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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: sysm4, a
digitally based hyperlocal system of account introduced by the rural Sysma 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. Pefia 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 sysma (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 sysméa; 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 Sysma, 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 Képpa
(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 sysma 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
mabp 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. [ 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, | 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

PETZ

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).



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY CURRENCY RESEARCH VOLUME 24 (SUMMER 2020) 30-53 PrTZ

Table 3: The Functions of Money.

Measure of Services and goods can be priced in it and compared with each other and thus it is a unit of account. Some
value split unit of account from measure of value.
Standard of 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
deferred just a measure of value.
payment
Store of It can be saved and subsequently realised without loss of value.
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 Its value must be easily realised, so when used it can replace the coincidence of wants issue, making
Exchange 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 Ekins et al., | Porritt, 2007 Flower, 2015 | Adams, 2015 Flora et | Levy and | Roland
2001 1992 al, 2018 | Wyckoff, and
[1821]) 2014 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 Social Social & Social/Relationship | Social Social Social
Organizational Relationship
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). 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.
Hiilsmann, (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
sysmd 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 sysma 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 aresearcher, | 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 sysma (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 [ went to live in Sysma during the trial phase of the sysma 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 sysma. 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; Harma, 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 (Kivisto, 2017), in
Sysma (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 (Sjostedt 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

39



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY CURRENCY RESEARCH VOLUME 24 ( 'SUMMER 2020 ) 30-53 PETZ

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 sysmd

Sysma 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 (Sysméa euro-voucher and small
entrepreneur network) (PHL, 2017) which created the sysmd raha (sysmd money). It was run by Sysma
municipality as a project. The sysma 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 (Backlund
and Mantysalo, 2010) influences. In 1970 the municipality founded Vuokratalosidatié 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 Jyvaskylan Vuokra-
asunnot Oy (Jyvaskyld Rental-housing Ltd.) in Jyvaskyla (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 BookMooch sysma Pisteet
kotiin®
Property
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 Né. Y Y

Key: Y = Property Present; N = Property Not Present; P = Property Partially Present

As the representational “note” for sysma 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 sysma and Pisteet
kotiin® lack fungibility (Table5: N1).

BookMooch points are only electronic and easily transferred electronically, so are thus portable. sysma 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 sysma and Pisteet kotiin® fail on the usability
property of money (Table5: P2).

The sysmad 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
Suarez, 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 sysma 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 sysma the value was, different if a
retailer decided to exchange for euro or to use sysma 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 BookMooch sysma Pisteet
kotiin®
Function
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 sysma 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 sysma 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 sysma.
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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 sysma 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 sysma 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 sysmd. The failure of social and relationship flows also led to a damage toward political capital.

The sysma and Pisteet kotiin® can be used for measure of value. A 5 sysma offer was made at the Sysma 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 sysm4, 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 sysma 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 sysma
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
etal,, 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 Sysma 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 Sysma it would make sense to use the sysma 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 sysma 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-rhyma (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 [ 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).



