any unique po-

sition in the economic structure and cannot be bestowed sovereignty.  

What deserves attention in this inquiry is that the authors discussed the role of money only as a medium of exchange 

and as a unit of account and did not take the role as a means of payment into consideration. It might have been 

because, for them, there seemed to be no difference between the actions of payment and exchange.  

However, it is the very aspect of money as a means of payment for which the sovereignty of the state matters: the 

monetary process of minting and weighting coins or the institution of money ‘was made into a pillar of the sovereign 

state’ (Goodhart 1998, p. 413, Huber 2017, pp. 35-56), with the money being utilised initially as a means of payment 

for uses such as wergild, bride price and religious occasions.  

Further, this is the very point of emphasis of the MMT, which advocates C-theory. For example, L. Randall Wray, one 

of the main theorists of MMT, claims that ‘the sovereign government alone has the power to determine which money 

of account it will recognize for official accounts….Further, the sovereign government imposes tax liabilities (as well 

as fines and fees) in its money of account, and decides how these liabilities can be paid—that is, it decides what it 

will accept in payment so that taxpayers can fulfill their obligations.…Most modern sovereign governments make 

payments in their own currency and require tax payments in the same currency’ (Wray 2015, pp. 43-44). In MMT, 

‘the main purpose of the tax system is to “drive” the currency’ (Ibid., p. 5).  

In this sense, the sovereign government or the state is not only an actor to take each concrete policy measure, in-

cluding monetary ones, but rather the integral institutional body itself, trying to exercise the power of domination 

through finance by its legal tender, that is, issuing it and withdrawing it from circulation after letting the economic 

activities of the people work freely and productively. MMT in substance points to this inability of M-theory to grasp 

the meaning of state sovereignty. 

We do not agree with MMT any further because it does not lay much importance on the diversification of monies 

and currencies, including crypto currencies. For example, to the question of whether Bitcoins are money, MMT ex-

plicitly answers negatively. For MMT, money means only something that can be used for obligatory payments, or, 

in short, for tax payments. MMT purports that people do not ‘need Bitcoins to make any obligatory payments. And 

no Bitcoin issuer is required to take them back. Bitcoins are not redeemable’ (Ibid., p. 139). In this way, MMT ex-

cludes any currencies, communal, social, regional, digital or crypto, that are different from legal tender. MMT takes 

this stance because it, together with the idea of tax itself as a driving force, proposes a ‘job guarantee’ system by the 

government for all those who are in the nation-state: According MMT, it is only the state, neither private citizens 

nor enterprises, that rescues people in suffering, unemployment in the depression, for example.  

In this sense, MMT’s view of the state strangely resonates with the tendency of M-theory to emphasise the contrast 

between the state and society, despite MMT’s explicit reliance on C-theory. We focus instead on the complementa-

rity of the state and society and separated meanings of society and community from the market in the next section. 

3. MONETARY SOVEREIGNTY FOR SOCIETY AND FOR SOCIAL CREDIT 

3.1. The meaning of charta or token as a means of payment reconsidered 

According to Schumpeter (1954), theoretical and practical chartalism are defined only indirectly as the correspond-

ing negatives of theoretical and practical metalism. However, originally, Knapp defined the term chartal as follows; 

‘Our means of payment…, whether coins or warrants, possess the…qualities; they are pay-tokens, or tickets used as 

means of payment.…It is only necessary that we recognize this sign-bearing object as a legal non-pensatory means 

of payment. Perhaps the Latin word “Charta” can bear the sense of ticket or token’ (Knapp 1905/1924, p. 32). Hence, 

money is just a means of payment without any intrinsic value. As we already discussed in the previous section, C-

theory has firm historical and anthropological examples of the existence of such means of payment. 

Graeber further gives us a concise explanation, focussing on the concept of debt and attributing the starting point 

of genealogy to this work by Knapp (1905)15. Admittedly, Graeber’s stance in principle was to accept both M-theory 
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and C-theory to have existed in history. He states, mentioning an article by the economic anthropologist K. Hart in 

the 1980s on the ‘two sides of coin’, ‘Thus money is almost always something hovering between a commodity and 

a debt-token. This is probably why coins… still sit in our heads as the quintessential form of money.…the relation 

between the two was a matter of constant political contestation’ (Graeber 2011, p. 75). 

With this reserve, Graeber unequivocally lays more importance on C-theory, the approach which he found heretical, 

showing the relation of money as a means of payment to the concept of debt. He introduces Knapp’s argument that 

money ‘arose not as a medium of exchange but as a unit of account (and secondarily, means of payment), specifically, 

as a way of assessing and levying tax payments’ (Graeber 2009, p. 110). Money is a way of managing debt. He sum-

marises that ‘money did not arise from individual actors trying to maximize their material advantage, but rather 

from public institutions aiming to calculate and manage social obligations: that money arises, in effect, from debt’ 

(Ibid.). This leads to Graeber’s view that the origin of money is the bond of debt16. 

What is more, money is seen as a calculative tool for social obligation. The indebtedness to someone is social in 

itself, but it must be accounted or calculated quantitatively for payment17. From the perspective of the state theory 

of money, we can see that the state created money and arranged monetary processes as a means of balancing moral 

accounts18.  

On the other hand, from the perspective of the social and credit theory of money, it is significant that each payment 

does not mean the end of social relations but rather the confirmation of a payer’s belonging to some community. 

Here, the focus is on the meaning of payments for the community to which a payer belongs, or for collective human-

ity. Hart explains that money is memory and a ‘memory bank’ in the sense that it is ‘a store allowing  individuals to 

keep track of those exchanges they wish to calculate and a source of economic memory for the community.…In this 

sense, one of money’s chief functions is remembering’ (Hart 2009, p. 100)19. Graeber adds that it is ‘a way of keeping 

track of the exchanges which we enter into with the rest of humanity’ (Graeber 2009, p. 109), quoting Hart and 

providing a footnote that the very word money was derived from memory, the temple of Juno Moneta or the goddess 

of memory and mother of the muses.  

The social and credit theory of money emphasises this point. The social aspect of money does not oppose the state 

theory of money but rather is complementary to it. Money as a means of payment is accepted only because each 

person in a transaction believes, maybe unconsciously, that others will also accept it. In order to maintain such 

chains of belief or collective belief (Orléan 2004) in the longer run, however, the existence of the state power to 

authorise it has played a considerable role. Furthermore, if such chains of belief connect the people in question to 

the markets in which they participate, such markets turn out to be dependent on state power. Graeber concludes 

that the dichotomy of the market and the state is false: ‘States created markets. Markets require states. Neither 

could continue without the other, at least, in anything like the forms we would recognize today’ (Graeber 2011, p. 

71). In this way, the roles of the society, markets and the state seem to be complementary. However, we must em-

phasise again that the mutual dependence between people in the formation of such chains of belief cannot be re-

duced to the market equilibrium. In order to clarify this point, we have to elaborate the function of money as a 

means of payment connected with another function of money, as a medium of storing value to be used as social 

credit.  

3.2. The focus on the aspect of means of payment in crypto currencies 

Before going further into the conceptual consideration of social credit, we make a small detour and pay attention to 

the fact that recent increases in digital transactions have also strengthened the shift of the focus on money as the 

means of payment, apart from that of exchange. For example, the authors of a Fintech report from the International 

Monetary Fund published in July 2019 focus on digital money as a means of payment. They show keen interest in 

the upcoming birth of Libra20, a kind of crypto money planned by the social networking service Facebook and clas-

sified as digital money employed for payment now and in the near future21.  

In the report, the authors emphasise that emerging, new means of payment urge economists to reconsider the social 

implication of payments. It is all the more remarkable because their main suggestion is that central banks should 

play a role in this unstable situation:  
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‘Economists beware! Payments are not just the act of extinguishing a debt. They are…an interaction between peo-

ple—a fundamentally social experience. If two people use the same payment method, a third is more likely to join. 

