The Love of Eve is the Root of All Money: A Survey of Humanity’s Quest for Value
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And the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, and while he slept took one of his ribs, and closed up its place with flesh; And the rib, which the LORD God had taken from the man, made he into a woman, and brought her unto the man. 
Genesis (2:21-22)
I

n the year 1995 I went on a backpacking expedition to Nepal, India and Indonesia travelling alone. On the south coast of West Java sits a rectangular shaped peninsular of 1300 acres jutting into the Indian Ocean connected to the mainland by a narrow neck of land. The peninsular is rocky, rugged and covered in dense jungle. It is a national park. I was staying at a $2 a night doss house (called a losmen in Indonesia) on that neck of land and went to the nearby village for breakfast and was surprised to see a redheaded woman as few Western tourists venture this far. From her limited English I discovered her name was Barbara and she hailed from Bavaria, Germany.

We decided to go for a walk through the national park after breakfast and unfortunately got hideously lost. After discovering a small creek we foolishly spent several hours tramping upstream with the intention of reaching higher ground and a view of our position. Eventually we turned around and followed the stream on its way to the ocean. Just as twilight came—and night falls early in the tropics—I caught a glimpse of the sea through a gap in the jungle. 
“We’re saved”, I exclaimed! But I was dead wrong. We had reached not a beach but a waterfall! I stripped to my underwear and swam carefully across a small pool at the head of the falls and stared gloomily down to jagged rocks one hundred and sixty feet below while Barbara took a photograph. At least now we had some orientation but we were clearly there for the night! Fortunately we were near fresh water and located the smoothest piece of ground to sleep on. Then it started to pour with rain and despite being in the tropics we were so chilled and uncomfortable we huddled together in our wet torn clothes for comfort. It was miserable.
Dawn came with welcomed relief and we set off at first light but faced a new terror. In the cool of the morning the snakes were slower to detect our presence as we stumbled through the jungle and we would be within a couple of metres of the serpents in what was not a Garden of Eden before they slithered out of our way. We found an ancient overgrown path that eventually led to a beach. Swimming around the rocky headlands we arrived back at the village 27 hours after we got lost. 
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	“Disappearing Waterfall”


What does this tale of misadventure in the jungle have to do with money? It gave me a taste of the life of our ancient ancestors which was one of darkness, fear and hunger and was the environment in which traditional money evolved. Survival was impossible without living in a tribe. Tribal man is not the ‘noble savage’ of Rousseau’s feverish imagination. Tribal life is quite the contrary. When the author was on Yap in July 2008 there was an incident involving some boys in a village who had been caught stealing betel nuts from a tree owned by another village. Traditional money was handed over—not for the value of the stolen nuts which was negligible—but for the disrespect they showed.
In a tribal environment—even more so than in modern society as people live less publicly—there is constant bickering within ones own community over rights, obligations, sexual misconduct with other men’s wives, boundary disputes, indefinite quarrels and gossip to add fuel to the fire! Interactions with another group or tribe are likely to be worse – the risk of being enslaved, killed and eaten! Money arose from the quarrels, tensions and hardships of life. Tribal institutions as old as humanity evolved to remit these problems: Present-giving; ‘bride-price’ or ‘bride-wealth’; blood-money (‘wergeld’); ransom; adultery and other fines. The ‘social glue’ that unites a tribe includes social status (class or caste); personal adornment; decoration; religious offerings; birth, coming of age and death. Possibly humanity’s final institutions, which are today amongst the most important, are land transfer and trade. 
In tribal society an insult to one member is an insult to the entire tribe - insult and responsibility for insult is communally shared. The result may be perpetual feuding and tit-for-tat killings. The Bible extols ‘life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth’ (Exodus 21: 23-24), but not ‘two lives for a life, two eyes for an eye’. The word to "pay" is derived from the Latin pacare which came to mean ‘to pacify, appease, or make peace with’. To prevent mayhem, tribal society and its institutions demands a means of compensation and an end to the matter, hence the existence of money—in its myriad forms—everywhere in the world. Compensation must be in kind so money is the first unsteady steps towards civilization and although hideously flawed, money is a medium to prevent pointless deaths, and improve economic outcomes. Compensation is like a set of balances or scales forged on the primeval human heart in the jungles, plains, mountains and atolls of the globe!

The genesis of money is when objects in either a presentation or an exchange possess mana (attractive, useful and rare so as to have intrinsic value) and are convenient (portable, durable and easy to count). Objects that serve as money may also serve more than one purpose (for example tools used as money). Objects used as money may serve different purposes or meanings to different people. For example, a money cowrie shell (Cypraea moneta) may be just a shell in one location but in other places it may be an ornament and elsewhere the shell may start to perform some of the functions of money. 