And, yes, payments can be fun, more fun, at least, in e-money and i-money than in paper bills. Emojis, messages, and 

photos, or perhaps a customer rating, cannot be sent with a mere debit card payment!’ (Adrian and Mancini-Griffoli 

2019, p. 8).  

The only thing to remember here is that the checking mechanism of block-chain technology in itself requires the 

existence of other past transactions, so that no single transaction can be completed only between the two parties in 

question, even with crypto currencies22. Taking this into consideration, we can re-read the meaning of the state-

ment, ‘If two people use the same payment method, a third is more likely to join’. It implies that there should be 

some common reference for the payment when there are two people completing a transaction, so that further par-

ticipants could possibly join. Such an aspect is not new but essential for the belief in the use of any money23.  

The authors optimistically indicate that payments are becoming much more surrounded by tools of sociality for 

networking effects, messages, photos and emojis. We do not need to exclude the possibility of such ‘instrumental’ 

sociality of networking between equal subjects. However, we would like to emphasise a more historical, old-fash-

ioned kind of sociality and communality, that is, one that presupposes unequal power between parties. It is the 

sociality related to our consciousness of personal indebtedness to others, which can be given back by the action of 

payment. It is the sociality related to the transfer of power to social governments, though not necessarily those of 

nation-states. These kinds of sociality are the main conceptual constituent of ‘trust’ to others and the indispensable 

element of any money and currency, even digital or cryptographic currency. 

3.3. The meaning of sociality in social credit: The power of people to be together  

Here we explore sociality shown as the collective power to utilise credit for people’s sake. It is sociality as the power 

of the people to be together and store their social value. We examine the plan of social and real credit in the UK 

around the interwar period, by C. H. Douglas and the Guild Socialists close to him, as a guide. Here we can find the 

social aspect of money, one that makes a community’s credit-power effective.  

Admittedly, Douglas and the Guild Socialists sought the realisation of alternative (guild) socialistic or communistic 

state systems of politics and economy, and their attempts were against, or at least contrasting with, the state or the 

government in question at that time (Hutchinson and Burkitt 1997). However, it does not matter for us now to see 

whether and how it was planned to make a whole revolution24. As is evident, the creation of credit or of endogenous 

money is in principle independent of the power and authority to decide and issue currency as a unit of account and 

as a means of payment. However, Douglas and the Guild Socialists noticed that banks and financial institutions in 

reality had often been on the side of the state and proposed the idea of reconsidering the nation’s (people’s) sover-

eignty around credit and money, in opposition to the vested interests of the state and financial institutions.   

For social credit theorists, money was seen again as a ‘ticket system’, which granted the right to participate in the 

economy, like railway tickets to take a train. They noticed that money could take the form of credit convertible into 

cash and that credit was the driving force as the capacity to pay money. Then they classified it into the two categories 

of ‘financial credit’ and ‘real credit’. According to Douglas, real credit was ‘the effective reserve of energy belonging 

to the community’ and the potential capacity of the community to deliver goods and services as demanded. It was 

constituted of natural resources and the ‘common cultural heritage’ of communities and regions. Here, cultural her-

itage refers to the results of labour, skills, knowledge, inventions and technological innovations that have been pro-

duced communally through past generations25.  

In contrast, financial credit is defined as the ability to deliver or pay money as and when demanded. It is designed 

to set in motion and direct real credit, but normally it is administered by the banking system and financial institu-

tions for the purposes of private profit. Douglas and the Guild Socialists argued that new money should not be cre-

ated as ‘debt’ by private interest but rather as ‘credit’ on behalf of the community as a whole (Hutchinson et al. 2002, 

p.129). Indeed, their main target of criticism was the private bank’s credit-creating function, or ‘the present system 

of unregulated currency and credit, administered in their own interests by international groups of financiers and 

super industrialists’ (Douglas 1919, p.369). Douglas thought that ‘the potential real wealth of society is communal 

in origin, and should therefore be subject to the control of the entire community’ (Hutchinson and Burkitt 1997, pp. 
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40-41). Financial credit should also be seen as communal property, not a vested interest of financial institutions, 

and be a device through which the real credit of the community can be utilised. They sought this end as the sociali-

sation of credit-power: 

‘We are not accusing the Financial Power of malignant hostility to society, though its effects are such as to make the 

charge plausible. The effect is inherent in the separation of Real Credit from Financial Credit…And the chief purpose 

of the present Scheme is to restore to the community the full use of Financial Credit as a necessary instrument 

towards the full use of its Real Credit’ (Douglas 1919, p. 166).  

The idea of social credit planned on the foundation of cultural heritage of respective communities and regions, 

which could be accessed by everyone within them, is essential here. It came to support the proposal of a universal 

national dividend, a non-work-related, non-means-tested income, to every individual composing the community, 

including those who had been excluded from the trade unions, such as woman, the unemployed, agricultural la-

bourers, non-unionised workers and outworkers of all kinds. Each individual is a ‘tenant for life’ of the cultural 

heritage handed down through the generations (Hutchinson and Burkitt 1997, p. 61). According to this idea, the 

national dividend should be distributed as a form of ‘Treasury Notes’ directly issued by the government or the local 

authorities. These notes are a ticket that guarantees the individual the ability to participate in the economy.  

It is clear that the social credit scheme is a critique of ‘labourism’, which is a dominant ideology that money should 

be the confirmation of individual labour or effort. The originality lies in the criticism of the doctrine that only labour 

and employment entitle an individual to life. The refusal of the right to a national dividend necessarily leads to a 

denial of ‘the social nature of the heritage of civilization’ (Ibid., 57). In this case, we can find more thick or substan-

tive sociality or communality of money than recent new currencies show. 

Given such an idea of social credit and sociality in general, we can come back to the concept of monetary sovereignty. 

In our political and economic institutions of nation-states since the modern era, we have entrusted sovereignty 

around our money to the state, which gives legitimacy to the state to authorise money and to integrate banking and 

financial institutions. With this entrustment, we can concentrate on market activities and also on the economic the-

ory of market analysis in our ordinary life. However, once such entrustment becomes doubted and endangered as 

a result of, for example, crisis, we can come back to the fundamental principle that the sovereignty originally lies in 

people or society.  

4. CONCLUSION 

This article investigates the meaning of the social and credit theory of money, taking our contemporary diverse 

situation around monetary sovereignty into consideration. We first examine the contrast of metalism or the com-

modity theory of money (M-theory) with chartalism or the chartal theory of money (C-theory), mainly in reference 

to precursory literature in history and anthropology. Most economic literature has relied on the contrast of the state 

and the market and views the function of money as a medium of exchange. However, from the perspective of C-

theory, another function of money as a means of payment becomes much more important for understanding social 

implications and also social aspects of debt. With this perspective, it becomes unnecessary to highlight the opposi-

tion of the state and society too much. The idea of social credit has turned out to be suitable for analysing diverse 

monetary phenomena and currencies different from legal tender, including crypto currencies, as a recently emerg-

ing means of payment. Having investigated social aspects of monies and currencies, we conclude that the sociality 

among people embodied in the existence of monies and currencies cannot be reduced to the market nor to the state. 
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ENDNOTES 

1 One of us recently made an investigation into the context of Austrian schools (Nakayama 2018). 

2 For example, an attempt since 2008 by libertarian members of the Sea-Steading Institute to make self-governing, 

floating cities, taking the environmental sustainability of the sea into consideration, was planned to procure neces-

sary infrastructure by getting crowdfunding via crypto currency https://www.seasteading.org/ (last accessed on 

the31st December 2019). One of the main promoters of this idea is P. Friedman, a grandson of Milton Friedman. In 

2017, the organisation concluded an agreement with the Polynesian government to form one of these cities in the 

Polynesian Sea by 2020; the attempt was aborted within a year. Another attempt has been made to form the ‘free 

republic’ of Liberland near Serbia, utilising crypto currency https://liberland.org/en/ (last accessed on the 31st 

December 2019). The planners first announced the acceptance of Bitcoin as a national currency before deciding to 

create a new, different crypto currency; however, this has not been clearly viewable on their site until now. 

3 The term money is wider in the meaning than the term currency: the former includes the function of money as 

storage of value, while the latter includes only the function as a medium of exchange and a means of payment.   

4 Goodhart (1998) classifies the two theories as M-theory and C-theory, implying metalism and chartalism, follow-

ing the orthography of Schumpeter (1954). We use more common terms metalism and chartalism here.  
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5 Additionally, Goodhart discusses, in the latter half of the article, that the theory of optimal currency area (OCA) 

could not sufficiently analyse the spatial domain of money or the boundary of the sovereignty of nation-states be-

cause OCA just follows the reasoning of transaction cost minimisation. Goodhart insists on the indispensable mean-

ing of state sovereignty to discuss monetary issues in this way. 

6 This part remains unfinished by Schumpeter and was reshaped later by the editor so that some confusions and 

unsuitable terminologies are included in the text. Rosselli (2012, p. 1353) indicates that Schumpeter was not certain 

whether to identify metalism with the commodity theory of money. Here we discuss Schumpeter’s idea, following 

his logical reasoning. 

7 Schumpeter adds that it was the case, though the term ‘was not strictly correct’ (Schumpeter 1954/ 1994, p. 288). 

8 Hayek was not explicit on whether to support M-theory, but at least he was true to the Austrian School of Econom-

ics, the founder of which, Carl Menger, was one of the typical advocates of commodity theory of money. 

9 Hayek mentioned Silvio Gesell as an agitators for a free money and paralleled the plan of Major C. H. Douglas, H. 

Rittershausen and Henry Meulen (Hayek 1976/1990/2014, p. 14).  

10 There are several precursory works about this attempt, and Broer (2013) gives us a detailed description and 

analysis. We would like to express our sincere gratitude to the Unterguggenberger Institute in Wörgl for instructing 

the literature. In 2018 a documentary film, The Money Maker: The Experiment of Michael Unterguggenberger (Der 

Geldmacher: das Experiment von Michael Unterguggenberger), was broadcast in ORF in Austria in December of 

2018. We were able to watch it via YouTube in 2019.  

11 Fisher wrote an article in 1933 on stamp scrip using, the examples of Wörgl and Schwanenkirchen as a measure 

against the economic crisis in the US (Fisher 1934, p.134). 

12 In the documentary film on Mr. Unterguggenberger, this was stated by someone in the Austrian government.   

13 Friedman and Schwartz’s (1987) article is included in an anthology of Schwartz with the theme of historical per-

spective, which seems to be the most far-reaching attempt to come close to the interdisciplinary method.    

14 The theories of public choice and rational expectations clarify that activities in public and political areas could 

also be similarly analysed under the assumption of the profit maximisation and cost minimisation of responsible 

actors. 

15 Graeber’s (2009, p. 110) article can be seen as a short version of his voluminous work Debt (2011), and it is 

certain that he summarises the issue here to some extent. He puts some emphasis on the importance of Karl Polanyi. 

In fact, Polanyi investigates the semantics or meanings of money in the perspective of comparative market analysis 

and describes many examples of payment of debt in history to show how it can be done in the absence of exchange 

(Polanyi 1957/1968, pp. 197 -203). On the other hand, in Debt (Graeber 2011, p. 54-55), Graeber cautiously argues 

Keynes’ stance on M-theory and C-theory, mentioning Keynes’ treatise on money.   

16 Graeber ascribes this view to Michael Innes, who wrote about it as early as in 1913 (2009, p. 11). There is a volume 

to be devoted to Innes (Wray 2004) in which the C-theory of money is much discussed.   

17 In this sense, Graeber criticises those who attribute the idea of debt to the fact that everyone is born in a society 

and hence with a set of obligations. He believes that the view of society as a single totality is imaginary. This is a 

criticism of the primordial concept of debt as argued by Aglietta, Orléan, Théret, etc. (Graeber 2009, pp. 117-121, 

2011, pp. 56-62).   

18 Graeber compares money to the ideal of justice for the state (Graeber 2009, p. 111). 

19 Interestingly, the recent block-chain technology for the confirmation of transactions by crypto currencies clarifies 

that ‘money is memory’ once again. Hart (2009) describes that the monetary procedure has been becoming ‘less on 

a face-to-face basis than as bits on a screen’ (Hart 2009, p. 100). It is not explicit whether he refers to crypto currency 

with this statement. 
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20 The date of publication of this report was close to one meeting of finance minister and central bankers of G7 (held 

in Chantilly, France), and they concluded that currencies like Libra could be included in the financial system only 

with the highest regulatory standard. The views shown in this report do not necessarily represent the formal views 

of IMF, as is explicitly stated, but such a report with international authority has influence on the general atmosphere 

toward (or rather against) Libra and other non-national monies, drawing the attention of the public. 

21 They classify five categories of money as a means of payment: (1) central bank money, (2) crypto currency, (3) b-

money, which currently is issued by banks, (4) electronic money or e-money, offered by new private sector provid-

ers, and (5) i-money, short for investment money, issued by private investment funds. (1) and (3) are money in our 

common and traditional sense, but (1) possibly includes the central bank digital currency (CBDC), and (3) is com-

mercial bank deposits with their fixed value redemption backstopped by the government. (2), (4) and (5) are char-

acterised as emerging new players, and Libra is placed in (5) as a tangible example. 

22 Even the original idea of the founder of Bitcoin was to enable two parties to transact directly without any third 

party (Nakayama 2018). 

23 Supiot explains this as follows: ‘Money can…never be absorbed into a standard economic analysis. This is because, 

in order to fulfil its function of…means of payment, it must necessarily establish a community of contracting parties 

who believe in its value’ (Supiot 2007, p. 96). 

24 Actually, their plan was not directly for revolution either. It was utilised for the Draft Scheme for the mining 

industry in 1920, known as the Douglas Credit Scheme (Douglas 1921). Since around that time, Douglas with his 

cooperative planner, A. R. Orage, began to use the term social credit separately from financial credit as a kind of 

credit that is privately controlled, and their plan gradually became to develop the social credit movement.   

25 ‘The early Victorian political economists agreed in ascribing all “values” to three essentials: land, labour, and 

capital. But it is rapidly receiving recognition that, while there might be a rough truth in this argument during the 

centuries prior to the industrial revolution consequent upon the inventive period of the Renaissance, and culminat-

ing in the steam engine, the spinning-jenny, and so forth; there is now a forth factor in wealth production, the mul-

tiplying power of which far exceeds that of the other three, and which may be expressed in the words of Mr. Thor-

stein Veblen as the “progress in the industrial arts”. Quite clearly no one person can be said to have a monopoly 

share in this; it is the legacy of countless numbers of men and women, many of whose names are forgotten and the 

majority of whom are dead. And since it is a cultural legacy, it seems difficult to deny that the general community, 

as a whole, and not by any qualification of land, labour or capital, are the proper legatees’ (Douglas 1924, pp. 56-

57). 
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ABSTRACT 

Many practitioners and researchers in this field consider money to be the centrepiece of complemen-

tary currencies. This paper identifies a second line of thinking, through which the discourse on an 

‘alternative economy’ had a significant influence on the development of these social innovations dur-

ing the 1980s and 1990s. This article discusses two questions: The first one concerns the influence 

of, and the relationship between these two lines of thought. A monetary focus gradually superseded 

earlier interpretations of these systems and eventually occupied a dominant position. Is there suffi-

cient common ground between researchers of cryptocurrencies and traditional complementary cur-

rencies to share a single discourse network? The second question concerns the potential of local cur-

rencies with strictly limited convertibility. Against the background of an impending recession this 

article offers a perspective of how newly designed complementary currencies can become viable el-

ements of an alternative economic structure beside the capitalism economy. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

For many years, the meaning of the terms ‘community currency’ or ‘complementary currency’ (henceforward CC or 

CCs) was rather unproblematic. It was a little like talking about elephants. There are Asian and African elephants, 

as well as some extinct species. Where the latter are concerned, mammoths spring to mind for lay people, whereas 

zoologists would add that there are other species. However, on the whole an elephant is always an elephant. The 

same applies to timebanks, local exchange trading systems (LETS) and regional currencies, in the sense that the 

classification of these and many other CCs was more or less undisputed. The Austrian town of Woergl is a classic 

example of a historical CC which printed its own money in the early 1930s, but specialists would emphasise that 

there are other, perhaps more significant, variants. 