What is money? Economists define money as a ‘matter of functions four: a medium, a measure, a standard, a store’ - that is, money functions as:

· A medium of exchange (a cowrie shell used to buy goods, ‘currency’).
· A unit of account (goods priced in cowrie shells).
· A standard for future payments (able to pay interest in cowrie shells).
· A store of value (cowrie shells can be used as security for loans). 

Not all proto-money, traditional money or primitive money will fulfil all of these functions. It should be noted that with the current international bank crisis and the relative economic decline of the United States of America that the greenback does not function particularly well as a store of value. ‘Everyone, except an economist, knows what ‘money’ means…but it is impossible to define with rigid outlines. It emerges dimly from objects of presentation or exchange, and shades imperceptibly into recognizable monetary forms with uncertain boundaries…’ (Quiggin, 1949)
Primitive ‘denominations’ may evolve. Objects used as money may be ranked as ordinal (one shell is worth more than a bead) or interval (and ratio) (one shell is worth two beads). 
Scales of values may develop. In ancient Ireland a clan chief was worth 180 cows and a slave was worth three cows. Cows become convertible into rings and other objects including foodstuffs as well as services.
In areas of contrasted produce (e.g. hunter/gatherer v. agriculture) ‘silent’ trade - where commodities are left by one tribe in a place with the understanding that another tribe will subsequently take them and leave other commodities in return - may lead to barter (exchange of articles without recourse to a medium of exchange). Barter creates markets and markets thrive best when lubricated by an accepted medium of exchange. A region of contrasted produce with seasonal differences creates the need for money as a store of value. 
The most frequent description for objects identified as traditional money is ‘bride-price’, ‘bride dowry’ or ‘bride wealth’ to compensate the family for the loss of a beloved daughter, her productive services to her family and the right to her fertility. ‘Bride-price’ is one of mankind’s oldest institutions and various rules are prescribed in the Code of Hammurabi (Codex Hammurabi), the Old Testament and the Jewish Talmud. It is also mentioned in Homer’s Odyssey. One option to ‘bride-price’ is sister-exchange (I’ll marry your sister and you’ll marry mine) or if this is not possible then some equivalent or some other value must be paid. Some equivalent for Adam was the forfeit of a rib in order to obtain his mate Eve (Genesis 2:21-22). In regions of Papua New Guinea shell rings are perhaps to this day some other value. The love of Eve is the root of all money!

One of the most ancient institutions, particularly by ‘self-supporting’ man, is present-giving to foster social harmony. There are two options: either war or ‘protection bribe’. Examples include ‘potlatch’ among some Native American peoples of the west coast of North America. Protection bribes among the Maori of New Zealand are called ‘koha’ and included consumables but the most prized articles were harakeke cloaks, pounamu (greenstone), weapons, red feathers of the kaka parrot and ornaments. In Papua New Guinea there is ‘moka’ in the Mt. Hagen area, ‘Sepik Coast exchange’ and ‘Kula ring’ of Milne Bay Province. The Kula ring spans 18 island communities of the Massim archipelago, including the Trobriand Islands and involves thousands of individuals. Participants travel at times hundreds of miles by canoe in order to exchange Kula valuables which consist of red shell-disc necklaces that are traded to the north (circling the ring in clockwise direction) and white shell armbands that are traded in the southern direction (circling anti-clockwise). If the opening gift was an armshell, then the closing gift must be a necklace and vice versa. The terms of participation vary from region to region. Kula valuables never remain for long in the hands of the recipients; rather, they must be passed on to other partners within a certain amount of time, thus constantly circling around the ring.
Another ancient institution concerns an accidental or deliberate death. This is known among Europeans as blood-money (‘wergeld’). There are two options: either a life-for-a-life or some equivalent. ‘Some equivalent’ on the Yap Islands is stone money.
The expression ‘law of the jungle’ justice is a bit unfair to ‘the jungle’. What is fair and reasonable, in other words ‘some other value’, is determined by the parties to the social wrong. Modern day laws of compensation differ from traditional tribally accepted equivalence in that the ‘Power of the State’ declares what is fair and reasonable to its own satisfaction.
‘Man is the measure of all things’ so suitable objects (such as shells) in order to be called ‘money’ must possess mana to equate or compensate as an equivalence. 
Remember the story of Goldilocks? She took a walk in the forest and went into a bears’ empty house. There were three bowls of porridge; one was too hot, another too cold, and another just right. The chairs were also too big, too small or just right and the beds were too hard, too soft and just right. Mana depends upon a ‘Goldilocks’ supply, not too little as to stifle, not so common as to debase the value. At one extreme of supply is the fictional example in Jamie Uys’ movie The Gods Must Be Crazy (1980) about the tribulations of the Sho of the Kalahari Desert when one of their clan discovers a single empty Coca-Cola bottle. The bottle was useful and attractive and led the tribe into jealousy, anger, hatred and violence, until the finder of the bottle disposed of it permanently. At the other extreme in July 2008 Zimbabwe announced a redenomination of their dollar by cutting 10 zeros from the money in an attempt to shore up the country's worthless currency. Zimbabweans are now resorting to petrol vouchers as a form of primitive money.
The supply of objects which comprise money is typically from a foreign source, a special area or a particular social class. The Yapese, for example, had to sail 450 km (280 miles) to the south-west of Yap to obtain crystal limestone from which their stone money is manufactured. If the efforts to manufacture money are labourious and time consuming then values of money are related to the labour needed to produce them which is similar to Karl Marx’s ‘Labour Theory of Value’ to which values of commodities are related to the labour needed to produce them rather than, say, supply and demand.
Capuchin monkeys (Simia capucina) range from Central to South America and Northern Argentina, weigh up to 6 kg, and in captivity may live up to 45 years. Capuchins are considered the most intelligent of New World monkeys and may be found in many differing habitats. Stones are used as tools by capuchins to break open crabs, shellfish and palm nuts. But could they learn to use money? Utilizing Yale-New Haven Hospital, a Yale economist along with a psychologist, claim to have taught seven capuchin monkeys to use money.