This paper questions whether there is still consensus on this in the wake of cryptocurrencies and other forms of 

‘monetary plurality’ (Gómez 2018b). These developments should be considered against a background in which the 

classic CCs are no longer as popular as they have been in the past. An empirical study of 30 Netherlands-based CCs 

confirms this observation. The authors of this study, van der Linden and van Beers (2017, 317-318), see potential 

in applying new technologies in the way they have been used to create cryptocurrencies. They add that the latter 

may not qualify as social innovation, which is expected to address social and environmental problems (van der 

Linden and van Beers 2017, 314f and 317). 

This introductory overview explains the need to develop a better understanding of the variety of non-official cur-

rencies. As the title of this paper suggests, the author juxtaposes two frameworks —‘monetary plurality’ and ‘alter-

native economy’. This article involves a critical review of the relation between these two elements. Both phenomena 

already exist in reality, although they are of marginal importance. They also exist as aspirations to develop some-

thing which is economically important—‘alternative economies’ as viable economic structures besides capitalism. 

With regard to aspirations to develop complementary currencies into structures of ‘monetary plurality’, this article 

uses also the term ‘monetarism.’ This notion refers to contributions to the discourse about complementary curren-

cies that consider money as the lynchpin of these systems. (The term does not refer to theories which argue in 

favour of tight controls of the money supply by governments and/or central banks.) This paper will clarify the 

meaning of these terms in more detail. This applies also to the attribute ‘social’, which is sometimes used in connec-

tion with CCs (Blanc 2018, 6). 

More specifically, the author poses the following research questions. Did the alternative economy approaches and 

the focus on monetary aspects develop side by side or in competition with one another? Did they mutually stimulate 

each other? To what extent did they overlap? Is there sufficient common ground between researchers of comple-

mentary and other alternative currency systems to allow them to cooperate as one research network? In how far is 

the attribute ‘social’ justified—do CCs contribute to objectives such as social justice and the harmonization of eco-

nomic and ecological interests? 

The author considers a discussion of all these questions to be particularly relevant in the wake of new technologies 

which promise to boost the progress of complementary and other alternative currencies. In times of change, it is 

important to re-examine one’s own roots and the transferability of experiences and values. This also applies to a 

community of researchers. This overview indicates that this contribution presents a broad perspective on CCs. 

Drucker (1993, 176) stresses the importance of seeing “both forest and tree,” and this overview offers perspectives 

on two different types of forest, so to speak. Equally, references to detailed empirical investigations (the ‘trees’) 

substantiate the arguments presented. This work is based on an extensive study of the relevant literature. 

The main objective of this undertaking is to contribute to the development of an academic discourse structure for 

studying CCs which encompasses all lines of thinking. The present author declares that he is not a neutral observer 

of discussions on this topic, as he was involved in establishing the above-mentioned academic infrastructure. He 

has had an interest in this field of research since 1987, and has contributed a number of publications, some of which 

were critical of an overemphasis on monetary aspects in analysing CCs. 

Sections 2 and 3 shed light on different meanings of the term ‘alternative economy’. The next section begins the 

study proper by providing an overview of the history of thought as it has developed since 1986. This is followed by 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY CURRENCY RESEARCH VOLUME 24 (SUMMER 2020) 101-115 SCHROEDER 

 

103 

a review of sources which highlight qualitative differences between exchange relations in different currency sys-

tems. Section 4 discusses ‘monetarist’ approaches, implicitly acknowledging contributions from researchers who 

adhere to this line of thinking. There then follows a discussion of cryptocurrencies and concepts of monetary plu-

rality. This involves a review of the different levels of understanding of the functions of money. Section 5 offers a 

comparison of the two approaches with respect to ‘alternative economic’ frameworks, such as the concepts of a 

social and solidarity economy. This discusses questions such as the relationship of CCs to other elements of these 

frameworks, and the prospects for financing the operation of alternative money systems.    

2. PERCEPTIONS AND INTERPRETATIONS OF CCS: A SHORT REVIEW OF DEVELOPMENTS SINCE THE 

EARLY 1980S 

Narratives about the origin of CCs usually begin with descriptions of timebanks and LETS. This is certainly correct, 

although it could be added that there had been other exchange schemes which used time as a measure of value 

before Edgar Cahn began developing the timebank concept in 1980 (Offe and Heinze 1992, 102-153, in particular 

103; Miller 2008 on separate sources of development in Japan). LETS was invented on Vancouver Island in Canada 

in 1983 (Petersson 1990). The founder, Michael Linton, adopted the model used by commercial barter systems. In 

contrast to this blueprint, he did not restrict the circle of participants to businesses, but also involved private indi-

viduals. Over the next two decades, LETS became the most prominent prototype for new CC schemes like the French 

S.E.L. and the German Tauschrings, and even the Italian Banche del Tempo adopted this concept (for the latter, see 

Amorevole 1999, 13f). However, Linton’s original idea of involving professionals and private individuals in one sys-

tem did not work, as the latter group bought more than they sold. Since the unit of account was not convertible into 

national currencies, this led to extensive imbalances between credit and debit, and ultimately to the collapse of 

these systems, as demonstrated empirically by Jackson (1997). Both innovators retained a monetary concept by 

designating their currencies ‘Green Dollars’ (LETS) and ‘Time Dollars’. Cahn introduced the label ‘timebank’ many 

years later. At the international level, LETS gained prominence, particularly after Linton presented his model at ‘The 

Other Economic Summit (TOES)’ conference in 1984. Publications which spread information about this social inno-

vation also addressed monetary aspects (see documentation from the TOES summits in 1984 and 1985 by Ekins 

1986, 196–209; Dauncey 1988, 50–69; Dobson 1993; Lang 1994; Solomon 1996; for an overview of this early de-

velopment of LETS, see Douthwaite 2002, 130–163). 

Some of the early academic works in this field place very little emphasis on the issue of money. Offe and Heinze 

(1992), whose work Gomez (2008, 84) suggested “everyone interested in the topic has read”, embedded their con-

tribution in the German alternative economy discourse. Heinze had already contributed to this discourse in his ear-

lier work (see, for instance, Heinze and Olk 1982). An anthology published in German provided supplementary ma-

terials to their main work ‘Beyond Employment’ (Offe and Heinze 1982). Alongside material on LETS and time-

banks, this included articles about a ‘dual economy’, i.e. a perspective of developing socio-economic structures at 

the interstices between formal and informal economies (Heinze and Offe 1990). Other authors who had their roots 

in the alternative economy discourse included Schröder (1992) and Williams in the UK. In a number of publications, 

Williams highlighted the potential of LETS as a form of work beyond formal employment (see, for instance, Williams, 

Aldridge, Tooke 2003, 151f). 

In the same way, many activists did not consider money to be the key element of these systems. In many parts of 

the world people only knew different variants of LETS, so translations of the word ‘exchange’, like ‘Tausch’ or 

‘Trueque’, were often used not only to designate specific types of LETS-type systems, but also as a general term for 

these systems. In the English language, this was not an option because the term ‘barter’ was associated with com-

mercial systems, and the term ‘truck’ had a negative connotation, as it had historically been used in exploitative 

systems. (In this context, see North 2007, 149, who criticises the use of the term ‘barter’ with respect to multilateral 

exchange systems such as the Argentinian Trueque). This could explain why the terms ‘community currency’ and 

later ‘complementary currency’ were introduced in English. 

In 1983, Onken heralded a new stage in the development of CCs. In an article (Onken 1983) first published in Ger-

man and later translated into other languages, he recalled monetary experiments by followers of Silvio Gesell in the 

late 1920s and early 1930s. This publication had enormous repercussions (see, for instance, Schuldt 1997, who 
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propagated these ideas successfully in Latin America). In Germany, proponents of this line of thinking had devel-

oped a modified form of LETS which included a ‘demurrage’, a fee for the holders of a currency (Estermann 1994). 

The purpose of this mechanism was to stimulate turnover, but it was sometimes perceived as a ‘magic wizard’ (a 

term sometimes used by Kennedy, as in Kennedy and Lietaer 2004, 209). This, however, was not generally accepted, 

and led to conflict (for an example from Germany, see Tauschmagazin 2003, 1f). In the meantime, new types of CC 

had emerged using scrip. Ithaca Hours and the Argentinian Trueque systems produced colourful notes, and there-

fore incorporated what many people considered to be an embodiment of money.  

Regional currencies represent an attempt to integrate private consumers and ‘prosumers’ (businesses and their 

employees) into one system. The founders cut the Gordian knot by abandoning the principle of non-convertibility. 

Some, like the German Chiemgauer, maintain a small threshold by charging a fee to businesses which convert re-

gional currency into Euros, whereas the Bristol Pound is freely convertible into the Pound Sterling. With regional 

currencies, CCs began to be seen as a money system. Nevertheless, the focus on regional economic circuits in Ger-

man regional currencies meant that they maintained the elements of an alternative economy in terms of their struc-

ture (see Thiel 2011, 177, 182f). 

In contrast, timebanks developed in an entirely different direction. Cahn initially considered his concept a new form 

of money (Cahn 2000, 5; see also Cahn and Rowe 1992, 26–30), but later came to the conclusion “that Time Dollars 

aren’t really about money” (Cahn 2000, 12). Instead, he added his voice to the chorus of those who emphasised the 

relevance of the non-market economy (Cahn 2000, 32) or, as he called it on other occasions, the ‘core economy’ 

(Cahn 2001, 2). Both activists and researchers in this development branch envisaged “economie senza denaro” (Pit-

tau 2003, the title of an Italian book), i.e. economies without money. 

The demise of the classic LETS system does not mean that CCs in the form of business-oriented closed circuits 

ceased to exist. The Swiss Wirtschaftsring (WIR) has a unique structure, which is quite different from commercial 

barter systems and has a long record of economic success. However, this system has a number of defects. At present, 

it is clear that the mechanism for creating alternative money by providing loans at reduced interest rates does not 

work in a macro-economic environment with an interest—rate level close to zero. Schroeder (2019) describes other 

defects of the WIR which disqualify it as a blueprint for developing other CCs, but also shows that there is a lot to 

learn from the WIR experience. A few years ago, the WIR experience inspired a group of activists from the Italian 

island of Sardinia. They founded Sardex, a CC with a different organisational structure to the WIR. These cases show 

that the development of multilateral exchange systems whose currency is not convertible is still an ongoing process. 

3. CCS WITHIN THE WIDER CONTEXT OF AN ‘ALTERNATIVE ECONOMY’ 

3.1. First steps towards a definition 

Haase et al. (2017, 60) considers social and ecological values to be the driving force for developing alternative econ-

omies. A number of empirical studies confirm this observation with respect to motivation in terms of participating 

in CCs (for example, Degens 2018, 285-300; Thiel 2011, 234f, 260-265; North 2007, 90-93). This raises the question 

of whether, and to what extent, this led to viable alternative economic structures. To what extent were theoretical 

concepts in academia helpful in institutionalising CCs?    

Many discussions about CCs involve theoretical frameworks which provide an overall picture of what is termed 

here the ‘alternative economy’. The most important of these are probably the concepts of a ‘social and solidarity 

economy’. Based on the older tradition of a ‘social economy’, this is institutionally well-established in France and 

provides firm ground for activists and researchers like Blanc (2010). The focus by the French on ‘monnaie social’, 

on the social aspects of CCs must be seen in this context. This, however, is not the case anywhere (see in this context 

the comparisons between Germany and France by Keller 2017 and Birkhölzer 2015). In Brazil, the Banco Palmas 

project can be seen as a Brazilian variant of the social and solidarity economy. This experiment is particularly in-

teresting because it combines CC, micro-finance and other elements such as vocational training (see França Filho 

2013). Another theoretical framework which envisions economic structures beyond capitalism is the ‘diverse econ-

omy’ approach of Gibson Graham (2006 (1996)). In terms of CC research, the latter served as a major reference for 

North (2013, 1, 3). Degrowth conferences include presentations on CCs, as well as other elements such as contribu-

tions on common-pool resources, micro-finance and the relevance of co-operatives. In this context, transition—
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town initiatives play an important role (see Longhurst’s analysis of the Totness Pound, published in 2012). This list 

is not complete. Other aspects might include CCs and the subsistence economy, the share economy or the economy 

for the common good, to mention just three more examples. This brief overview illustrates that approaches to this 

issue are far from homogenous. Factors such as the geographical background of an author, and his or her ideological 

preferences, influence which approach they take. To build a more comprehensive picture, the next subsections will 

discuss how CCs became an important element in alternative economic structures.  

3.2. The economic rationale of unused capacities 

Time credits, Green Dollars and WIR Francs are currencies, although this is just part of the story. A characteristic of 

all these systems is that a participant must become a member, and the membership is restricted in one way or 

another. For example, only small and medium-sized businesses (and their employees) are, in principle, eligible to 

become members of the WIR. Broadly speaking, this type of exchange system allows a more effective use of idle 

capacities. This feature becomes relevant in times when the established economy is in crisis, and is particularly 

important for the building sector (see the analysis of the WIR by Studer 2006, in particular p. 23, and Schroeder 

2019). This is important, because the rise of CCs coincides, to some extent, with crises in the capitalist economy (in 

terms of the WIR, see Stodder 2008). For restaurants, hotels or cinemas, i.e. businesses which have considerable 

capacity to meet peak demand, it is an alternative to sales. In the light of these considerations, it is certainly appro-

priate to interpret systems like LETS, timebanks, the Swiss WIR, and others as more than mere currencies, in the 

sense that participants enter an exchange mechanism which constitutes an alternative to the capitalist market. This 

does not apply to systems with convertible currencies and local currencies like the Chiemgauer with weak re-

strictions on convertibility. The latter depend on a constant influx of vouchers acquired by private consumers. As-

suming that this form of private consumption will decrease during a recession (as private consumption does in 

general) the quantity of money in local currency systems will diminish, not increase. However, the economic ra-

tionale of making better use of unused capacities does not offer a full explanation for the potential of such systems. 

3.3. From the ‘informal’ towards a ‘dual economy’  

In the 1970s, the ‘informal economy’ became an issue. The phenomenon first became popular in the Global South 

(Hart 1973; it is also worth considering an earlier publication about a dual economy by Lewis 1954). A number of 

conferences and research publications discussed a wide range of topics such as the shadow economy, do-it-yourself 

activities, voluntary work and housework. At this point, it will be helpful to take a closer look at the alternative 

economics tradition which, as shown in the previous section, has had a significant influence on how CCs have been 

viewed. Exploration of new forms of economic activity gained momentum in the 1970s and 1980s. At first glance, 

this may appear to be a reaction to the economic crises which had hit capitalist economies after many years of 

prosperity, but it was more than this. It was a departure from the belief that economic production should take place 

in large-scale units, where consumers become passive recipients of the goods produced either in capitalist or com-

munist factories. “Small is Beautiful” (Schumacher 1974, title) and other contributions paved the way towards a 

new era. A good illustration of this spirit of economic modernity can be found in an article written by the philoso-

pher Bertrand Russell in the 1930s. He envisioned an architecture of the future where people would live in big 

apartment blocks with hardly any facilities for private cooking (Russell 1976 (1935)). However, Russell’s vision 

was not translated into reality. Well-equipped kitchens tend to have a prominent place in private households. On 

the other hand, Russell was not completely wrong. Industrial products, such as so-called convenience food, have 

become more and more important in both private households and restaurants. It is beyond the scope of this article 

to explore the various aspects of this fundamental change within capitalism. It shall suffice to refer to an article by 

Keynes (1931), who envisaged at that time that the conventional economic problem—i.e. the satisfaction of material 

needs would be solved—but that this would imply new challenges. 