“Capuchin money” consists of silver disks one inch in diameter with a hole in the middle and appears similar to Chinese cash. After several months of repetitious training the capuchin would then be issued with 12 tokens on a tray and have to decide how many to surrender for say, Jell-O cubes versus grapes or apples. The researchers later even introduced price and wealth shocks by adjusting the money supply.
The monkeys used their money to buy food and even sex. One monkey tried to pass off a round slice of cucumber as capuchin money. The researchers observed numerous thefts of money and an effective jailbreak and bank heist! The monkeys also failed to save…just like Homo sapiens!
The oldest traditional human money may be tools, pierced teeth and especially rings. These have been found in graves 100,000 years old. A Neanderthal infant was unearthed in Syria with a flint tool resting at about the spot where the infant’s heart had once beaten and pierced animal teeth and ivory rings were discovered with a Neanderthal fossil in a French cave. 
Whether these tools, pierced teeth and rings were used as ‘money’ is unknown but tools, pierced teeth, and rings have been used as money in places as far apart as China, the Solomon Islands and Celtic Europe. In Papua New Guinea rings made from the shell of the giant clam (Tridacna gigas, or traditionally pa’ua) are used into the 21st century as money.

Geography determines environment and hand-in-hand with ‘human factors’ influences culture, customs and the evolution of objects used as money. Money of various kinds developed all over the globe so the appearance of objects to serve as money is a natural social and market phenomenon. 

The only society known to not have money was Cambodia between 1975 and 1979 under the tyrannical rule of Saloth Sar known to the world as Pol Pot. He changed the country’s name to ‘Democratic Kampuchea’ and instituted his version of ‘agrarian collectivization’ which included the abolition of money. Over a million Cambodians, out of a total population of 8 million, died in 4 years from executions, overwork, starvation and disease.
Of all the many forms of money used by man it is precious metal which in Asia Minor, perhaps in the 7th century BC, became flattened, rounded, weighed and stamped, that came to dominate economic life for the entire world. This traditional money of Asia Minor, which today are called ‘coins’, originated in a region of caravan routes and safe harbours with little tidal influence and the resulting busy markets. Most importantly there was access to gold. Despite being relatively easy to counterfeit (compared to shells for example), and even easier to debase, precious metal based coins had the advantage of reproducibility, standardisation, convertibility and fungibility (something that is interchangeable, exchangeable or substitutable).