This discourse consisted of elements at the fringe of capitalist economies, such as new types of enterprise and the 

incorporation of low-productivity jobs. The latter aspect became important because the workforce became far less 

homogenous than Russell had expected. One stream of research pursued the ambitious objective of discovering 

what these different elements had in common, and pulling together the different threads to establish a second sector 

alongside the established capitalist economy (for an overview of the literature, see Huber 1984, 60-67). Interest-

ingly, some ideas in this discussion appear as precursors of the alternative currency movement, which developed 
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in subsequent years. Rosanvallon, for instance, envisaged the establishment of autonomous local and regional mar-

kets which would complement the established global economic system (Rosanvallon 1979, 218, 220). This line of 

thinking fell from prominence in the late 1980s. Huber, previously a protagonist of this discourse, conceded that 

the approach did not develop beyond a “conceptual tutti-frutti” (Huber 1993, 239). Other theoretical frameworks 

appeared to be better suited to interpreting the different elements of the emerging alternative economy. 

As mentioned in Section 2, some of the early authors in the field of CC research have their roots in this line of think-

ing. Schröder (1992, 111-116) offered a vision for a ‘dual economy’ (see also Schroeder 2000, with a summary in 

English). The author interprets the dominant part of the dual structure, i.e. the capitalist economy, as a global entity. 

It is normally impossible for economists to go beyond this “world interior of capital” (a term used by the German 

philosopher Sloterdijk 2013, part of the title). Theoretically, Schröder proceeds from a critical analysis of neo-liberal 

concepts of economic rationality, in particular consumption theories. A fundamental feature of these theories is the 

distinction between production and consumption, a distinction which, at the macro-level, is also essential for cal-

culating gross domestic products. Schröder argues that a CC (here, a system with a currency whose convertibility is 

strictly limited) constitutes an economic entity which is, within the logic of this framework, separate from the in-

terconnected worldwide economy. In practice, such an alternative reduces social dependency on the forces of world 

capitalism. This perspective of a ‘dual economy’ is, according to Schröder, a way of reducing complexity (Schröder 

1992, 115 refers to Luhmann’s sociological systems theory, among other sources). This interpretation of the ‘dual 

economy’ approach places different neo-classical consumption theories in a historical context. The classic versions 

of neo-classical consumption theories, as developed at the end of the 19th century, ignored the factor of time, but 

time plays a prominent role in the work of later economists such as Gary Becker. According to Schröder (1992, 52–

56), this development in the history of thought reflects a shift in emphasis of consumer demand from the scarcity 

of goods to the scarcity of time. In a wider sense, it shows the evolution of the global economy from a system geared 

to overcoming material scarcity to a system where patterns of consumer demand are determined by material abun-

dance (Schröder 1992, 52-56, 78 and 84-89). The title of a book by Novo (2011), “Vivere slow”, encapsulates the 

vision for an economy beyond a scramble for material goods, which results in a lack of time. One of the examples 

cited in this book involves the Banche del Tempo (Novo 2011, 77–80). 

Schröder considers these forms of local economy (nowadays known as CCs) a viable complement alternative to 

capitalist markets because they are better suited to meeting new forms of demand, such as regional organic food 

(Schröder 1992, in particular 111–116). In this context, he mentions the relevance of labour-intensive work (Schrö-

der 1992, 31, 36), but does not elaborate this aspect theoretically. In this sense, the cost-disease model (Baumol 

and Bowen 1966) could prove useful. This theory suggests that jobs which do not actually benefit from increased 

labour productivity tend to produce comparatively low incomes. In simple terms, it would be logical for, say, a bi-

cycle mechanic and a hairdresser to trade their services in an alternative economic system. This aspect requires 

further empirical investigation. In short, a second aspect, beyond making better use of idle capacity, helps explain 

why people and/or businesses resort to CCs. 

3.4 CCs as ‘finite systems’: the relevance of boundaries 

This second reason why people take part in CCs may involve the fact that exchange values in CCs are qualitatively 

different from those in the established economy. As an aside, it is worth noting that there are qualitative differences 

within a CC and between different CCs. The latter type forms an obstacle to system-building (as described by North 

2014, 185). At this point, however, it will be useful to explore the evidence for qualitative differences in general. 

This phenomenon is most obvious in timebanks. People doing voluntary work in these systems receive time credits, 

but for many of them it is very clear that this is quite different from a payment in national currency. A volunteer 

from New York City said, ‘For 10 dollars an hour, I wouldn’t do it’ (Cahn and Rowe 1998, 43; see also the empirical 

survey of German Seniorengenossenschaften by Köstler and Schulz-Nieswandt 2010, in particular 88f). This also 

applies to reciprocity systems. Even a business-oriented CC, where the value of the alternative currency is equal to 

the value of the national currency, only uses this parity as a numeraire. A bicycle mechanic and a hairdresser, to 

take the example from above, as well as others with similar jobs, form a multilateral exchange system because they 

need terms of trade which reflect the specific modes of production of these participants. 
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Interestingly, this phenomenon has not only been observed by researchers in the ‘alternative economics’ line of 

thinking. Zelizer (1989) provides rich evidence of qualitative differences between various forms of money. She 

turns against the image of money as something ‘colourless’, as depicted by Simmel at the beginning of the 20th 

century. With reference to Schröder’s comment about Simmel (1992, 71, in particular the related note 9 on page 

131), it could be argued that the observations of both authors are correct, and that they reflect the situation at 

different points in time in the evolution of the capitalist system. 

The emphasis on qualitative differences between economies and /or currencies leads to another significant aspect 

of common ground between the ‘dual economy’ and the Zelizer approach. Schroeder (2002, 8) interprets CCs as 

‘finite systems’, systems which operate within boundaries. Later, Zelizer (with Tilly, 2006) demonstrates the rele-

vance of boundaries for LETS. They suggest that this aspect affects the range of goods and services traded, their 

pricing and the exclusion of participants. Furthermore, it explains conflicts between activists in terms of sealing 

these systems off from the capitalist economy, or incorporating this type of circuit into the established economic 

system (Zelizer and Tilly, 2006, 2, 4, 5). Zelizer and Tilly substantiate their argument by referring to an article by 

Abbot (1995) involving a number of theoretical contributions on social boundary processes and other aspects. The 

author draws a line showing a progression from the first assemblages of sites of difference, so-called proto-bound-

aries, to enduring entities. He goes on to emphasise the importance of linking up the different boundaries and ulti-

mately rationalising these connections. This last aspect is a necessary condition for creating persistent entities, so-

cial systems which define the inside and the outside (Abbott 1995, 872, also 870–871). 

Schroeder (2020) adopts this model in analysing CCs. He distinguishes restrictions on membership, limits to con-

vertibility, territorial confines, systemic limits and credit ceilings, and also shows that these boundaries are inter-

dependent. Drawing on the literature on boundaries in theories of space, Schroeder emphasises that it is not always 

necessary to draw a clear-cut demarcation line, and it is often preferable to establish more flexible boundaries. This 

approach does not cover all the aspects of an ‘alternative economy’, but it is a useful tool in categorising existing 

CCs and establishing new ones. It offers a bridge for those who focus their analysis of CCs on monetary aspects. 

However, they would have to acknowledge that there is another dimension to the subject matter apart from money. 

Money is one element among many which establish socio-economic relations. Others include information about 

supply and demand or social gatherings. However, there is another side to the coin: notions such as ‘local’ or ‘non-

convertibility’ imply the negation of relations. In a case study on a historical CC, the German and Austrian Tausch-

Centres of the 1940s, the author (Schroeder 2015b, 347) shows how the monetary function was restricted to a mere 

measure of value in order to seal these exchange systems off from the black market. Before exploring the potential 

of this approach in more detail, the next section will discuss the implications of purely monetary approaches. 