Coined money had a lot of competition. Salt, red ochre, tea, feathers, slaves, human skulls, woodpecker scalps, flying fox jaws, teeth, pigs, horses, goats, sheep skins, cocoa beans, almonds, rice, beeswax, tobacco, cloth, giant stone disks and countless other objects have been ‘money’ at various times and places. All too often seen through European eyes as a mark of the primitiveness or backwardness of the societies using this money, an incredible diversity of objects have indeed served to function as money. 
Traditional money may be grouped or classified by substance (animal – vegetable – mineral or metal – shell – bone – textiles etc), function (raw materials – useful objects – ornamental objects – clothing – food –tools) and tribe (anthropo-geographical). Often more complex than our modern monetary systems, the study of traditional money blurs into anthropology, botany, zoology and geology, and provides insights into modern society, ethics, monetary systems, wealth and the distribution of wealth.
The best known traditional money is wampumpeag or ‘wampum’ familiar to lovers of cowboy and Indian stories. Wampum strings and belts were manufactured into beads from Venus mercenaria and other shells which are found on North America’s east coast. Wampum was used for a wide variety of social purposes as well as a medium of exchange. 
The most universal of traditional money are cowrie shells and glass beads. At times beads and shells co-existed with coins and even formed a unitary monetary system - in Abyssinia payments were made in Maria Theresa thalers (a bullion coin) and change was given in glass beads, cowrie shells or sundries. Cowrie shells are attractive and decorative, useful as ornaments and playthings; a novelty and a mystery to inland peoples; easy to count; impossible to counterfeit. The shell’s aperture may have sexual connotations. Despite being subject to volatile levels of supply cowries have at times been a serious rival to coins. Cowrie shells have been admired at least as charms and ornaments from ancient times and were used as money into the 20th century. The use of cowries as money ranged from Africa through to India and China and into the New World. Cowrie shells have been found in Anglo-Saxon graves. Only four varieties can be called money: money cowrie (Cypraea moneta), ring cowrie (C. annulus), golden cowrie (C. aurora) and tiger cowrie (C. tigris). The main source of cowrie shells was a group of atolls in the Indian Ocean called the Maldives and Bengal was a centre of the cowrie trade where in 1872 there were 5120 shells to the rupee (see also Duncan, 2006). The word comes from Hindi and Urdu kauri. At the turn of last century in the Congo cowrie shells were still used to buy fowl (1200 shells), goat (1500 shells), acquire a wife (3000 shells), pay adultery fines (6000 shells), purchase a slave (60,000 shells or more). In the remote highlands of Western New Guinea where cowries were scarcer a mere ten shells was the price for a wife or a pig.
The technology to produce glass beads probably originated in ancient Egypt and these beads have a similar usage distribution as cowrie shells. Aggry beads are the best known and amongst the most attractive. These are made of coloured glass in a wide variety and combinations of colour. The appeal of beads may be their similarity to the ‘eyes’, the magical properties of holed stones or the ability to put the beads on a string for convenience and personal adornment. Beads are relatively easy to counterfeit and little reliable information is available on the origin of the beads or their use. 
Cattle have been used as money in Europe, Africa, the Middle East and India. Cattle provide food, fertilizer and fuel, and increase with good animal husbandry. Therefore cattle are a better investment than wives! Consequently pecus and faihu (respectively Latin and Gothic for ‘cattle’) evolved into pecunia (‘money’) and ‘fee’.

The influences of precious metal based money and non-metallic money on monetary systems have been in both directions: Thailand used ‘bullet’ money that consisted of gold and silver bars bent into a shape similar to that of a cowrie shell and punch-marked with dynastic stamps. Modern metal-based money in some countries may reflect to this day the use of traditional motifs: kina (pearl shells) gave the name to the modern coinage of Papua New Guinea; Ghana’s monetary denomination of ‘cedi’ originates from sedie meaning cowrie which appears on a 20 cedis coin. In Nigeria the name for the halfpenny was dari meaning ‘a hundred cowries’. 
It is probably not a coincidence that the Austanesian words for pearl shell money (‘kina’) would be used by New Zealand Maori for one the most easily collected seafood that is best eaten raw (‘kina’ or sea-eggs) and clam shell money (‘pa’ua’) for the most the most beautiful (‘paua’ or abalone).
Reliable information about traditional money (also called primitive money, proto-money or ‘curiosities’ of money) is sparse. The most obvious evidence, ‘specimens’ of the money, usually lack descriptive features such as dates, mintmarks, denominations, names, titles, faces of kings or coats of arms or other symbols that may appear on coins. For objects of traditional money it is difficult to establish:

· What it is made from and where it was obtained?
· How did the raw materials got to the place of manufacture?
· How was the money manufactured?
· How did the money get to its region of use?
· How was the money used?
· What is the money called?
Why did flattened, rounded, stamped and weighed precious metal come to dominate economic life over the globe? One feature stands out between coins and other traditional money: stamping of the coins on obverse and reverse with symbols of religious, kingly and state authority. The power of propaganda and advertising!

*****
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