Schroeder (2018a) shows that CCs are relatively insignificant in terms of financing investments in capital assets. 

Clearly, income in a non-convertible local currency is not suitable for acquiring a new van or machines, which are 

an assembly of components from many parts of the world. Almost all authors who write about CCs ignore the notion 

of capital. This aspect has two significant implications. First, it means that CCs are not an instrument of profit accu-

mulation. They may serve this purpose indirectly. In particular, commercial barter systems provide a mechanism 

that allows businesses to reduce losses either during a recession or for off-peak seasons. However, in combination 

with other boundaries, a strictly limited convertibility of an alternative currency brings about exchange systems 

that qualify as ‘social’ facilities. At the local level, they promote the cooperation between small businesses and their 

employees. 

The second point, which is relevant in this context, is that deconstructing an undifferentiated use of the term 

‘money’ allows a better understanding of the limits of CCs to other elements of an alternative economy. It provides 

a perspective on the interfaces between CCs and other financial tools such as micro-finance and common-pool re-

sources (Schroeder 2018a). Interestingly, as in alternative monetarism, some advocates of common-pool resources 

(e.g. Exner 2014) consider this approach to be a step towards demonetising the economy. On the contrary, both 

approaches complement each other (Schroeder 2018a). Incidentally, Ostrom (1990, 90–92) considered boundaries 

a necessary condition for creating common-pool resources. This is a good example of boundaries connecting (in 

this case) two branches of the ‘alternative economy’ whose advocates often consider their own approach to be a 

universal remedy. 
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4. ‘MONETARISM’ IN DISCOURSES ABOUT CCS 

4.1 General remarks 

Money is, of course, an essential element of CCs. This paper has already demonstrated the significance of contribu-

tions on the monetary aspects of CCs. The term ‘monetarism’ refers to the advocates of a new monetary order who 

go far beyond introducing small-scale economies, i.e. community or complementary currencies. The ideological con-

structs of Gesell and Douglas in the early 20th century (see North 2007, 62-78) provide a first example here. What 

all these approaches have in common is the belief that systems based on money are detached from their socio-

economic environment, and that it is possible to (re)construct them by engineering changes. However, the role and 

influence of these non-academic monetarists is not the subject of this section. The argument put forward here is 

that serious research on CC also suffers from a one-sided focus on the monetary aspects of these social innovations. 

The issue of money has become quite prominent in recent decades. In contrast to prevailing beliefs during the mod-

ern age, interpretations of different forms of money within their specific context are widely accepted these days. 

The problem, however, is that the fascination for these peculiar forms of currency prevents advocates from seeing 

their limitations (Hesse 2014, 92). A good example is an attempt by alternative monetarists to adopt a tradition of 

using shell-money, common among the Tolai people in Papua New Guinea, and to transform it into a Western-style 

local currency in an attempt to counter the forces of global capitalism (for this version of the story, see Kennedy 

and Lietaer 2004, 44f). In his very detailed account of the tradition of Tolai shell-money and its use today, the an-

thropologist Solyga (2013, 240–243) offers a different version of the story. For Tolai people, this money does not 

play a prominent role in economic transactions. They accumulate these shells and put them together in large rings. 

After the death of the owner, the mourners open the rings and distribute the shells among the funeral guests. It is 

important to note that the owners of large quantities of shells form a hierarchy within this ethnic group which 

counterbalances the new elites of business people and politicians (Solyga 2013, 291f; for a comparison of Melane-

sian understandings of money in comparison with Western traditions, see Guyer 1999, 242). The project led to 

significant disputes. Some Tolai, such as the owner of a shell bank, supported the Western initiatives, but the project 

ultimately came to an end. 

4.2 Cryptocurrencies 

Areas of research should remain open to new developments, and this includes technological innovations. The ques-

tion is whether they fit into the concept of CCs. Of course, Bitcoin and similar currencies facilitate trading within the 

capitalist system, but this is only one way in which they differ from CCs. The idea behind cryptocurrencies is to 

facilitate transactions without the need for trust (Werbach 2018, 18: Werbach indicates that things are more com-

plicated; see, for instance, page 69). In contrast, the purpose of CCs is not just to strike deals. CC transactions are a 

means of building trust (as indicated by various studies which focus on social capital, such as Collom et al. 2012, 

132f). A useful example of applying new technologies is a social digital currency designed by Roio et al. (2015). 

People are remunerated in the form of so-called d-cents for engaging in public activities. For “Social Proof-of-Work” 

(Roio et al. 2015, 27), the developers used a modified version of the blockchain (Roio et al. 2015, 28). The project 

was undertaken in different European cities. In one case, d-cents constituted vouchers in a loyalty scheme (Roio et 

al. 2015, 27). The potential of this entire field probably lies not in the development of new forms of money, but in 

the blockchain (Werbach 2018, 71ff). It should be emphasised that, since the blockchain is a network of ledgers, 

this involves formal accounting, which was, according to Max Weber and Werner Sombart, so important to the foun-

dation of capitalism (Werbach 2018, 54). 

Cryptocurrencies operate on a very different understanding of the nature of money to complementary currencies. 

They are part of a tradition involving gold and other precious commodities, whereas for CCs the formal use of money 

in account is of central importance. Of course, cryptocurrencies are not a material commodity, but as the term ‘min-

ing’ indicates, their value is determined with reference to something apparently outside socio-economic relations. 

The code that is intended to guarantee value is not just a technical solution, but also a socio-economic issue. This 

aspect is naturally of vital importance to any entrepreneur who participates in such a system. The present author 

considers money in account, i.e. keeping formal records of credits and debits—an essential element in developing 

new and more viable CCs. The appeal of scrip notes and cryptocurrencies lies in the fact that they promise to over-

come the scarcity of money (see, for instance, Kennedy and Lietaer 2004, 29 and Gómez 2018a, 3).  
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4.3 Monetary plurality within capitalism 

Recently, Gómez edited an anthology entitled “Monetary Plurality in Local, Regional and Global Economies” (Gómez 

2018b, title). She notes that the book assembles contributions from two “partially overlapping international re-

search networks” (Gómez 2018a, 1): the study of a) monetary innovations and institutions and b) CCs (for an over-

view, see the introduction by Gómez 2018a, 1-17). Théret and Gómez herself (see the introduction by Gómez 2018a, 

1) argue in favour of abolishing the monopoly of central banks to the benefit of monetary plurality. The present 

author does not share this perspective, but this is not the point. From the overall picture as depicted by the editor, 

readers have the impression that CCs are only currencies and not, as explained in this paper, an attempt to establish 

alternative economies. Unfortunately, Gómez does not differentiate between CCs (i.e. systems whose convertibility 

is restricted) and monetary plurality, where currencies exist side by side or even replace central banks’ currencies. 

The latter is a proposal for reform of the monetary structure within capitalism; CCs are an attempt to create eco-

nomic structures on the fringe of capitalism, and possibly beyond it. 

A second aspect in the work of Gómez (2018a) requires critical appraisal. It seems that the editor prefers the mate-

rial aspects of money. A number of articles in the book include reproductions of scrip notes (Gómez 2018b, for 

instance 125). In one article, which she wrote with von Prittwitz and Gaffron, this “material reality of currencies” 

(Gómez, von Prittwitz and Gaffron 2018, 123) forms the entire subject matter. The discussion includes free eco-

nomics experiments (Gómez, von Prittwitz and Gaffron 2018, 134-142), but does not mention any historical CCs 

which used money on account (for an overview of different historical CCs in Germany, Austria and Switzerland, see 

Schroeder 2018b). Given the nature of the various contributions on CC in this book, this aspect should have been 

made explicit in the introduction. Experiences with various CCs show that transfers based on money on account are 

a preferred option (for a critical experience report with respect to the use of scrip, see Kirschner 2011). Cash has 

the disadvantage that it is generally convertible into other currencies. Interestingly, Kuroda’s (2018, 118–121) con-

tribution to this anthology mentions the role of credit arrangements in connection with (material forms of) money. 

5. PERSPECTIVES ON THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF CCS 

The development of CCs has not exactly been a success story so far. Time systems did relatively well. They found a 

niche in which people were prepared to participate not just in times when the capitalist economy was in crisis. 

Systems involving businesses have been less successful. Exchange schemes with currencies whose convertibility is 

strictly limited are no longer in vogue. One explanation is that many parts of the world have escaped economic 

crises, so there was no need to establish circuits between prosumers in order to make use of idle capacities. Local 

or regional currencies like the Chiemgauer stimulated discussion, but did not generally reach the critical mass re-

quired to cross the break-even threshold. Part of the problem was a narrow focus on social and ecological values. 

Degens’ (2018, 239) empirical analysis of the Bristol Pound found that the organisers failed to go beyond the small 

circle of white middle-class participants and involve the traditional local population. It is certainly important to 

apply normative criteria because CCs are apt to be seen as stabling sidings by neo-liberal politicians (see Collom et 

al. 2012, 103 regarding timebanks). However, it is difficult to find agreement on whether or not a currency qualifies 

as ‘social’. In addition, CC scholars have always included commercial barter systems in their analyses, to help un-

derstand the mechanisms of closed economic systems. Therefore, the term ‘social’ is not suitable in defining a field 

of research. Nevertheless, it remains a challenge to secure the funding of professionally managed CCs without this 

attribute. 

The problem is that activists and researchers must develop adequate sets of social and ecological objectives to meet 

the complex requirements of funding schemes. In particular in countries like France where the social and solidarity 

economy offers an institutional framework for the promotion of CCs researchers consider it as their task to demon-

strate that these systems fulfil the criteria for funding. The rather ephemeral effect of funding schemes make it 

understandable that Doria and Fantacci (2017) criticise these types of multiple social objective. However, they un-

derestimate the risk that these systems will either fail or turn into purely commercial barter systems. It is not suf-

ficient to design new and intelligent forms of CCs if participants have to carry the fees to cover the operational costs 

of professionally managed CCs, as well as the usual taxes and other charges (for a discussion of the underestimated 

aspect of transaction costs, see Schroeder 2015). The challenge is not to define social and/or ecological criteria 

meticulously, but to develop an attractive framework which makes it worthwhile to participate in such a scheme. 

In this context, the empirical study by Blanc and Fare (2016) on so-called charters in French CCs, which stipulate 
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rigorous ethical values, is quite interesting. The authors evaluate the effectiveness of such narrow normative crite-

ria rather critically and recommend focusing instead on “forms of proximity” (Blanc and Fare 2016, 19). This is 

already quite similar to the concept of finite socio-economic spaces presented in this contribution. 

In this context, it is important to recall that CCs with strictly limited convertibility are not a means of creating capital. 

Nor are they, on the whole, a means of accumulating profit (Schroeder 2018a). They serve this purpose indirectly, 

because they reduce losses by facilitating more effective use of capacities. However, if CCs, defined as ‘finite sys-

tems’, were to be combined with other elements of an alternative economic infrastructure, they would serve a pur-

pose which could be termed ‘social.’  

Blanc and Fare (2013, 76–77) are quite correct when they argue that CCs require appropriate regulation. Almost all 

contemporary CCs came into being within the frameworks of existing laws. This constraint made it impossible to 

design perfect CCs, which is why they hardly ever achieved any economic significance. Passing appropriate legisla-

tion would provide an opportunity to create completely new forms of CC. It is important that mandatory boundaries 

be set up by the state. It will be necessary to adopt elements from the WIR, from local currencies and other types of 

CC, but it will also be necessary to invent new elements. In 1989, Flor presented a scenario involving both a territo-

rial and a time boundary. According to this concept, transactions in a region are fiscally privileged as long as debits 

and credits are balanced over a certain period; a surplus or a deficit at the end of this period would be taxable (Flor 

2019 (1989)). This would allow participants to pay adequate fees for the administration of the alternative economic 

systems (an issue discussed by Schroeder 2015), and also address the problem of imbalances between supply and 

demand. The scenario involves further aspects, such as the role of co-operatives and providing loans in traditional 

currency as a means of financing investments. The concept envisioned the complete digitisation of all forms of 

money by 2029. It is nevertheless clear that, before this vision can be implemented, feasibility studies will have to 

clarify whether there is also potential for exchanging labour-intensive products at the local level in times when the 

capitalist economy is not in a downward swing. Although this is not a blueprint ready for implementation, it is 

shows how an understanding of what we call CCs as alternative economic spaces offers new perspectives for an 

adequate funding of these social innovations. 

6. CONCLUSION 

This paper has provided an overview of CC development over the past four decades. Monetary aspects already 

played a role in the 1980s, but they did not assume central importance. In practice as well as in theoretical reflec-

tions, the link with the ‘alternative economy’ discourse of that time was more important. Later, the theme of money 

became more prominent, and eventually found itself at the forefront of all discussions about CCs. With the advent 

of cryptocurrencies and other forms of monetary plurality, the former congruence between these two fields was 

lost. New technologies could also hold some enormous potential for CCs. An important aspect of current technolog-

ical developments is that online facilities will soon be generally available. This is also very relevant in terms of 

making payments with these alternative currencies. The great challenge for social scientists who take the social and 

ecological challenges of the present era seriously is to ask who is going to be connected with whom? I am grateful 

for a question raised by one of the reviewers: Does it make sense to have these two paradigms if digital CCs pene-

trate not only the economic, but also social and environmental domains? Both paradigms reflect different priorities 

in respect of connectivity and boundaries. This contribution emphasised the relevance of the latter aspect and ar-

gues in favour of embedding technological progress into collective structures that must be developed in a political 

process. Ultimately, both paradigms might bring about different forms of social innovation. 

This vision differs significantly from the perspectives offered by those who favour monetary multiplicity. The most 

important distinguishing features between the approaches are: 

• An understanding of the relevance of boundaries which should be drawn in a flexible manner. 

• Strong restrictions on convertibility versus free convertibility. 

• The extent to which they are embedded in a public framework versus private currencies. 

• A strong versus weak focus on the local dimension. Exchange within closed CCs does not just mean ‘buy 

local,’ it also aims to promote local production. 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY CURRENCY RESEARCH VOLUME 24 (SUMMER 2020) 101-115 SCHROEDER 

 

111 

• Integration of different segments of society at the local level versus different currencies for the different 

segments of society. 

• Pronounced interest in the functional aspects of relations to other elements of an alternative economy ver-

sus (if at all) a very general reference to different concepts of the alternative economy. 

The present approach has certainly some limits. Setting up and maintaining boundaries requires administrative 

resources which may not be available in all parts of the world. The chances for creating efficient business-oriented 

economic circuits, as envisioned at the end of the previous section, are rather remote when the capitalist economy 

is booming. Relatively high levels of prosperity in many parts of the world explain why closed exchange systems 

were not so prominent in recent years. The creation of circuits between prosumers might gain prominence in times 

of recession. 

Scholars in this field should be aware that, alongside academic reflections and the innovations developed by prac-

titioners, the cultural dimension plays an important role. It is easy to make a presentation on monetary multiplicity 

by showing alternative scrip notes. Almost all images involving the different types of CC illustrate what this article 

refers to as ‘connectivity’. In contrast, it is almost impossible to represent the abstract boundaries described above 

in a visual way. However, sound academic work means becoming aware of such invisible aspects. 

Even those who might object to this or any other interpretation of the ‘alternative economy’ approach should accept 

that not all researchers, especially not those who work on time systems, subscribe to the view that money is the 

core focus in discourses on CCs. 

It is still too early to measure the differences between the two lines of thought systematically (see Tirgar et al. 2013 

for a possible method). In the light of the present historical review, as well as theoretical considerations, the author 

recommends that those involved in the academic discourse differentiate two specific sectors: a) core research on 

traditional CCs and b) an experimental area with a provisional and open character which could be called something 

like ‘explorations in monetary innovation’. The present author believes this would sharpen the identity of these 

different areas of research within this field. 
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